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Four days before the war to end all wars, Lt. Colonel Peter Grant waited for Li Cai Wen to formally grant him an audience and, informally, to get the fuck off the phone.
Grant’s foot tapped fast to an unplayed song as he scanned portraits of noted Sino leaders the average American wouldn’t recognize even if the dudes were working the counter at their favorite neighborhood Chinese restaurant.
Peter knew them all, had their dossiers memorized like a senior-year history exam. The President. The Party Chairman. The Vice Deputy Chairman and Defense Minister —the latter, one and the same. Defense Minister Liang Huatian was the most dangerous man in China, as recent evidence had shown, and ultimately the reason he was meeting with Li Cai Wen.
The door suddenly opened. Li, suavely attired, smiled warmly and ushered Grant inside like an English butler.
“I’m so sorry to keep you waiting, Peter,” Li apologized, “but that was an ever so important phone call. My wife, reminding me to pick up our son from soccer practice.”
“I appreciate you taking time for me,” Peter said, hovering over a chair.
“Sit.” Li said, then moved papers around, pretended to read something before he looked up and beamed. “So, why are we meeting, my friend?” he asked, clasping hands as if about to close a sale on a Hummer.
“It’s all the sudden movement, Mister Li,” Grant replied. “Rail cars. Fake houses. Big, long, scary missiles hiding underneath them. All that.”
Li asked, “These fake houses, do they have a double garage?”
Peter smiled grimly. “The Dong-Feng 51’s?”
Li made a show of indifference. “Ah, you are misinformed, my friend. DF-51’s would be very advanced weapons. They don’t yet exist.”
“We have them on satellite,” Peter stressed. “Plain as Amish girls.”
“Nonsense.”
“By my count, you’ve got eighteen DF-51 missiles, each carrying up to ten two-and-a-half megaton warheads; some in silos, some on tracks, some road-mobile. A range of fifteen-thousand miles, twice that of the previous generation. Hell, you could almost attack yourselves with these bastards. But it would seem they’re aimed our direction.”
“Peter, this aggressive tone of yours is unbecoming—” Li began but Grant cut him off .
“You haven’t even seen me in a bad mood yet,” Grant said.
Li Cai Wen sat back, stared at the ceiling and sighed. He seemed to search the room for new bugging gear, miniature mics he didn’t know about. Even a whisper presumably carried risks. He was clearly playing to hidden cameras, but was also wearing a smug smile, one that annoyed Grant no end.
“You must be mistaken—” he said absently.
“I’m not. So I ask you, why would you need to reposition missile batteries at just this moment? You have war games to the north. Is this a diversion?”
“This is a serious discussion,” Li replied. “Not for mid-level mortals like us. Shall we take a walk? It’s a beautiful day.”
Walking up First Avenue, surrounded by traffic noise and tourists, Grant studied his counterpart: Roughly the same early middle-age, medium height, fit builds, nicely dressed —though Grant owned but five suits, all off the rack, and Li’s were tailored. Peter’s hair was military short, prematurely gray, while Li’s was casually stylish. Just then, the wind was having a field day with it, moving locks from side to side.
“I think we are safe,” Li said, checking behind him. Few people walked the street.
“Let’s get back on point then, shall we?” Grant pressed. “The DF-51’s you’re deploying to Guangxi province? Can you shed any light?”
“Peter, I can assure you, there are no DF-51’s yet; those are next generation,” he explained, using a teacher’s patient voice. “Perhaps by 2020—”
Peter interrupted. “For God’s sake, Wen, why are you dancing around this? We know for a fact that you’ve got sophisticated long-range ICBM’s ready to go over the top. You’ve been fast-tracking them up in Yunnan province for the last three months. I can tell you which factory if you like. The head foreman’s name is Mei. He has an eight-year-old daughter named Ki. She has asthma.”
“Try not to bore me, Peter.”
“Listen, Wen, our countries are buddies now. You walk down any Beijing street and people are happy to see us Yankees spending our capitalist dollars and charming you with our funny eyes. But right now you have 700 missiles aimed at Taiwan, and then there are those pesky Fifty-ones pointed at us. No one is blinking.”
Wen, unruffled, smoothed his tie in a store window. “If you believe this to be true, colonel, precisely why are you telling me?” Li wondered. He held up his hands as if to ward off dissent. “I’m merely asking, as a friend.”
“You know why,” Grant said. “Taiwan.”
“Ah, the renegade province,” Li Cai Wen nodded. “In all truth and in reality, colonel, your government is avoiding the central issue, which is Formosa’s —excuse me, Taiwan’s— bellicose attitude. Their posturing has set the stage for trouble.”
“That has nothing to do with us.”
Li’s eyes danced a bit. “No, Peter? The Aegis systems? The Arleigh Burke-class destroyers? These are not issues for you? Advanced command-and-decision; radar tracking and guidance systems—”
“Politics.” Grant replied. “And profit.”
“That is no answer, Peter. It is always politics and certainly always profit. Meanwhile, you are pretending to know things that are not true. Believe me, I understand the concept of bullshit.”
“Taiwan is not the only country with the Arleigh-Burke’s, Mr. Li,” Peter replied. “Australia, South Korea, Spain, Norway— they all have them.”
“China’s concern is not with Norway or Spain,” Li told him. “It is only with Taiwan. This delivery ratchets things up a tad. It strains our friendship.”
Grant leaned around him and watched his reflection in the tinted window. He spoke confidentially.
“Let’s be clear,” Peter said. “It doesn’t matter why, it matters how, because in a flash the stakes become unbelievably lethal. In reality, as you say, Taiwan is this close to a complete breakaway, and we both know your government will not allow that. The only thing standing between the PRC launching an embargo or, worse, declaring out and out war, is an official announcement from Taipei on establishing full independence. And that looks more likely with each passing hour. The new government has a mandate.”
“Peter, please tell me what you want in a language I can understand.” Li said, taking a step back, peering at his Rolex. “I need to pick up my child soon.”
“We want you to pull back from this obsession with Taiwan,” Grant answered. “Put the gun back in the drawer.”
Li Cai Wen looked bored as they began to walk again. “I will relay to my president your vital concerns,” he almost yawned.
Peter stopped suddenly.
“There is something you aren’t telling me,” Grant said, keeping an eye on a woman with a video camera, who nonchalantly moved inside a storefront. They stood with their backs to the street just in case.
“Perhaps there is something else, yes,” Li Cai Wen said candidly.
“What?” Peter was intrigued.
Li Cai Wen was thoughtful for a moment.
“There are high powers in my capital who wish to make a point, and unfortunately your delivery of the new destroyers and their advanced capabilities are the sharp end of that point.”
“What does this have to do with the DF-51s?”
The Chinese man stared at Peter, looking sympathetic.
“This you must understand,” Li Cai Wen almost whispered. “If you have family, I suggest that you move them far away, somewhere remote, somewhere safe. Antarctica, perhaps. Or the Moon. After that, you will thank me, if you ever get the chance. Do you understand?”
Peter Grant stopped by a pocket park wedged between buildings.
“You’re saying this could lead to war,” he said quietly.
Li nodded almost imperceptibly.
“Unless America acts appropriately,” Li Cai Wen replied, “this could lead to much worse than mere war.”
“But why?”
Li Cai Wen scanned in all directions before he answered.
“Taiwan has nukes, too.”
Twenty minutes later, Grant boarded a commercial helicopter on the roof of a New York City office building. His phone chirped and he read the caller’s name.
Spivey.
“Did you speak to the Chinese?” the general asked. “What did Li say?”
“Confirmed my findings,” Grant said. “But it may be far more serious.”
“Reliable?” Spivey asked.
“He gave me his word.”
“Oh, goodie.”
“Sir, Li didn’t want to link up with me by the river; he wanted to meet in his office so his handlers could hear, but then we took a walk.”
“Took a walk,” Spivey repeated, “That means they’re keeping the channels open. Someone in the PRC’s New York office is concerned about Beijing’s moves, right?”
“That’s my guess.”
“The problem this time?” Spivey asked, probably knowing the answer.
“Taiwan,” Grant said, stepping out of the way into a jumpseat area, out of earshot. “They’ve stepped out too far on the limb with this independence talk, and the shipment is rattling some nerves.”
“Of course. Hang on.” There was a short pause, like the phone was being cupped, then a moment later, Spivey said, “Give me the rundown. We’re secure.”
Peter said, “The DF-51’s are in play, probably aimed our way. Their range is too great to waste such muscle on Taiwan.”
“Any other good news?” Spivey asked.
Grant considered his next words.
“General, Li mentioned something else I need to ask about. It’s delicate.”
“Give it a shot,” Spivey said.
Certain he could not be overheard, Peter said, “As far as I know, Taiwan has not joined the nuclear club. Is this still true?”
Spivey, not answering, asked, “Where are you?”
“Boarding the helo to JFK now, sir,” Grant told him. “You?”
“The White House,” Spivey said. “Situation Room. President, Joint Chiefs, bunch of other yahoos. Take the chopper, Peter. I want you in D.C. two hours ago. This isn’t horseshit. The DefCon level has been kicked up a notch. We need your report live.”
“I understand, sir,” Grant said. He followed a flight attendant to his seat up front by a window and checked the time. “With my connection, I’ll be there at three.”
“Must be static on the line,” the General said. “Maybe you didn’t hear the order. Commandeer the aircraft. It has range and fuel. Get here now. We’re waiting.”
The line went cold.
Grant approached the flight attendant, briefed her on the need to vacate the aircraft, then strode to the cockpit and told the captain to alter his course and head for Washington, D.C. The pilot, uncertain of protocol, merely handed him some paperwork.
“I need to file a flight plan first,” the pilot said. “Where do you want me to land? Reagan, Dulles, Andrews—?”
“Drop it down on the White House lawn,” Grant replied.
Ninety-six hours before the shooting began, Ben Cage lost the Bullet.
Atop the highest ridge of Mt. Cochiti, a remote peak in New Mexico, Ben scanned the dark sky but came up empty again. Frustrated, he prepped to reposition a large array telescope called Betsy to a quadrant of the sky he’d not monitored for several hours, searching for a tiny but growing blue line that could either be a rogue asteroid or a large meteor making a beeline to earth.
They’d nicknamed it the Bullet, though Edwin Dark wanted to call it Amaria after some wacky psychic he read about. Dark joked it was his ‘Sky Goddess’ and Cage laughed and went along with it. Edwin had scary eyes.
In England, Dr. Mavis Kent wanted more data—measurements and relative speed, but Ben had instead followed the A2H-5 spectacle, neglecting the assignment.
“Baby, don’t hide from me,” Cage said, flipping through the previous day’s photographs, seeking a trace. “Do not become a ghost. Think I want Mavis the MILF to say I fucked the pooch?”
Breaking a promise, he’d concentrated instead on a remote section of the very distant Aquarius Dwarf Galaxy in the Milky Way, peering at A2H-5, witnessing the imminent collapse of the beautiful red giant. Nearly 3.6 mega parsecs from Earth, about 11.7 million light years, its demise was nothing less than glorious. A2H-5 had blown its planetary nebula, was now in the process of becoming a white dwarf.
Hot shit.
Still, Ben felt guilty. He knew that this special show would be going on for some time, and Mavis Kent was eager to the point of madness about Amaria, so he dialed in the distant coordinates and waited as the huge scope swung around to position; slowly enough that Cage was able to go to the men’s room, wash up, study his handsome black mug in the mirror, see if his tummy was still flat, pour a cup of coffee, and scan the lead story in the paper before a warning buzzer told him the thing was in place.
Cracked white NASA coffee mug in hand, Cage sat at the console, stared at the monitor sipping Peet’s coffee, a gift from his mother, now retired to the sprawling outskirts of Portland, Oregon. He looked at the clock and worried.
“Where the hell are you?”
So strange, the object wasn’t where it was supposed to be. There might be a thousand explanations for this; the obvious one that the thing was traveling faster than earlier thought and had gone out of frame. Either that or Cage was an idiot; unlikely, given his Ph.D. from M.I.T.
Damn, why hadn’t he spent just twenty minutes following up on it?
Mavis could be tough, even a little mean; Ben did not want to get on her bad side, so he adjusted the coordinates two clicks down and the big scope lumbered to a new spot where he guessed the object might be.
Still not there, which meant it was traveling far faster than he had imagined and, of course, might be much closer. Cage plotted a new position, thinking it was moving about 27,000 miles per hour, the norm, another degree south. He re-calibrated the angle of incline, adjusted for the gravitational fields and repositioned Betsy there.
The phone rang as the glass eye hummed to a new slant. Ben glanced at the wall clock —four o’clock his time, two o’clock in Greenwich, where Mavis Kent was working. He knew in his gut she was calling.
“I know you have nothing better to do than track A2H-5, Dr. Cage,” Mavis said in her tight English accent, “but I wonder if you’ve followed up on the anomaly? Our little bullet?”
Distracted, Ben replied, “Uh, yeah.”
“Pardon?”
Ben watched the screen as the telescope lurched to a stop.
“Hello?”
There it was. He found the Bullet and wiped his forehead.
“Tracking it now, Dr. Kent. Trajectory is off from its last position, but I’ll crunch the numbers and get back to you.”
“Please do.” She hung up.
Bitch, Ben thought. Like I’ve got nothing better to do than follow your pet anomaly. If you’re so interested, use your own damn scope… meanwhile, he input data of its last known position, coupled with its current whereabouts, then saw the results and sat back hard in his chair, the coffee forever untouched.
“Lord God,” he whispered, then fumbled for the phone and called Mavis back, suddenly so nervous he almost punched in the wrong code.
“Dr. Kent, I have weird, weird news: The meteor is heading our way,” he said excitedly. “It’ll pass within 7,000 miles of Earth —give or take a thousand miles— within the next 48 hours.”
There was a brief silence on the line.
“Mother of Christ,” Mavis replied in a whisper. “God threw a rock.”
With less than one hundred hours until meltdown, Russell Perry drove his wife, Judy, and daughter, Iris, to Portland International Airport in the family Suburban. Russ called it a “Subdivision.” Overcast and rainy, the weather did little to make Russ feel better about them leaving to go on vacation in Hawaii.
The girls weren’t thrilled, either. Afraid to fly following a near plane crash over Russia the summer before, Iris chattered nonstop the entire drive up.
“Why do they call the weather man a Meteorologist? Shouldn’t they be a Weatherologist?” she asked. “What do they call someone who studies meteors?”
Judy fielded that one, saying, “Cosmologist, I think.”
“Like the woman at the M•A•C cosmetic counter?” Iris asked.
“That’s cosmetologist,” Judy said.
“Oh.”
Similar offbeat questions had been peppered throughout the trip; few were ones Russ could answer.
“I knew that one,” he said.
Judy patted his shoulder. “I’m so proud.”
Iris lugged her huge rolling suitcase across the parking lot. A heavy backpack filled with books slung over her shoulder made her list to port, and she seemed to be walking in slow-motion.
“Nervous much?” Judy asked. Iris didn’t answer but looked up with bright, questioning eyes that Judy found easy to read.
“I am not the happiest human,” Iris replied.
“I promise. It won’t be like last time.”
“Mom, you can’t promise that. We fell like 20,000 feet! We almost hit a mountain!” Iris huffed. “We coulda got killized.”
“Killized?” Judy laughed. “Well, honey, it was 9,000 feet or so, and we didn’t hit the mountain. No one got hurtized, to use your parlance.”
Iris pouted, “That woman next to me broke her thumb.”
“Look on the bright side,” Judy countered, “We seem to have lived.”
After they took care of the tickets and luggage, Iris asked for twenty bucks and ducked off to buy celebrity magazines with some of her classmates. Judy and Russ perched on sofa chairs near the security gate.
“What are you going to do these many days without us, Russell Perry?” Judy asked. “Poker with the boys? Yard work? Make a pass at Maggie Chapin?”
“Maggie’s married,” he replied, snapping fingers, darn, “and older than moveable type. Maybe Chris Berrenger…”
“She’s a lesbian.”
“Even better,” Russ smiled. “Kinky.”
Judy punched his arm, then pressed, “Seriously, what’s the agenda? Can you get away, too? Go to the mountains? Commune with grizzly bears?”
“Don’t know. There’s a new strip club in town; thought I’d check it out,” Russ answered. “Racks out to here…”
Judy laughed. “You’ve never even been to a strip club, Russ.”
“How do you know? We’ve only been married 16 years.”
“Stick to eyeballing Maggie Chapin,” she cautioned, taking his hand. “Safer.”
“Maggie it is.”
The announcement of a flight delay came over the PA system. Russ held Judy’s hand tightly. Her palms felt sweaty. “You okay?”
Judy nodded but didn’t look at him. “Sure.”
“Yeah?”
“I’m a little nervous.”
“You hide it well. Your hands feel like sponges.”
She spun around to face him.
“I used to love to fly. I hate it now, you know?” Judy said, then laughed behind a hand. “Of course you know. How many times have I told the story?”
“Seven million.” Russ put his hand on her shoulder and massaged it.
“You know. It might drop. The plane,” she said. “It’s a worry.”
He touched her cheek.
“It won’t. Not now, probably not ever. I read forty million to one odds of even a problem,” Russ said. “I’d play those odds in Vegas.”
Judy’s brain seemed elsewhere. “If we hadn’t paid in advance, we could all drive up to Canada, see the Ice Shelf, stay on solid ground.”
“Not that solid,” Russ said.
“I’m just saying—” she started, then seemed to take an interest in the ceiling. “I promised Iris we’d go someplace together, every year, just us girls, for as long as she could stomach being around her mom. I wish we weren’t going this year,” Judy said, “but there are other factors.”
Russ repositioned himself. “What other factors?”
She made a face. “Well… You. You hate to travel, Russ. You’d rather have a jalapéno shoved up your nose.”
“Tried it in college, didn’t like it,” Russ replied. “Made me sneeze and my eyeballs burned—”
“And you’re a hypochondriac,” Judy laughed. “Jeez, Russ, you’d relocate to Pleasantville, Missouri, sight unseen, just for a cool job, but you will not board a boat to travel the world. Not like me and Iris. We live for it. Wanderlust blood or something.”
Russ touched her chin. “That would be a ship, not a boat. But you’re right. I’m a bad traveler.”
“I’m a woman; being right is kind of my job,” Judy said, with a smile. “The point is, Iris and I have had a year to get over it —this fear of crashing— flying again is the answer. Hop back on the damn horse. Swim after nearly drowning. Just —”
“Get on the plane,” he finished. He held her arm and patted her bicep. “Good woman. Strong woman. Make good wife. Or motivational speaker.”
“Stop it,” Judy laughed.
“I’m a phone call away. Your knight in tarnished armor. Just ten digits to punch and I’ll magically appear.”
“Big help you are,” she said, leaned over. “And you know as well as I do that I always lose phones!”
He kissed her forehead. “You’ll be fine.”
“Yeah?”
“Just drink heavily.”
Iris came back with half a dozen magazines as her friends scooted off. Russ glanced at the top cover and saw a pretty blonde, accompanied by the timeless headline: Rebecca Chase Is Not a Slut!
“Iris, why do you buy such crap?” Russ asked.
“What do you want me to buy, dad?” she asked with innocent eyes. “US News & World Report? Maxim?”
“Something without ‘slut’ in the headline?” Russ offered.
“Oh, daddy, it says she’s not a slut!”
The boarding call came an instant later and Russ kissed and hugged his dual beauties. He didn’t know what to say exactly, so he just said I love you fifty times and goodbye about ten. The girls walked through the gate, waved, blew kisses, then the door shut and the plane readied to taxi away.
Russ watched them take to the skies a few minutes later, after he parked the minivan and waved to the plane from the back road closest to the end of the tarmac. As the plane roared off, Russ imagined that he saw Iris wave back, but he wouldn’t know for sure until later.
He began the drive back to Bend and listened to the news, almost all of it concerning North Korea’s missile tests, but he was thinking of Iris and Judy, missing them already, but wondering why he had never been to a strip club.
The 747’s engines whined, settled down, then raced again. Iris looked over her mother through the little window; the plane was guided into position by a man with a flashlight or something.
“It seems chilly. Are you chilly?” Iris asked, sitting back.
Judy shook her head. “You want a blanket? You can use mine,” she offered.
“Thanks.” Iris took the thin blanket, laid it over her lap, then sat stiffly upright with folded hands. She looked past her mother at the rolling terrain outside the window, her eyes a veil of terror guarded by a fake smile.
“How much longer?” Iris asked.
“About two minutes,” her mother answered, gazing outside from the window seat. “We’re nearing the end of the runway. Airborne in—” She stopped and stared when she spotted a familiar figure standing behind a fence. “Hey, Iris, look— It’s your father.”
“Daddy? Where?” Iris climbed over the middle seat to look.
“By the Suburban. See him?”
“Yeah, yeah. That’s coolness.” Seeing Russ seemed to jolt her into another gear. Iris was suddenly a happy girl. “Big, giant coolness.”
Iris waved, and if by miracle, Russ waved at the same exact moment. She tried to follow his figure even as the plane moved farther from him.
“I’m gonna miss my daddy,” Iris said. “He’s— he’s good with kids.”
Judy said, “He’s good with a lot of things,” then checked her seat belt again. “We’re about to take off. Ready?”
“I am so … so readyized,” Iris said, her smile wavering.
“Again with the new language,” Judy said and fluffed her daughter’s hair. “Where did that come from?”
“I’m making it up. It’s my twist on the English language.”
“So you’re languagizing?”
“Exactly,” Iris beamed. “Or ‘Makizing’. Either works. There are rules though: Only one ‘izing’ per sentence.”
“What happens if you use one twice?”
“Twiceizing?” Iris answered. “That would mean you have to fly on a plane!” They both laughed and felt better for it.
The engines whined louder, then calmed down. The aircraft stopped its taxiing, wheeled around, lurched a moment, then began barreling down the runway.
“Whoa!” Iris said, eyes wide, startled.
“Here we go,” Judy said, trying to sound happy. She reached for her daughter’s hand.
“Eeek!” Iris quietly screeched in pretend terror. They laughed valiantly, held hands, but not tightly, neither willing to show a modicum of fear. Judy’s eyes displayed a gentle reassurance, her smile beatific, but inside she had the heartbeat of a Hummingbird.
Iris knew her mother’s expression was a fraud, but she smiled back as if it helped, then spotted a pair of earphones, put them on, cranked an old Eagles song to 10. The airplane raced harder, then angled upwards sharply; the ground below sped by, the engines thundered.
Eyes closed, Iris hummed along badly —Wel-come to the Ho-tel Cal-i-for-nia,— feet dancing against the seat bottom without much rhythm.
Judy willed herself to look out the window. Her eyes seemed to be sweating.
The Columbia River dominated her view, followed by the city of Vancouver, Washington, on the north bank of the river. Suddenly, the plane banked left, hit turbulence and began its climb over the west hills of Portland, bucking up and down. Judy felt disoriented, lightheaded and fearful for a moment.
“If it’s going to get bumpy, it’s here,” Judy said, patting Iris’ hand. “The west hills, and again maybe a little further down the state.”
Iris looked up, eyes a little larger, “Okay, good,” then closed them tightly.
Just then the plane seemed to catch a second updraft, felt slightly out of control for an instant, but returned to normal. Iris, aside from drumming legs on the seat, pretended to ignore it.
Judy couldn’t.
Flying over Belarus the previous year, enveloped within a bright and cloudless sky, the Aeroflot Airbus A320 abruptly fell like a bagful of rocks; plummeting towards earth before God’s fist hammered the plane from below. Passengers heard a loud bang from the underside and the rapid descent ended, though the aircraft bounced around like evil spirits had possessed it. The oxygen mask finally dropped. Judy slipped one on Iris, screaming. Horrible sounds issued from the fuselage; a crunch of metal, some popping bolt sounds. The airplane veered hard right, then left and back, as if the pilot was dodging airborne orange traffic cones. Iris threw up on her lap; the woman across the way was launched from her seat and smacked her hand on the base of a wall, breaking a thumb. A flight attendant’s head hit the cargo racks.
Judy and Iris death-gripped the sides of their seats, saying Hail Mary’s. But, then, after one more series of bronco-busting turbulence, the flight finally, almost unbelievably, leveled out. The engines returned to a hum.
Everything was suddenly okay; smooth flying again. Prayers were suspended, cries dissolved to murmurs, drinks were free for the rest of the flight.
Later, the passengers learned that the plane had been hit by wind shears; had fallen to within 150 feet of a hilltop before the pilots wrestled it under control.
Iris said it was like a “Disneyland ride from Hell” attraction.
Miracle was not a word Judy tossed around lightly. Here it fit.
“May I get you anything to drink?” the smiling flight attendant asked, startling them both.
Judy said, “Scotch. A double. Any brand. Ice.”
“Certainly,” the woman smiled. “And for you, young lady?”
Iris tapped her chin. “Oh, I’ll just have a margarita, easy on the salt,” she answered, then, seeing a bemused glare from her mom, amended, “A Pepsi, please.”
“Coke okay?”
“Yum enough.” The attendant went away.
Within that exchange, the flight eased up, the skies became calm and the loudest sound was a baby crying from the aft of the plane and the reassuring turn of the engines.
Most of the other vacationing Cable School students were back there somewhere, though no one was moving around. Hearing some animated teen chatter to the aft, Iris turned back to see who was talking.
“It’s loud mouth Linda Jenns. She’s all nervous cuz her folks are splitizing.”
“Divorce?”
“Yeah. Her mom’s all paranoid that Linda’s pop is going to off them somehow. For the insurance or something. Linda didn’t want to go on this trip any more than I did. Different reasons though. Just the same, keep your eyes peeled for assassins. If she’s killized, we’ll know why.”
Judy studied her daughter for a moment. They wore the same haircut, bobbed, but in different shades — Judy’s was longer and nearly silver. With striking blue eyes, big enough to swim in, they sported a lean athleticism to their tallish frames. Emotionally, socially, they were alike in so many ways.
But Iris’s brain was all Russ.
Out of the box.
“What would it take to get you to drop the new language?” Judy asked. “Just for curiosity’s sake. No more Izing.”
Iris considered this, then said. “A new IPad would be a really good start. I could end languagizing in a heartbeat. Deal?”
“I’ll churn this notion around.”
Iris grimaced, and said, “You talk funny sometimes, Mom.”
Somewhere over the Pacific, the sky bright, winds calm, Judy looked below and saw nothing but ocean stretched out to the horizon like polished wet marble under a microscope.
“So, we good?” Judy asked.
“We’re good. This isn’t so bad. Lot of water.” Her grin was sheepish. “How long is it? The flight?”
“About five hours total,” Judy replied.
Iris rested her chin on her shoulder. “Know what, mom?”
“What?”
“There isn’t a mountain between here and Hawaii.”
It’s really more of a den than an office, and doesn’t really look lived in, despite its age and storied history. Everything is neat and tucked away, except for a few piles of papers stacked on the desk. There’s an aroma to the place, a mix of smells, like ancient pipe smoke, wood polish and fresh orchids, but subtle, like a mist of perfume after a woman has left the room.
The dimensions alone don’t make the Oval Office sound imposing. Called an ‘elliptical salon’ by its designer, it features an apsidal bowed end about 36 feet long, with a short axis of 29 feet. It has an arched ceiling eighteen and a half feet in height. Two couches face a coffee table.
Dimensions aside, the Oval Office was designed to be imposing, not in scale but in purpose. Specifically intended for hosting formal receptions, once called ‘levees,’ it was not the center of state business nor was it a place for the president to sign papers and give away pens. The purpose of the oval shape was to make all assembled stand equidistant from the speaker; partly so that all could hear the president plainly, but also to validate that he was the most important person in the room. In some ways, the president had merely emulated how royalty would be treated; the practice and design was picked up from the Maharajahs of India.
Nonetheless, it’s still the most intimidating room in the world, the center of global power for over 100 years. Now, while Peter Grant caught his breath after making his mad-dash from midtown Manhattan to Washington, he nervously waited with General Marco Spivey and Deborah Lansing, the White House Chief of Staff, as the president finished a phone call.
He said, “I realize it was your campaign platform, Minister, but the timing is rather suspect.” A female aide entered the room carrying a silver tray, matching coffee pot and three Wedgwood cups, along with a white mug with the words Big Cheese silkscreened on it. She poured coffee for the president in the big cup and set the tray on the table, in front of the general, who prepared a cup for Lansing, on another line, listening in.
The president said, “‘Suspect’ means that the timing couldn’t be worse. You need to think this over very seriously. You’re about to be clobbered.”
As the president spoke, Grant leaned close to General Spivey and whispered, “Sir, as I mentioned on the phone, Li Cai Wen said China thinks Taiwan has nukes. That is the cause of all this. The Arleigh-Burke shipment gave Taiwan confidence to act on independence but if Taiwan also has the bomb–”
“They do,” Spivey said.
Grant was stunned. The year before he’d been briefed on the juiciest intel available to anyone below a Joint Chiefs pay grade, but no one ever mentioned Taiwan having nuclear capability.
“What? For how long? Where’d they get them?” Grant asked, keeping his unease out of his tone.
“They got them from us,” Spivey said.
“How many?” Peter wondered.
“Enough.”
Perhaps the foremost feature of the Oval Office, beyond its shape, is the Resolute Desk, used by almost every president since Taft, with some notable exceptions, like Johnson and Nixon. Originally a gift from Queen Victoria in 1880, the desk was constructed from the timber of the retired British ship, H.M.S. Resolute, and is intricately carved, if not particularly large.
It was behind this desk that the president now sat with his right foot propped on the edge, scratching his ankle with the heel of his shoe. Behind him were three tall windows with a tranquil view of the green trees and brilliant flowers and discreet secret service agents outside.
On the phone, the president, resolute, was speaking with the Foreign Minister of the Republic of Taiwan. Though the Minister’s words were unheard, Grant could guess the substance of his message by what the president was saying.
“It’s a mistake, Minister Jong,” the president said. “You are absolutely taking the wrong turn here. If you proceed with this course, your country is asking for major trouble. From what I understand of China’s position, your wish will be granted. They are talking about an embargo, at the very least.”
A few choice words later, the president hung up, turned to face Grant, then said, “Help me out here, Colonel Grant. I’ve always found it curious that the biggest and most important words in the English language have the smallest number of letters, like the words Yes or No or God or War. You speak some Mandarin, correct? How would the Chinese say them, Colonel? How would they say the words God or War?”
Peter felt like showing off, telling the leader of the Free World that even the word ‘China’ was not a Chinese word, but first appeared in Sanskrit in 1555 and was introduced to the West by Marco Polo. There were at least thirteen significant dialects in China and most varied considerably from district to district. It wasn’t like America where there are accents, like southern or nor’easter or Texan; in China they were virtually separate languages.
In the huge nation that comprises the People’s Republic of China, the phrase ‘standard Mandarin’ is usually what people think of as ‘Chinese,’ but there really is no such thing. Hanyu, the accepted standard (which roughly means ‘the way big shots in Beijing talk’) is a dialect that only half the country can speak or understand. It was envisioned as a way to unite hundreds of languages, but local variations preempted that. Given this, even something as simple as the president’s words ‘God’ or ‘War,’ could take many paths in translation.
But Peter replied, “Zan is war, sir, but war is also Zan-Yi, Zan-Zung, Zan-Hwo…” He stopped himself before he could babble. “Zhu means God, for the most part. But God actually represents something more like ‘spirit’ or ‘heaven’. The literal is Da Tian Ren, which means ‘Great Sky People’.”
The president lifted his foot off the desk, sat upright and suddenly smacked his hand on the table. “See what I mean? Short words,” the president smiled. “Remember that guy who wondered why the word ‘abbreviation’ was so long?”
“Steven Wright,” Grant offered, smiling slightly.
“Exactly right, colonel,” the president said, nodding. “That’s the name. Steven Wright. Cracked me up. Brilliant.”
The others laughed. He sipped his coffee from the mug, made a face like it wasn’t sweet enough, then fixed his gaze back on Peter.
“Alright, Colonel,” he said, “bring me up to speed.”
Peter pulled files from his case. “I have what you need here, sir. It isn’t pretty.”
“Welcome to my world,” the president remarked. “Show me.”
“Mr. President, our research and inside contacts indicate that China has been moving several large mobile missile forces from the interior provinces to near the east coast by railroad, using manufactured homes as cover,” Grant said. “It’s been going on for weeks.”
“This have to do with North Korea at all?” the president asked, fingers laced, eyes tightening.
“No, sir. That was last week’s diversion. Our concern is that the Chinese are employing a new generation weapon; a super-long-range missile system with multiple warheads,” Grant replied. “It’s called the DF-51. Until now, we believed their missiles most accurate range was seven or eight-thousand miles, but this one more than doubles that.”
The president looked annoyed. “And what do you make of that?” he asked. “You actually think they’d nuke Taiwan?”
“No, sir. I actually think they’d nuke us.”
Hunched over the Bend Sun’s cramped editorial desk later that day, Russ studied a printed satellite image and shook his head. “This looks bad,” he told his assistant, Chris Berrenger. “Really kinda—”
“Bad. Yeah, Mr. Perry, I get it. How bad?” Chris wondered. Chris sarcastically called him Mr. Perry. She was a goth-punk-lesbian and really didn’t care much what the good folk of Bend thought of her, nor what Russ thought either, for that matter.
Chris always wore black: Spiked accents, neck and wrist, snakebite lips and a gothic cross, sometimes inverted, which went over in Bend like a whale soufflé. Catholic skirts, baby doll shoes and fishnets were de rigueur. The look was alien to Bend’s conservative manner of dress, not to mention Russ’s own Banana Republic/Gap tastes. Needless to say, Chris really didn’t fit in. Along with her midnight black lip gloss and nail polish, she wore enough liquid eyeliner to repave a suburban street.
“Worse than before.”
“You mean Hollywood movie-style, Martians-will-eat-our-brains, end-of-the-known-universe kind of bad?”
“Right up there with Howard the Duck,” Russ nodded.
Berrenger moved even closer, peeked over his shoulder.
“Who’s Howard the duck?” she asked. Chris was in her twenties; shielded from the horror.
“Never mind.” Russ passed the magnifying glass, held up the picture for Chris. “Take a gander.”
“I get it, fowl joke.” Chris made a face. “When was this taken?”
“Just this morning.”
“Bizarre,” she said. She played with a nose ring and scrutinized the print. “Kind of scary, like the fucker could break.”
“Exactly like that,” Russ agreed. “But without the fucker part.”
The photo was a satellite image of lower British Columbia and northern Washington. There was a large, white, crescent-shaped object in the center. Any human trapped in the woods the last few years might have thought the mass was a snow-covered mountain range or that a blotch of liquid paper had spilled on it, but Perry and Berrenger knew better.
It was ice. A long bank of it. An arrow-shaped indent had suddenly appeared dead-center. There was a slim chance that the high waters backed-up behind the giant ice shelf would soon break free, unleashing a major flood.
“Missoula sized,” Perry said.
She handed the photo back. “What should we do?”
“Start building an ark,” he replied.
The Missoula Flood. 14,000 years ago, most of eastern Oregon and Washington, plus much of Idaho and Montana, had drowned in Canadian water. An ice floe had cut off the Columbia from its source and waters had backed up for hundreds of miles. When the ice shelf finally broke, 300,000 square miles of the Pacific Northwest had been six feet underwater.
This version wouldn’t be that bad, the theory went, but it would still cause a huge, wet mess.
Everyone called it The Ice Shelf. A major story for weeks, solutions to avoiding possible widespread flooding were yet to be found.
“Page one?” Chris asked, arms crossed. “Or hold it? Running out of time, Mr. Perry.”
“My gut says our river.”
“We taking bets?”
Russ grinned, quickly rifled through papers. “Chris, a few weeks ago our biggest problem was wondering if Mayor Parks would wear white before Memorial Day. And he did, too. I tried to buy ice cream from him.”
Chris looked bored. “Does this too-much-information saga ever end?” She lifted both eyebrows. “De-ci-sion?”
“I’ll check with Ted,” Russ grinned. “He’s got the pulse of the nation.”
“At least he’s got a pulse,” Chris said.
Russ Perry, managing editor of the Bend Sun, a small market newspaper in the center of Oregon, was second in command to Ted Gallo, the editor and publisher, both his boss and his best friend.
Ted was seated behind a worn oak desk the size of a ping-pong table, piled high with stacks of papers. A TV set was on, as always, with the sound turned low. The entire room was filled with boxes and filing cabinets. Gallo looked like he had just moved in.
“What’s that?”
Perry gave him the photo. “A new satellite shot from up north. Just want to know if you think we should lead with this.”
Ted slipped on glasses. “Not very sexy, this. Looks the same as the last time,” he shrugged. “What’s the diff?””
“The notch in the center.”
“That little thing? I’d need a microscope to see it.”
“It was the big story just a week ago,” Russ shrugged. “Could be again.”
“When it is, we’ll lead with it.” Ted read some of the top pages. “What happened to North Korea? I’ve lost track of their shenanigans.”
“Yesterday’s news. Suddenly, all the bellicosity stopped. No more temper tantrums is what CNN is reporting.”
“No kidding?” Ted said, chewing a pencil. “So maybe Kim Jong Il isn’t insane?”
“I wouldn’t count on that,” Russ said. “So, what think? Run the Ice Shelf pic on page one?”
Ted tilted back in his chair. “Russ, we’ve got more local concerns to fret about. You know: Round Butte dam, the Deschutes, all that. Stuff people in Bend actually care about.”
“Point?”
“Well, if the flood control guys continue to release water at the rate they are, all those expensive homes by the river are going to be waist-deep in river water,” the publisher said. “It’s bad enough that the city is semi-sandbagging. Never done that before in my lifetime.”
“That’s a very long time,” Russ grinned.
Bend flanked two sides of a usually tranquil Deschutes river, named for a local native tribe, and the center city was on the verge of flooding.
On the west side of town stood mostly new homes on hills, built far into the woods on wide tree-lined streets with dazzling vistas of the nearby Cascade range mountains: Bachelor and the Three Sisters to the west; the high desert to the east. Downtown was nearly level with the river.
“You realize how many of my friends live by the Deschutes?”
“Yeah, a lot. I realize that,” Russ said, chewing his lip. “So what do you want to lead with? The Deschutes flooding, the B.C. Ice Shelf or China-slash-Taiwan?”
Ted took off his glasses, pinched the bridge of his nose. “What do you think?”
Russ was relieved. He was sick of the Ice Shelf danger. Taiwan was gaining momentum, but not the big ticket yet.
“Local, of course. Deschutes. Let the Washington state papers worry about the ice pack.”
Ted smiled. “Exactly. And hold the satellite shot until tomorrow. It’s too late to put it on page two, right?”
Perry said, “Right. The rest of the paper’s been put to bed, except for pages one and sixteen and the last page is mostly ads. Jump two of the leads there.”
“Tomorrow then,” Gallo said, then picked up the Reuters and Associated Press reports that Perry had brought for him and leafed through them. “That it?”
Russ snatched back the photo, said, “Yep,” and started for the door. Ted called out as he reached it.
“Wife and daughter get off okay?”
Russ looked at his watch. “They should be in Honolulu by the time we go to press.”
“And after that?”
“After that, I’ll just sit by the phone and pine,” Perry said.
The crew met the deadline with minutes to spare, and put the paper to bed. They led with Chris Berrenger’s well-written piece on the heightened potential for local floods and relegated the Ice Shelf story and the China-Taiwan squabbles to below-the-fold.
At seven-fifteen, Russ walked home in a light rain and sat down to a microwaved meal of frozen lasagna, a trio of cold Blue Ribbon beers, and a fresh loaf of garlic bread he’d picked up from the Safeway. There were leftovers in the fridge that he might have eaten, but his stomach told him that was a recipe for a trip to the hospital ward.
Russ never ate leftovers knowingly. Might not agree with his tummy.
Perry lay on the couch. He watched the Blazers beat the Sixers in game five of the NBA Finals, 106-90, then switched to the late news.
CNN covered the brewing China-Taiwan crisis as the main feature and only mentioned the ice shelf in passing, shortly after the first commercial break. The possibility of the Deschutes overflowing didn’t warrant airtime.
In the pre-dream state before dozing off, Russ imagined he was relaxing by the ocean with Iris and Judy in Honolulu. He dreamed of lounging in a chair on the sand, staring at the sea, holding his wife’s hand, watching his daughter grow up too fast.
And all of them far removed from danger and responsibility.
It was a beautiful dream.
In late spring, when it was warm, Russell Perry would amble down Minnesota street, cut over to Wall, cross the wide green expanse of Drake Park, rest on an old, jade-colored bench that faced the Mirror Pond and eat his lunch. The antique seat had a missing slat and a loose bolt and tilted back slightly, as if about to topple. Despite its frailty, Russ preferred it to the other park benches, which were newer and better maintained, but had none of its weathered charm. Most of its surface was crudely engraved with the carved initials of lovers or vandals from another era, their public imprints seemingly immortal.
The letters GP were carved into a narrow strip of wood. Perry traced the groove of the markings with his index finger and wondered if they belonged to his nemesis, the mayor, Gavin Parks.
If so, page one news.
Russ withdrew his reading glasses, slipped them on and studied the preview pages of the paper while he ate a sandwich and sipped a can of chocolate Boost.
During this break, he’d usually edit the newspaper’s galleys away from the office, sitting in quiet, finishing his work long before the newspaper was sent to press that evening.
But now Perry found himself distracted by the activity around him and the thrust of several unsettling dispatches from Asia that sat on his lap.
The threat of a conflict between the United States and China now overshadowed the Sun’s previous lead story, the possibility of local flooding. The Deschutes river, fifty feet away, flowed along at record volume, splashed over sandbags meant to corral its hard wash, apt to spill even deeper into the park. Pockets of the undulating lawn were already under several inches of water.
For many weeks before, attention had been focused on the Canada Ice Shelf —now almost a glacier. There, a potentially far greater catastrophe was building on the upper Columbia River, five hundred miles north in Washington state and in Canada. But the big story was now relegated to the lower left corner of the page by the ominous and more immediate events overseas.
The headline, written by Ted Gallo, was to scream: COLLISION COURSE, but Russ changed the wording to BLOCKADE THREAT GROWS, set in 96-point Helvetica Demi-Condensed, about the largest point-size the paper would normally allow —short of announcing World War Three or heralding Jesus’s return. Surely, either the Second Coming or global war would demand really big type, five-inch or greater, but both events seemed to be only remote possibilities and 96-point remained the benchmark.
He read: TAIPEI (AP)– Defying mainland China’s assertion that Taiwan was on a collision course if it accepts the advanced weaponry from the U.S., the island’s new president, Ho Deng Chi, reaffirmed his nation’s stand that America’s delivery of three Arleigh Burke-class destroyers with Aegis defense systems was vital to Taiwan’s security…
Russ closely scanned the pages for typos and errors, marking up each offending page, circling suspect words and flagging badly written phrases with tiny yellow post-it notes, his comments lettered in handwriting so fine as to look typeset. The AP stuff was perfect; it was the local stories that needed correction, along with each and every column, opinion piece, editorial, and all the local, commercially-driven bullshit he had to try to make sense of and sometimes translate into both American English and acceptable AP style.
64 pages of trouble in his hands.
BEIJING (Reuters)– Underlining his nation’s concern, Chinese Foreign Minister, Wang Shu Zhi, told the annual Congress of Revolutionary Students that, “Any move to declare independence from mainland China would be resisted at all costs…”
WASHINGTON (AP)– An unnamed State department official voiced concerns over the movement of Dong-Feng-class missiles, solid-fuel MIRV’s each armed with multiple warheads, a mere 135 miles from Taipei…
It went on and on. The threat from the Ice Shelf had become almost an afterthought.
Russ thought: Jesus. Were there plagues of locusts he hadn’t heard about?
Of the many items he’d read, the only good news in the batch seemed to be that Edgar “Bolt” Bolton, a notorious convicted murderer who’d escaped from Two Rivers prison a week before, had been apprehended and was en route to the maximum-security Oregon State Penitentiary in Salem.
One small miracle anyway.
Russ closed his eyes.
A light mist touched his face, carried a mild musky scent. He sniffed the air: Lilacs and roses, car exhaust and diesel, drifting smoke and wet grass.
Nature played an indolent symphony. A light wind rustled the trees. A flock of ducks quacked for an afternoon snack. Smaller birds chirped their melodic Morse code. Dogs barked as if announcing an impending earthquake.
Then: Urban sounds. Faraway music. A single-engine Cessna banked hard overhead. A bus shifted harshly into gear. An ice cream truck played a relentless, annoying song, enticing neighborhood kids and women who jog to buy Nutty Buddy’s and orange Popsicles.
Cars drove the streets, sounding horns, gunning engines. A car alarm or two. A fire truck or an ambulance siren. Construction noises. Jackhammers and a bulldozer. Grunts from men moving sandbags.
Amazing.
Beneath it all, there was the sound of the river, nature’s eternal soundtrack.
It sounded pissed.
Russ opened his eyes.
A dozen men in tangerine uniforms moved heavy sandbags from a flatbed truck to the top of the temporary barrier; far fewer bodies than needed, it seemed. The river looked less menacing than the day before, but the workmen weren’t taking any chances. Without the temporary wall, the river would soon swamp downtown, especially if it started to rain again.
Standing a few feet behind the city workers, a local television news crew videotaped them, zeroing in on a burly man with a yellow helmet and a Death from Above tattoo on his bicep, lifting two bags at a time.
Downstream, a fascinated cadre of gawkers, young and old, watched the swiftly flowing waters and pointed at passing debris. Logs and branches and an old toilet scurried along as if late for a meeting. Across the river, a majestic old willow was branch-deep, the riverside pathway disappeared in the speeding muck. The elementary school beside it looked as if on an island. All the bridges, built low to the river, were dangerous, almost useless; the west side of town was close to being cut off from the central city. Police monitored the river and the traffic, and seemed to be deciding whether to shut the bridges down.
Russ watched ducks fly in, then cracked his neck and opened the galleys of the Metro section, a ball-point pen and post-it notes tucked in his shirt pocket, at the ready.
As Perry shifted again into work mode, the surrounding world was finally blocked out and his worries vanished in the hard light of labor.
Six days a week, Russ had to fill upwards of 48 broadsheet pages with national and international news, as well as local tales about crime and punishment, taxes and school bond issues, and anything else he could dredge up. On Sunday, he rested or did chores or played with his daughter or, if he was lucky, watched sports.
Filling these pages today was not a problem.
Perry was ward of twelve unfledged Sun reporters who toiled at a shade over minimum wage. He also supervised a number of freelance photographers who received next to nothing per shot. Russ was by far the most senior of the staff and had previously been employed by newspapers in Eugene, Portland, Miami, Houston, Los Angeles and, most recently, San Diego.
The Sun was a micro newspaper compared to other places he’d worked; Bend was far and away his smallest market yet. About 40,000 people resided in town, less than in his former zip code in San Diego.
Bend was the Deschutes county seat, located smack dab in the middle of the state. If one drew lines from the four corners of a map, Bend would be at the juncture. Unlike the western end of Oregon, which has legendary, seemingly continuous rainfall, central Oregon is usually much drier. There the western rains turn to snow in the mountains, then peter out east of the Cascade range, so that winter was cold and snowy, but not unmanageably so. This year, however, the rains came in unrelenting torrents and the snow pack was the deepest in modern history.
It was a year of a change in the weather, and seemingly in everything else.
Bend was the fastest-growing city in the state. Twenty-five years before, it had been populated chiefly by working cowboys in authentic Stetson hats and well-worn Tony Lama boots. Now it was waist-deep in expatriate Californians seeking vacation and retirement homes. The town sported large and costly residences, many on hills, and scads of resorts and golf courses, with more on the way. The terrain was rocky, high desert, with undulating hills that led to the Cascade mountains beyond and a normally serene river that cut through the middle.
Russ’s wife, Judy, had worked for a variety of types of companies and was currently the marketing director for a resort north of the city; one of half-a-dozen such enterprises in the area.
Judy had coped with Russ’s vagabond ways long enough, had insisted that his next job be his last job. No more hopping from town to town. Retirement wasn’t too far off, she cautioned. It was time to be grown ups and settle down.
“Retirement? That’s twenty years from now,” Russ said.
“Tough it out,” Judy told him.
Russ loved that Judy was the adult of the family, the stable one, eminently employable, while he traveled with a briefcase full of pink slips and severance-check stubs.
In truth, Perry had never held a job without eventually being fired. One time he had actually quit one, but knew he was going to be canned anyway, and it looked better on his résumé to jump than be pushed. In Russell’s case, getting fired was not an option, it was pretty much a job description.
Without this one, he’d be forced out of the trade, into selling manufactured homes or working as a greeter at Wal-Mart.
Up most of the night, Peter Grant worked from a command center in the White House basement, poring over maps and images from space, trying to find specific movement of the Chinese DF-51’s.
Intel was actually spotty, circumstantial evidence at best, and largely a guessing game for Grant; he simply didn’t have access to the latest tools here. His regular and highly advanced station was in a warehouse HQ in New York, but Spivey and the president wanted him to stay in D.C. and there was no linkup between the stations yet. The security risk was too high.
Elsewhere in the country, there were other posts even more capable, but damned if he knew where they were.
Grant was on the phone, asking questions, simultaneously sending IMs all over the place, pressing for the latest news to reach him first. He wasn’t sure why he’d been assigned this temp position, but he seized on it.
Still, it was frustrating. Grant wanted to know for sure what they were dealing with.
And then came the answer.
At 0945, someone from Intelligence dropped off a transcript of a dialogue between China’s Defense Minister, Liang Huatian, and a deputy named Xiong Guoxiong. Grant read both the Mandarin and English translations, finding faults with interpretation. Still the bottom line wasn’t going to move: China was prepared for war.
Armed with this unsettling intel, he gathered all the finer points together and wrote a series of briefs, and by midday Grant submitted his report to General Spivey. He waited while his boss read it.
The general rose, put on his cap, said, “Let’s go see the president.”
The president seemed lost in thought, but whether it was about the threat or wondering if he could go for a ham and cheese sandwich was anyone’s guess.
He leaned forward, rubbed his temple and said, “Okay, I’ve spoken with the Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of State and so many others that my head hurts. It’s largely their opinion that we have to draw the line and this as good a place to start as any. General, you’re on-board?”
“Same page, Mr. President.”
“Deborah, I know where you stand.”
“Simple choice, sir,” she replied. “China is not our ally. They’re also our strongest competition. Taiwan has been with us forever. More importantly, we promised them. Time to stand up.”
The president unlaced his fingers and cracked his neck.
“Colonel, what’s your spin?”
“My spin, sir?” Peter asked, looking to Spivey, who shrugged imperceptibly.
“I like straight talk, colonel.”
“If we go in there after a war has started, sir, we’re royally screwed.”
Grant noticed Lansing shifted.
“Why would we be royally screwed?” the president wondered.
“Because we’re in an untenable position, Mister President. We have carrier fleets in the general area, and air forces, but the body of our troops are scattered throughout the world. Mobilizing them wouldn’t be much help.”
“But we have plans in place, don’t we? Contingencies?”
“Countless ones, but not for this particular set of scenes.”
The president bit his lip. “Go on.”
“Say the Chinese invade Taiwan. This means we’re weeks from intervening; by then the damage will be done. Even at that, we simply couldn’t retaliate on land, using soldiers and marines, so we’d have to play rough.”
“How rough?”
“Bombings. And that will only rile them up; not just the military but one-point-three billion Chinese citizens.”
The president played with a pencil, moved it back and forth, up and down. “Let’s say we reposition our forces first,” he said. “What happens then?”
“Takes too much time,” Peter replied, “And they paint us as the aggressor, Mr. President. They’re free to use the new generation missiles to smack us back and possibly win a war; if such a thing is possible.”
Grant wondered what the hell he was doing. The entire high command of the nation was lining up behind sending in the guns; where did he get off saying we’d lose? But more troubling was that apparently no one had broached this scenario. Were they itching for a fight?
“What are the capabilities of these new missiles?” he asked Grant. “What are they called again?”
“The DF-51’s, sir,” Grant replied. “The Dong-Feng class of ICBM’s. The Chinese employ what they call ‘limited nuclear deterrent’ with seventy, maybe eighty, long-range missiles, each one armed with a four-to-five-megaton thermonuclear warhead —in some cases, as many as three per missile, but with the 51’s, well, sir, they pack a buttload of ordnance. If they choose to launch some of these puppies our way, they could reach Denver, maybe Detroit, turn the land into glass..”
“And how long would we have to plot a response?” the president asked.
“About two seconds, Mr. President. ”
In Greenwich, England, Dr. Mavis Kent analyzed the data. There was no question: The Bullet was headed their way. Where it would touch down was still an open question.
Mavis had been among several scientists who had discovered a previously unseen meteor that passed within 72,000 miles of Earth back in ‘02, an event that had alarmed the scientific world largely because no one saw it until after it had passed. While it sounded far away, the distance was really only three times the circumference of the planet from the planet, less than a quarter of the distance to the Moon; a direct hit in cosmic terms.
This one would be closer. A lot closer.
Double-checking all known information on its proximity, Mavis calculated that this new meteor was three times the length of a railway locomotive and equally as wide. Should it strike the Earth, a remote possibility, it would smack into it with at least the force of a three-kiloton atomic bomb, possibly larger.
Happily, the Bullet was not on a collision course but should it strike, chances were excellent that it would touch down in one of the oceans. This would not become a significant event, aside from the loss of billions of sea creatures and, of course, likely to spawn a catastrophic tsunami somewhere on Earth.
Compared to a hit on land, though, that would be minor.
“Ben, I’d like you to bring those researchers on board,” Mavis said on Skype. “Moreland, Sparks and the other one. I forget his name.”
“Edwin Dark,” Cage informed her. “He’s smart but weird.”
Mavis rolled her eyes. “Weirder than Dani Moreland? What’s she calling herself these days?”
“Pinkie.”
“Oh, yes, Pinkie. Charming name for a Ph.D. candidate: Dr. Pinkie Moreland.”
Ben laughed with her, but there was little reason for levity.
Their worlds were in some peril.
“Alright, run it by them, get their input, report back. I’ll prep the news release. Out.”
She signed off.
Once the initial data was collated, Drs. Kent and Cage used the Internet as a bulletin board and sent as much information as possible to whomever would listen. They included a photo of the research team standing with Betsy, the telescope.
The science community responded and there was a lot of give and take and validation, but world leaders had their eyes fixed elsewhere.
Mavis and Ben were honored that their compatriots named the meteor Cage-Kent 013, but Edwin Dark was pissed that it wasn’t called Amaria and sulked, as usual.
Still, with all that was going on politically —and potentially militarily— the discovery of a meteor that would have a close encounter with the Earth just didn’t command much attention. That Cage-Kent 013 would complete a fly-by within 24 hours got toppled under the weight of news that an impending embargo of Taiwan by the People’s Republic of China was imminent, and even Mavis Kent found herself moving from the computer screen to the television screen to watch in fascination as two powerful adversaries took steps to bring themselves closer to war.
Judy lay on a white towel, mind drifting in the warmth of the sun, smiling. Oliver Peoples shades perched on her nose, zinc’ed-up like it was plastered in stucco; the sun was hot and Judy kept slathering on the lotion until she gleamed.
She looked out on Iris, as she did about every ten seconds.
The pool at the hotel had all the amenities, including fluffy towels, attentive service, and a chilled Mai-Tai that rested beside her —her third— along with Iris’s celebrity magazines and a floppy straw hat with a flower in the brim that she resisted wearing. It was a goofy-looking hat. She let the sun bake her.
She glanced at a tabloid, read Amazing Predictions of Amaria, about the apparently imminent End of Days, then began to feel sleepy.
Iris jumped in the pool, screeching with every splash like it was scary. The other kids did exactly the same. Judy loved the sounds of little children in mock danger. It was an almost universal call; she’d heard it at the playas in Mexico, playgrounds in Moscow, and back home in Bend. It made her smile. It was a sound of life.
Judy drifted under the blazing sun, her mind shifting from one unconnected thought to another. The world suddenly seemed an opaque white.
She opened her eyes and checked on her daughter again.
Iris apparently not in immediate peril, Judy pulled out the cell and hit redial to talk to Russ, knowing he must be worried sick.
Judy was doing her best to stay away from media, no TV, only music on the radio, hoping just to relax some, and the state of world affairs didn’t help her chill all that much.
A song was playing: “Love is Blue,” an instrumental hit from the 1960s that her mother used to listen to, but it was apparently remixed; the instruments sounded swirling and very far away.
The voice on the line said: I’m sorry, all circuits are busy… as if in a metal tube. It made Judy feel light-headed.
Suddenly Russ was there, standing over her, blocking the sun.
“You know what I miss?” he asked, sitting beside her.
She touched his face, smiled gently. “My meat loaf?”
Her gently bit her hand, pretended he was angry, then laughed with her. Russ lay down beside her, cradled under Judy’s arm.
“Making love,” he replied. “We used to be good at it. I’ve missed it. Then—”
“You want to make love?”
“Maybe we could lay on the sand and let the waves crash over us?”
“This sounds serious,” Judy smiled, then turned on her side, retrieved her arm from under his and propped on her hand. She looked over at him and said, “Russell Perry, love of my life. Knight in Chippendale tie: We’ll have to fix this problem. Right. This. Minute.”
She lowered her face until their lips met. They explored each others’ mouths like teenagers, kissed like they’d never done it before, nor ever would again. They stayed glued to each other for a very long, wet, passionate moment that might have been an hour or merely a few seconds. Judy felt the first waves of desire in at least three places and said so. The music grew more distant.
Russ smiled and asked, “Isn’t our little angel around to come barging in to disturb our Viagra moment?”
“Iris? She’s in the pool,” Judy said, kissing him hard. She reached down to unzip him.
Russ struggled away.
“She’s in the pool?” Russ repeated, sitting upright. “Who’s watching Iris? Judy? Answer me, Judy! Who is watching our little girl?”
Catapulted back to reality —though ‘reality’ was a kind way of saying that she was disoriented— Judy tried to focus.
Having turned her attention for a minute was just long enough for her to lose Iris. There were a lot of kids to look past and some fat lady had just plopped down in front of her, so Judy’s view was blocked. She stood up, scanned the pool, then the pool area, but Iris was nowhere to be seen. Judy strode to the edge, looked around and noticed a group of boys and girls about her kids’ age standing in a circle. Judy waded quickly over to them, though her movements seemed in slow motion. A wave of fear engulfed her, impeding her speed like quicksand. She finally saw her daughter. The phone fell from her hand.
Iris. Face down, underwater, her long arms reaching upwards as if synchronized swimming, or else, drowning.
“Oh my God,” Judy yelled, and ducked into the water.
A sudden white light awakened her; a mild slap made her aware.
“Mom?” said Iris, blocking the sun from Judy’s eyes. “You okay?”
“Should I call an ambulance,” Caryn White asked. She was another mom from the Cable school, kind of a drama queen. “Or water? I’ll get some water. Is the local brand okay? Tap? Or— I’ll be right back.”
Judy’s eyes popped open and she sat up, sunglasses sailing into her lap. Shaky, the world seemed to vibrate like a mirage.
Judy reached out and touched Iris’ face, holding it so her cheeks were squashed. “Am I okay? Iris, are you alright?” she asked. Judy felt her daughter’s arms and legs and tummy to see if she was still in one piece.
“Stop it!” Iris laughed, “Mom, that tickles.”
Judy reluctantly pulled back and let out a deep breath. “Thank God you’re all right.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty cool now,” Iris grinned. “How ‘bout you?”
“I’m okay now.”
Judy tried to rub her face back to feeling while her daughter just looked at her, troubled. Iris asked, “Did you fall asleep in the sun, mommy?” Her eyes were a little bloodshot.
“What?” she asked, distracted, confused. “I’m not sure. I thought your dad was here—”
“My dad? What? Are you drunkized?”
Judy peered up, saw two Irises.
“I think I might be.”
Still woozy, she sipped some Mai-Tai, then took another longer drink.
“A-hem,” Iris chided. “Mom, maybe less alkie and more H2O?”
Judy nodded while she sipped again.
“I’m good.”
“Yeah? Will you be okay?” Iris looked kind of embarrassed. “You gave me kind of a shock, Mom. You were all cold and everything. Really— really weird.”
Judy lifted herself up and perched on the edge of the chaise lounge while Iris sat beside her. She was less dizzy than before, so she took another sip. “I guess I fell asleep? I don’t remember. I called your dad but the line was down…”
Iris laughed derisively.
“I don’t think so. Mom; you dropped the phone in the pool, remember?”
“Oh, right.”
“You were obviously dreaming, or crazy,” Iris said and patted her knee. “Don’t worry, Mom, modern medicine is great; a little brain surgery can fix you right up. Just make a little incision here and take out all that gunky gray stuff—”
Judy snorted a laugh, but it wasn’t funny. Was something seriously wrong with her? She felt like crap, but managed to say, “Your father was here. He warned me.”
Iris put her shades back on. “Oh sure, daddy just materialized out of thin air,” she said. “He’s on deadline, Mom. He won’t even call because you’re so cheap.”
“It was so real,” Judy insisted. “He warned me. You were drowning, Iris. I came in to get you but you were underwater and someone saved you. But then I saw you standing over me. It’s— I don’t know what.”
Iris sat silently, but her eyes spread a little wider, her mouth opened slightly. She rubbed her nose and looked around a moment before saying, “Uh, Mom, that is more weirder.”
“More weirder is not correct—” Judy began, but Iris cut her off.
“Yeah, well, uh— the truth is, I was drowning,” Iris confessed. “I wasn’t going to tell you but we were doing this see how long you can hold your breath underwater thing? And I was probably winning — I don’t know though, cuz this kid named Zach or Arnold or something — well, he pulled me up because he thought I was drowning— and, yeah, I was. Drowning. Going down for the third time, the girls said. Everything was all fuzzy on the edges—”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Cross my heart.”
Judy’s maternal instincts kicked in, but vanished in a flash, as the dizziness returned and so did Love is Blue. Everything swirled. “Okay, then, just a coincidence; just something… unusual. Honey, can you check the asparagus? All the wheat is gone.”
“What?”
“In my checking, six loaves and fishes.”
“Mother?” Iris said, holding her hand, getting nervous.
“I don’t have enough— There’s something in—” Judy’s eyes suddenly rolled back in her head, turned white; ready to pass out.
“Mom, what is it?” Iris almost screamed, kneeling, grabbing her mother’s hands. “What’s wrong? What the hell is wrong with you?”
“Iris?”
“Mom! Sit up. Drink — water. Where is that woman?”
Judy, shaking, cold, her hands icy. She looked at Iris questioningly and asked, “Do you think I have sunstroke?”
“Mom, seriously, do I look like a doctor?”
“Here’s the water,” a voice said behind them. Caryn had returned with a bottle of Dasani. “It’s all they had,” she apologized, for no reason.
Two of the other mothers from the Cable School group joined her. They all looked down at Judy with some concern.
“You don’t look so hot. What happened to your tan?”
“Are you okay? We heard that you—” Janet Segal asked.
“I’m fine. Really. Just a little too much direct heat. Next time, I’ll swim some.”
“Wear a hat, dear,” Caryn advised.
“You gave us quite a start,” the other offered. “Do you want a Valium?”
“Thank you, but I’m fine.”
“All right. If you sure you’re okay, dear,” Caryn said, patting her knee. “We’re right over there. We’ll be there for you. Always.”
“I appreciate that,” Judy said, but her mind was on something else.
“Got your back,” Caryn said as the women walked away, then looked back and whispered to each other.
Iris stared intently at her. “Mom, is this some kind of sign or something? I mean, you scared the bejesus out of me,” she asked, echoing Judy’s thoughts.
“I understand, kitten.”
“I thought I was about to be an orphan.”
“Not an orphan. You’d still have your dad,” she said.
Iris made a face. “Oh, real hilarious, Mom.”
Judy looked at her stupidly, realized that she should probably reassure her daughter, say everything is okay, blah blah, but found that suddenly hard to do. Her mouth didn’t work right.
Dogs barked in her head, flames flashed in a city, all a vivid montage of violence, but little fear.
Judy shook her head, drank more water. She wondered if she was having some kind of alcohol-induced premonition. “I don’t know, Iris,” she answered honestly. “It does seem— coincidental.”
Iris stood up, paced with her arms folded.
“This sucks! Big, giant sucks.”
“Calm down, Iris,” Judy said. “Stop it. This is weird enough—”
Iris studied her mother with the most serious expression Judy could recall.
“What? Judy asked.
“There’s all this China stuff happening, Mom. You think I don’t know about it but I do. Linda Jenns? The snotty one? She says the Chinese are going to bomb the hell out of us and that’s why her dad sent them to Hawaii, so they’d be close to the nukes!”
“Close to the—?”
Now, Judy had to laugh. This theory was more than she could take right at this minute, so she began laughing, out of control, until her sides began to ache. She fell back on the chaise lounge.
“What’s so funny?” Iris asked, a moment later unable to prevent joining her. “Stop that laughing! This is serious—” which caused Judy to laugh even harder. Iris jumped on top of her and attempted to cover her mother’s mouth with her hand, but when that made it worse, they both just fell off the seat and landed on the ground, holding their sides until the laughter wore itself out.
Soon after, they hugged nice and long and Judy got a big, giant kiss.
Still chuckling some, Judy decided it was not time to panic, that everything was going to be okay. She also decided to be the adult now and would offer sage advice.
“Honey. I have a serious proposition for you,” she said, holding Iris’ chin. “Deadly serious. Here’s how we solve both our problems and those of the World.”
“You planized?” Iris asked.
“Major planization.”
“Planization is not yet a word,” Iris grinned.
Her mother leaned in. “Okay, young grasshopper, choose wisely. Ice cream or a latte with extra whipping cream?”
Iris grinned, put a finger to her chin and said, “Hel-looo? Earth to Mom! Both, of course,” and, that fast, everything was almost semi-back to what passed for normal.
Over ice cream and lattes, Judy decided to call Russ, but not mention this incident.
But after that, she always wore a big, ugly, floppy hat in the sun.
Every year in June, Russ Perry’s twelve-year-old daughter, Iris, traveled with her mother. This go-round the destination was Hawaii, a field trip arranged by the private school Iris attended.
The Cable School, just outside of town, cost nearly eleven thousand dollars annually and their trips to distant places ran the Perry’s an extra five grand. The previous spring, Iris and Judy had traveled to Russia; the year before that, to Mexico.
Aside from what happened on the way to Russia, both Iris and Judy had been enriched by the travels, but Russ always felt his world was shattered the moment they stepped on the plane. He missed them from takeoff to return landing. Russ wished he would hear from them. Find out how the flight had been.
Russ walked back towards the office along the edge of the river, taking notes of what he saw. He idly watched people feed the ducks while the river crews continued their chores.
The sun was warm but not hot, especially when the breeze picked up from the south. The afternoon duck feeders were mostly seniors, dressed as if they expected a snowstorm, with ample time on their hands to spoil the mallards.
Russ’s cell phone suddenly began to play an annoying little song and he clicked the phone open.
“Hello?” There was a brief pause and some noise.
“Hi, hon,” Judy said, her voice tinny, as if speaking through a can on a string. “You down by the river?”
“You know me too well,” he replied with a laugh. “You at the beach?”
Another tiny pause, as if an unseen interpreter was translating his words to her. “At the beach, no, just the pool. The whole class came down,” Judy told him. “Spent the morning doing the touring thing but we thought the kids deserved a break. Us, too. Listen, I had to get a new phone. Dropped the other in the pool. Sorry.”
“No problem. We have at least thirty-two bucks left in Checking,” he joked. “How was the flight?”
“Uneventful. I watched a couple of movies. Drank some scotch and sodas. All was calm. Iris read most of an old Harry Potter book.”
Russ was relieved, but said nothing more about airplanes.
“Weather good?”
“Perfect,” she replied. “Eighty degrees.”
Russ looked at his watch. It was five-thirty.
“What time is it there?” Russ asked. Judy and Iris had only been gone a few days but he missed them enormously. The house, his life, weren’t the same without them near. His sojourns to the park bench seemed to stretch in time when they were away.
“Two-thirty,” Judy replied, then cupped the phone for a second before she got back on. “Russ, you have any idea what the president is going to talk about? Lot of rumors floating around here.”
“About what?” he asked.
Her reply was garbled for an instant and all he caught was, “—island’s buzzing about it. Lot of people feel this Taiwan stuff is getting dangerous. Even Iris brought it up.”
Although it was currently the lead story in the paper, the United States and China had yelled at each other before and Taiwan seemed safe enough. From what Russell had heard, the People’s Republic was taking the long view, opting to negotiate for Taiwan’s return rather than try to take it by force.
“Judy, you’re five thousand miles from China,” he almost laughed. “Don’t worry.”
“No?”
“Nope.”
Another long pause finally ended with his wife’s broken message.
“I got—bad— nection— here.”
“Can I talk to Iris?” Russ asked through another surge of noise on the line.
“What? No. Sorry,” Judy said, after a moment, when the line cleared. “She went back into the pool. She said she’s having fun and loves you.”
“Same here,” he said.
“What?”
“I love you,” Russ told her instead. “Bunches.”
Judy said something within a band of crackles and the line abruptly went dead.
Grant had managed to catch a nap on a cot in the infirmary for only a couple of hours before he was abruptly awakened with a light pat and a push on his shoulder. Groggy, he reluctantly opened his eyes and saw Deborah Lansing smiling down at him, and surprised that the second most important person in the White House had given him a personal wake-up call.
“Sorry to disturb you, Colonel, but there have been developments you might want to look into,” she said. “You can sleep a little later. Maybe.”
“Developments?” he yawned as he sat up.
“For one thing, Taiwan is going to declare full independence and all hell is about to break loose,” she laughed mildly. “But, from your perspective, there is possible movement of your DF-51’s. We have images. I was nearby, thought you should know.”
They walked the wide hallway towards a temporary office that the president’s chief of staff had arranged for him to work in, not far from the Situation Room. They passed servicemen and a pair of cabinet-level secretaries until they reached the small office and stepped inside. Two marines were working at computer stations. Peter tapped one on the shoulder and the lieutenant scooted to the other side. Grant began pounding the keys, calling up the most recent satellite images while Lansing took a call.
He zeroed in on Huangshan, Base 52 in the Nanjing Military Region.
Headquartered in the Jiangxi mountain resort town of Huangshan, the Second Artillery is most important unit for conventional long-range precision strikes against the entire length of Taiwan. The 815th Brigade, garrisoned in Leping, is equipped with the newest addition to the Second Artillery’s inventory, the DF-15.
Short range, very powerful. They moved by rail.
But they were not the DF-51’s Peter had suspected. He issued a new destination for the satellite to find, in Guongzhou.
“What are you looking at?” Lansing asked. She stood behind him, one hand on his shoulder. She smelled like lilacs.
He pointed at the screen and made the image larger. “This is a secret base outside Hong Kong, near Shadi air base, home to the PLAAF 25th regiment. They have a sizable contingent of J-10 fighters, all hidden in mountain storage facilities. I think the bay doors are open, but I can’t tell. But these black circles —here— are new within a year.” Peter shook his head. The fact that these 51’s had been transported at all was telling; but his biggest concern was that most of the watchers in the US military were training their eyes on the army maneuvers taking place to the north, near Nanjing, and the annual naval exercises in the Taiwan Strait.
“And this is where your bad boys are hiding?” she asked. Peter looked up and saw her beautiful grin, then peeked at her finger and didn’t see a ring. She noticed, and pointed at the monitor. “Those are missiles on the rail car?”
“Yeah. The rail line passes right by the base. It’s home to intermediate and long-range missile platforms. If the Chinese decide to attack, we —and the Taiwanese— would not be looking in the right direction. We would expect the firepower to come from Fujian province, directly across from Taiwan.”
“I guess I’m not fully clear on all this,” she shrugged.
“Watch,” Peter said.
The satellite image finally sharpened. Peter could clearly see the rail line from a fly-over taken hours before. He zoomed in. There were twenty of what appeared to be manufactured houses but what he knew to be the concealed Dong-Feng 51’s, the longest range missiles in their arsenal. One covering had been removed and a long dark ICBM was revealed. Nearby, the missile silos appeared as concrete circles.
“These are the bad boys,” he said, as her phone rang again. “And they are aimed at us.”
“Excuse me.” Lansing took another call, listened, then spoke in a hushed tone before she hung up.
Peter was muttering, “Damn, I wish I had access to the satellite feeds in real time,” out loud, not really meaning to, but Deborah Lansing smiled, so he cocked his head and asked, “What?”
“It could be that your wish has been granted,” she told him.
“What do you mean?” he asked. “I get to go back to New York?”
She leaned over and whispered, out of earshot of the airmen, “The president wants you to go to Idaho.”
“What’s in Idaho?” he asked. “Besides potatoes and— more potatoes?”
Her smile broadened.
“You leave in twenty minutes.”
For the next three and a half-hours, Grant slept. He was out of the loop, denied contact with the White House while flying in a Lear jet from Washington to a runway somewhere north of Boise. After landing, he was whisked away in a beige Cadillac and driven along a narrow, treacherous road, deep in the mountains. During the entire ride, the driver never spoke and seldom looked in the rearview mirror.
General Spivey called about halfway to his destination.
“The president has requested you meet with the senior man in the complex,” he said. “Right now, the general in charge has been called to the Pentagon, so I’m not sure who that will be, maybe Culp. But the substance of your visit to Idaho is to utilize the facilities and see what you can using the real time satellite feed. See what those bastards are up to, Grant.”
“Will do, General,” Grant replied. “Thanks.”
Spivey said. “Keep an eye on this place for us. It’s new. Let me know if anything smells like spoiled whitefish. Your liaison is a Lt. Colonel Hitchcock. I briefed her on you, so mind what you say. Understand?”
Though Peter actually didn’t, he replied, “Yes, sir.”
“Be careful,” the general said. “This is going to be a shit storm of massive proportions if we don’t keep this all in check. You can help.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Do better than that,” Spivey said.
A bumpy hour later, the limo pulled up to a military compound ringed by barbed wire, and monitored by camera towers aimed in all directions. Peter ID’ed his way through three checkpoints to the entrance of a fortress seemingly carved in the face of a mountain. He was greeted by a trio of armed soldiers who body-searched him thoroughly before mutely pointing to a portal that would lead inside the mountain complex.
So far, no one had spoken a word.
At the entrance, a massive metal door yawned open very slowly. Eight-feet thick, so immense it took nearly two minutes for Grant to enter the high-tech arcadia hidden deep within.
“We’re in lock-down,” a guard explained. “You’re the exception.”
Inside, flanked by soldiers, Peter walked a wide, arched corridor, capped with corrugated metal, until he emerged into a cavern as large as a football arena. Scores of people scurried around, taking care of business beneath mammoth screens and monitors. There were enormous maps and charts and fixed-position camera angles of everything from the White House to the Kremlin to an observatory somewhere in New Mexico. There must have been a hundred screens. None seemed to be tuned to HBO.
Most of them were Army regulars, with a number of airmen and a couple of naval officers sprinkled throughout; others were in civilian attire, or dressed like scientists and technicians, secretaries and general support staff. There was a hum of voices and machines, but no one sound overpowered another. Busy, white noise. Every now and again a woman’s voice on a loudspeaker would solemnly intone a name, a request or a directive.
Apparently they’d neglected to budget in walkie-talkies, pagers or cell phones.
A cool voice behind him said, “Welcome to the Compound.”
Peter turned as an officer suddenly emerged from shadows, and crisply saluted him. “I’m to be your liaison, Colonel Grant,” she said in a dispassionate tone. “I’m Lt. Colonel Janine Hitchcock.”
“Colonel Hitchcock. My pleasure,” Grant replied, returning the salute, smiling.
“I hope your flight was all right,” she said, not smiling.
“Sure thing. I love solitude.”
Hitchcock was a trim blonde with a librarian’s pulled-back taut hairstyle who wore minimal makeup and had an icy demeanor, though she could easily pass for a runner-up in a Ms. Rodeo pageant.
Hitchcock motioned to follow and walked at a brisk pace past a series of consoles and computers and other gadgets Peter could only guess at their purpose.
“As you will see, we are fully equipped with most anything anyone would want,” she told him as they left the cavernous room and entered another long tunnel. They climbed into an ultramodern, self-propelled vehicle on tracks that responded to her voice command of “Central.”
The car began whirring down the tracks at thirty miles per hour. Peter felt like he was on a Universal Studios tour. Every so often, a similar car passed by them with all manner of people aboard.
Colonel Hitchcock, evidently at home in these environs, did act like a tour guide, pointing out rooms where logistics, intelligence, ordnance, food service and human resources were housed as they sped by them. The vehicle finally slowed about what seemed a mile within the complex, in an area ringed by offices with floor-to-ceiling smoked windows. Inside, personnel scrambled.
“We have enough provisions for 1200 people for a period of at least five years. The same goes for electricity, water, gas and almost anything else you can think of,” she said. “We’re covered.”
“Who’s invited?” he asked.
She looked at him quizzically.
“What do you mean?”
Grant asked, “Who gets to come to this little shindig? Bill Gates? Maury Povich? Does Jennifer Lopez get to bring her latest husband?”
Hitchcock didn’t seem to get his humor. For a moment, Grant wondered if she was an android, a replicant, some animatronic wonder from a theme park. He imagined that if he asked around, people might call her The Ice Queen.
“Those brought to stay here do so at the sole discretion of the incumbent president,” Hitchcock answered stiffly, “but our purpose is support and surveillance, not social standing,”
“I bet his last opponent doesn’t have a reservation,” Grant said, as they came to a stop in front of what seemed a fancy mess hall.
“I wouldn’t know, Colonel,” Hitchcock said, as she climbed out. “The list is secret. And, for the record, this compound is not a resort; it’s the central command for the United States in the event of war. Aside from the hundreds who work and live here, only a handful of others even know of its existence. Most of Congress has no idea it exists, even though they approved its funding, if barely. Anything else you’d like to ask?”
“I’m spent,” Grant shrugged. “Let’s get to work.”
“Good. Where do you want to start?”
“In the belly of the beast.”
The Sun’s offices were located in an old corner building on Franklin with a long history. The space had once been a bank, then a Rexall Drug Store, a record and head shop, an Internet cafe and finally, the offices of the newspaper. The big room had enough space for the fourteen editorial types who populated it and an equal number of stringers who stopped by to file their stories and drop off their photos. Only Ted Gallo had a real office, the rest were in cubes. The sales crew worked in a storefront next door but were almost never there.
Most of the edit staff had gathered at the office television set and silently watched as state affairs were being revealed.
“What’s going on?” Russ asked when he entered.
“Taiwan declared independence; China’s imposing a blockade,” someone answered. “We’re in for some shit.”
Ted Gallo raised his hand for silence while someone else turned the sound up. The president was on the tube, an array of American flags behind him, speaking from the Oval Office.
“—dangerous as it seems now,” the president intoned in a grave voice, “we must stand united in our resolve to assure the safety and peace of the Taiwanese people. I share my predecessor’s determination to defend Taiwan from China’s military might. We must back Taiwan with a display of force. As such, I have directed the Joint Chiefs to send both men and materiel to Taipei. I have also ordered Admiral Barnes to redirect the carrier group, John C. Stennis, presently in Australia, towards the China Sea. If the People’s Republic continues to assert that Taiwan will be embargoed, the United States will break the blockade by whatever means are appropriate. We ask God for guidance.”
When the president signed off a few minutes later, he peered confidently into the camera until the fadeout.
Finally, somebody asked, “What the hell does this mean?”
“The Prez wants to go nose to nose with China,” Maggie Chapin said in a loud voice. “Take out his willie and flop it on the table, see who salutes.”
Maggie was a tall woman, well past sixty, with strikingly pretty silver and black hair, worn straight back and held by a big metal clip. She wore a flamboyant teal-colored satin blouse with a bow tie and oversized tortoise-shell glasses. Maggie didn’t really need to work, as her husband, Claude, was heir to an escargot farm in France, one of the largest in the world, and they lived handsomely off his trust fund, not her 25k annually.
Chapin covered society and parties for the Sun, but as there wasn’t really much of that in Bend, also wrote about cooking, new restaurants and reviewed plays in Eugene and Portland, not to mention covering Bond measures and School Board meetings; a journalistic Jill-of-all-trades.
“We aren’t going to war,” Ted Gallo announced.
Maggie rolled her eyes. “Like you know,” she scoffed. Chapin had been Ted’s first hire. Neither of them was then married and they dated for a while. Even though that relationship had cooled, they’d remained friends, and Maggie was as much a fixture at the paper, and in the town, as Ted Gallo. She knew everyone and their brothers, cousins, lawyers and bail bondsmen.
“I’ve got pals who know about this stuff,” Ted replied. “Don’t forget, I almost went to West Point. I’ve made some calls and the feeling is that once we move ships, they’ll back off.”
“Forgive me, General, but your military education happened during the last millennium. We no longer go to war on horseback.”
Maggie Chapin was six months younger than Ted, so she would always win with age jokes; still, her wrinkles were numerous enough that some of the staff called her The Shar-pei.
“It’s the Aegis problem, that’s what started it,” Gallo said. “We should have backed away from that deal in the first place. Nobody’s talking about that.”
Ships armed with Aegis sea-based missile-defense systems had been sold to Taiwan, at a cost of 1.5 billion dollars each. Initially, George W. Bush announced that America would sell less-sophisticated and older Kidd-class destroyers, as well as six used submarines and some second-tier monitoring equipment to the island, but following new presidents opted to sell Taiwan the more advanced weaponry. The ships had not yet been delivered but were fully outfitted and scheduled to leave Pearl Harbor in a few days.
Normally that would be a front-page story; now it was a sidebar.
With the imminent arrival of the Aegis systems, Taiwan decided to cut their ties and proceed with full independence. China declared that the sale was a hostile act; further proof of American hegemony and deception. The decision had strained Sino-American relations to almost their lowest levels in history, which was saying something.
Russ knew that China would lead the paper again the next day.
And he already knew the headline.
It scared the shit out of him.
At eleven, Perry’s phone rang.
From the slight pause on the line, Russ had reason to think that either a bill collector or his wife was calling. An instant later he heard a familiar voice and he brightened.
“Hi, dad!” Iris screamed. “Is this a good time to call?”
“Hi, sweetheart. It’s a great time,” he answered, throwing down a news flash that reported that Israel was concerned with Syrian troop movements. “How’s it going?”
There was a slight lag between comments, which annoyed him, as their voices seemed to trip over each other’s within an awkward beat.
“Amazing, daddy,” she replied. “Last night we had a luau and they served a big pig covered in dirt, and today we went to Pearl Harbor and saw the monument. It was awesome. There was this aircraft carrier steamizing right by us —it was huge— and then a whole bunch of planes flew over our heads. Like fifty.”
“Fifty?” Russ responded. It seemed like a lot. “Probably not fifty.”
“No, dad, really. They just roared over our heads. Whoosh.”
“Amazing,” Russ replied, then found he was biting a nail and stopped himself. “Doll face, is your mom nearby? Can you put her on a sec?”
Slight pause.
“Yeah, sure, I’ll get her,” Iris said. “But let me byeize before you hang up, okay?”
“Of course, Iris. We’ll byeize in a minute. I love you,” he said, then waited while the phone was cupped and words were exchanged in the background. Finally, Judy got on the line.
“Russ? Honey?” she said, her voice was tentative.
“Was that true?” he asked. “About the planes I mean?”
“Yeah. I counted forty or so. Is that normal?”
Inside, Russ’s stomach tensed. He felt a fear that seemed to course through his legs, making them jittery and electric. That his daughter was excited by the military show was surprisingly unnerving; his wife’s voice registered her own subtle alarm.
“Just an exercise I’m sure,” he said, doing his best to check the concern in his voice. “They do that kind of thing all the time.”
“Are you sure?” Judy asked, her voice sounding very young, almost childlike, and wholly unconvinced.
“Absolutely,” he lied. “When are you scheduled to come back?”
The pause this time was longer.
“Two nights, three more days, but we could come back sooner if you think we should. We might have enough room on the credit card. Did you mail the payment?”
“Yes, I did,” he replied. “We should have about eight hundred left. Is that enough?”
There was a tiny pause before Judy said, “Russell, are you saying we should get a flight?”
Against all temptation Russ replied, “Not at all. I’m sure there’s no reason to cut short your trip. Besides, the plane is a charter or something, right? You really can’t leave until then anyway. And it might spook the other kids.”
His instincts told him to spend the extra money and race them home, but he ignored his inner voice for her sake.
“Not a charter, but alright,” Judy replied after a moment. “If you think it’s okay, I won’t book a new flight. But they say the airport is super busy. A lot of people are in from Taiwan.”
“God, I miss you guys.”
“We miss you, too. Listen, Iris is grabbing the phone so I’ll sign off,” she said. “We’ll be fine. I love you!”
“Love you, too,” he told her and felt she would never know how much.
Iris seized the phone.
“Daddy! Dad! I see ships,” she exclaimed. “A whole fleet. I can see them from the balcony. It’s so cool. Oh, wow, more big planes going over us. Bombers or something. I want to see this! Love you, daddy! Bye!”
Russell said he loved her, too, but when he got to ‘goodbye’ his daughter had already hung up, off to watch American bombers take to the skies.
For the first time, Russ felt true concern.
China attacked Taiwan at five in the morning, their time. The assault came without warning but with much more firepower than any experts had predicted.
The Taiwanese Air Force and their early detection systems are considered generally superior to the mainland’s, but the ferocity of the siege took the military completely by surprise. As it happened, the air bases in western Taiwan were rendered largely inoperative by waves of missiles and aerial bombardments that tore up runways and aircraft. Hundreds, if not thousands, died in the first minutes. News reports confirmed that at least forty large amphibious vessels were headed for northwestern Taiwan; again, a surprise.
In general, military thinking holds that an attacker should have a five-to-one advantage to launch such an offensive, but while the mainland Chinese had a distinct advantage in the overall number of troops, it was thought they did not have the amphibious vessels necessary to transport them.
Obviously, the experts were wrong.
Now, the most senior of these authorities had gathered in what was now called the War Room beneath the White House, trying to explain to an irate president how they might have misjudged the situation.
There were about thirty people in the room, not including Lt. Colonel Peter Grant, who watched by video link. Peter had not yet been called upon and felt he would not have to speak this time. This was highest-echelon stuff.
“What the hell happened to the embargo?” the president said forcefully. “One minute the Chinese going to surround the northern half of the island; the next minute they’re paratrooping soldiers into Taipei’s suburbs? Alfie, give me the rundown here.”
Brigadier General Alfonso Cutler outlined the chain of events.
“Sir, the Chinese campaign began with a series of missile attacks by hundreds of conventionally armed DF-11’s and DF-15’s. China then bolstered this onslaught with squadrons of the H-6 bomber, a copy of what we regard as the very capable Russian Tupolev Tu-16. They then launched a sea-based salvo of Taipei; soon after sent in an additional lower-level air raid by modified Russian MiG-19’s, which the PRC calls the J-6, again with precision and force.”
“Bottom line?”
“China hit Taiwan’s air defense system pretty damn hard, sir. It’s clear this little dance of theirs was planned for a long time and was choreographed really damn well.”
The Commander-in-Chief leaned forward, his hands formed a chapel. “Admiral Barnes, what have your boys come up with?”
Barnes replied, “The Stennis is still a day away from being of much help against a blockade, and more than that for direct confrontation. The fact is, we may have moved too slowly there.”
“And our allies in the region? Japan? Korea?” the president pressed.
“None of them have naval strength up to the task and, even if they were, they are too far away,” Barnes said. “We have air bases with long-range bombers within striking range, of course, and a lot of the carrier aircraft can make single passes and get back, but it’s risky.”
“In fairness,” General Spivey imparted, “we had no inkling that this was taking place. We knew China’s war games were being staged, that happens every year, but frankly we had no clue they were hiding this behind a political curtain. Normally we get some sign—”
There was a bam as the president’s fist hit the table.
“We should have known,” he thundered. “We should have known before they did! Jesus, what a mess.” He rubbed his head, then lowered his tone, if barely. “Is Taiwan in any position to defend itself?”
“Not really,” Secretary of Defense Herman Locke, replied. “Honestly, sir, Taiwan can really only attempt to ward off the ground attack. Their air force is pretty much in tatters and their navy is limited in size, so they have very few options. They can use surface-to-sea missiles on the Chinese Navy, which is likely, but beyond that it’s anyone’s guess. I’ve heard reports that Taiwan has downed a number of enemy planes with surface-to-air missiles but there were just too many of them.”
“What about bombing the mainland itself in retaliation?”
Locke shook his head.
“Doubtful. Taiwan has no bombers of any kind. The PRC would have regarded the purchase of bombers as offensive weapons and would have probably launched their attack years ago had Taiwan even ordered them,” the secretary said.
In the lull that followed, Deborah Lansing asked, “Where does that leave us? Will we have to engage the Chinese in battle?”
General Spivey replied, “That is the sixty-four trillion-dollar question, ma’am. We’ve kind of painted ourselves into a corner.”
The president nodded gravely.
“And if we do go to war, what are the odds on winning?” he wondered. “We can’t invade China, that would be insane. It would take weeks, even months, to assemble enough men and materiel to even land on Taiwan to try and drive them back, assuming the PRC takes the island. By that time, they’d be in full control. So, what are our choices, people, besides diplomacy?”
There was a long silence. For all the brainpower, all the Ivy League and military educations; worldwide experience in disasters and conflicts, no one said a thing.
The president scanned the room, studied the faces, then settled on one on the TV and nodded towards Peter.
“Colonel Grant, what’s your take?”
Peter was surprised but tried not to show it when he looked out at the lens and replied, “Mr. President, short of a diplomatic solution, such as giving in and letting them reclaim the island, the truth is that the Chinese will only understand force. That said, their army is bigger and just across the straits, not spread around the world as we are. They are already in the theater, while we are on the next continent. To be honest, there is only one thing that would make them take notice.”
“Which means what?”
“Which means fighting fire with fire, sir,” Grant replied.
“Speak American,” the president said impatiently.
“Nuclear response, sir.”
The news of the invasion left everyone at the Sun’s offices speechless, as it had in living rooms, in hotel suites, in cars and in workplaces throughout the planet.
Ted Gallo emerged from his office where he’d been watching the wrap-up on his own set. Someone turned the sound down a notch so he could speak. The publisher leaned against a chair and addressed his employees.
“Look, I said once that it may not be that bad—” he began, then paused. “No. I misspoke. It’s bad. It could get really bad. But we are still in the business of putting out a paper. I want to get moving on an afternoon edition and have it out in no more than four hours. Let’s download stories from the AP and Reuters as they come in. We can’t compete with broadcast or the internet for speed, so we need research and depth as our modus operandi. I want composing to get the front pages up and ready ASAP. Set the headline in the biggest point size we have. I want maps of everything. I want timelines and history. You have two hours to get it ready.”
“What’s the head?” a man from composing asked.
Gallo wrote it on a piece of paper and handed it to Russ.
It read: WAR? but Russ grabbed a pencil and erased the question mark.
Gallo looked over his shoulder. “You’re right,” he admitted. “Let’s put out a paper.”
Russ laid his head on the desk for a moment.
He had a headache. He’d taken two Excedrin and was waiting for the medicine to kick in.
Russ worried about a stroke.
Over the course of several hours he’d feverishly helped put together a special issue of the Sun for way early printing. The stress of this, coupled with his self-anger at telling Judy to stay put, had conspired to give him a whopper. Even though his wife limited his calls to appointed hours, Russ had tried to call her on the office land line and was frustrated when he couldn’t get through.
Still, he had work to do and began to jot things down and make lists.
First, bring the international story back home, find the local reaction. The special edition was filled entirely with world news and presented nothing of the regional perception. The impending battle was more than seven thousand miles away, of course, but Perry knew it wouldn’t take much for the conflict to be felt in Bend.
Russ wrote on his list to pull Doug Stein back from the Prineville office and have Chris Berrenger gauge reactions of ordinary people on the street, while Russ would talk to the mayor, other city officials and merchants. He’d use stringers for various other assignments.
As he momentarily rested his head, worried for his family, concerned that the world might blow up, Perry noticed a young kid with a Mariners baseball cap delivering the first copies of the paper. Hot off the press, as they say.
Perry took one, involuntarily sighed. He unfolded the Sun and read through it, uninterested in finding errors or in marking it up. In the wake of the rush that comes from making a surprise deadline, he felt sheer exhaustion.
The stories were piling up like briquettes at the company barbecue.
New York: The U.N. has scheduled a meeting of the Security Council… Cairo: A bomb went off outside the home of Egypt’s president, who was meeting with Britain’s prime minister. Twenty-two people were killed… Washington: The President today activated the National Guard and called on all military reservists to prepare to report for duty… Philadelphia: NBA commissioner David Stern considers a request to postpone the basketball finals between Philadelphia and Portland…
There had been a subdued sense of pandemonium around the office until shortly before, when people were still racing around, bumping into each other, wholly preoccupied, but now everybody sat at their desks, quietly skimmed the paper, keeping an eye on the tube.
The noise level —before, a near roar— was now reduced to office sounds; phones ringing, the occasional click of keyboards in use, the soft voices of workers checking on their families and friends.
By the middle of the day, 120 amphibious assault ships and swarms of paratroopers had landed more than twenty thousand troops on Taiwanese beaches. Defense department estimates had previously indicated that only thirty-five landing crafts were available to the Chinese, all of 1940s vintage and purchased from the United States during happier times, but clearly the PRC had constructed and deployed vessels that weren’t uncovered by espionage, spy planes or satellites.
As it was, the Chinese had the upper hand. Taiwan’s armed forces could have conceivably numbered nearly six million had every available reservist been called to duty beforehand, but the mainland’s attack had come without warning and there was no time to assemble the volunteers and reservists properly. Only 300,000 regulars were on active duty and were pitted against the largest standing army in the history of the world.
The Taiwanese were banking on their artillery to soften up the beachheads and stall the assault of its shores; so far they were doing pretty well at it. On TV, a reporter said that the home army had managed to pin the invaders on the beaches but were not certain how long they could keep them contained.
Switching the channel, Russ saw a commentator who was addressing the roots and aftermath of the crisis.
“It seems clear that the United States government was wholly unprepared for this chain of events. Though the government knew of China’s displeasure at the arms sale, the so-called experts did not expect that this would lead to war between the two countries. The thinking in Washington was that there was too much to be gained by both nations, particularly economically, to ever let this situation get out of hand. Both the American and Taiwanese governments failed to realize how seriously the Chinese took the arms sale, not to mention Taiwan’s claim of sovereignty. America’s conduct must be regarded as arrogant, to say nothing of the provocative nature of President Ho’s claim of independence.”
Maggie Chapin snarled, “Asshole.”
She switched the channel and a different newsman came on the screen.
“The American fleet operating in the South Pacific, the Stennis group, is steaming northward towards the straits of Taiwan. There they will likely encounter resistance from the southern fleet of the Chinese Navy—”
She switched channels again.
A woman with thick-framed glasses was speaking. “The pentagon has gone to their highest defense condition and—”
Russell watched the news with increasing concern and found his ceaseless chewing had mangled his nails. It seemed more and more likely that the war might involve America.
Perry was now anxious to the point of panic to hear from his family. They were scheduled to return in another day, but getting off the island was proving to be difficult at best. Television news reports pictured swarms of vacationers evacuating Honolulu in the wake of the invasion, fearing the action would pull America into the war. The airlines had added extra flights but Judith and Iris, along with thousands of others, appeared to be stranded.
So Russ was greatly relieved when, at nearly five, Judy finally got hold of him on the office line.
“Christ, I was worried,” he said.
“The cell phone won’t go through,” she told him. “I’m on a pay phone.”
“What’s it like there?” Russ asked, trying to keep his voice under control. He sat down but then stood right back up again, nervously pacing.
“Chaos,” Judy replied, her voice cracking. “Near panic. Everyone says war is coming and not just to Taiwan. What are you hearing?”
Russell did his best to reassure her. It wasn’t easy.
“It’s okay,” he answered. “It’s a China-Taiwan thing. You’re probably in a danger-free zone.”
A pause. During the short lull, Russ realized he misspoke and could have hit himself.
“Are you sure?” she wondered. “You said ‘probably’.”
“Positive,” Perry replied more emphatically, thinking her ability to pick up on subtleties would have made her an effective copy editor. “How are Iris and the kids?”
“Okay, I guess. They’re kind of oblivious to the news, but Iris does have that inquisitive little mind. I left her with Mrs. Darien, the teacher,” she said. “They’re all swimming in the hotel pool.”
“Are you at the hotel?” he asked.
“I’m at the airport now. We won’t check out unless we can get a plane reservation.”
“Can you even book a flight?”
Russell could hear airport background sounds over the phone line. An announcer was issuing a boarding call or something.
“Not yet. It’s iffy. They’ve got a random drawing,” she said anxiously. “Names in a hat. Wish us luck. Listen, gotta run. There’s a line for the phones.”
“Fingers crossed,” he said. “Call me later? Promise?”
“I’ll try,” she replied. “I promise.”
There was so much more he wanted to say. He said the most important things instead.
“I love you both. Kiss Iris for me. I’m so sorry. I should have—”
A spasm of static crossed the line.
“I will. We love you, too, Russ,” she said quickly, and the line went dead.
Taiwan was on TV every minute, preempting almost everything but the Disney channel, HBO, Weather, Food, History, and infomercials for exercise gear. Minute-by-minute updates of trouble around the world seemed only to exacerbate the general paranoia and made Perry even more anxious.
Ted Gallo came out from his office.
“Turn on the local channel, will you?” he asked Chris Berrenger, who held the remote. “The mayor is coming on.”
When Chris switched over, some on-screen field reporter was wrapping up a taped interview with a psychologist who’d written a book called The Bear Within, suggesting that every male should live in the forest for one week to test his courage and resourcefulness.
“It’s the age of the survivalist,” he cautioned. “We’ll all be tested soon enough.”
Then the station went live to the two young anchors currently getting their broadcasting feet wet in a miniature market like Bend. For them, big stories came along as often as Sasquatch sightings.
After the standard intros, the news people welcomed the mayor of Bend, the honorable Gavin Parks.
“Well, I’ll be damned. The son-of-a-bitch looks like he’s gonna do the sports report,” some staffer said. Between that comment and the add-ons from others, most of the staff missed the opening question and answer.
Still, there he was in all his glory. Gavin Parks wore a beige summer suit and a satisfied grin. He was seated at the sports desk, screen right, while the local anchors, Carline Brown and Chuck Doherty, sat to the left.
“That’s interesting, Mister Mayor,” Carline was saying, slipping her hair behind an ear. Russ had read somewhere that such a gesture meant personal attraction.
“So you’re saying that work crews have been tripled?” Doherty wondered. “How much will that cost?”
The mayor leaned forward and expertly used his hands to underline his point. His eye contact was good and Parks looked strong, powerful, in his element.
“I think that given the rise in the river levels, we need to think less about immediate cost and more about immediate need,” Parks said, echoing something Perry had told him. “Shoring up the wall will dip into the emergency fund but I think we have enough in that for both the flood work and for extra police. Later we’ll look at a flood wall.”
In the Sun’s office, these words stopped them cold. The entire staff knew Ted’s feelings on the subject of the river, that he wanted a river front wall, but ‘wall’ was not the word that the television reporters seized on, nor had Russ or anyone else.
“Extra police?” Chuck Doherty wondered, his surprise obvious. “For the flood?”
The newsman leaned forward, very interested in the answer, then Carline Brown parroted Chuck’s question.
“Why would we need more police?”
Gavin Parks held his own look of surprise.
“For the riots, of course,” he replied. “When the Chinese start dropping bombs and firing missiles at us, you can be sure our hometown folks are going to think it’s a free-for-all. We’ll need more police then, for sure.”
Even the smitten Carline Brown seemed unnerved by his comment. Her hair hung back down and limply covered her ear.
“Are you saying that you think war with China is inevitable?” she asked, astonished.
“Absolutely,” Parks said matter-of-factly, as if she’d asked if he liked chocolate donuts. “I guarantee you, when the Chinese start flinging missiles at Taiwan, they’re coming here next.”
Apparently not realizing that his words might cause some alarm, Gavin went on.
“See, that’s why people elected me mayor. I have the ability to see the long-range picture.”
The two anchors looked at each other for confirmation of what they had heard.
“And because of that,” Doherty asked, “you think extra police are needed?”
“Yep,” Gavin almost chuckled. “Before long, we’ll have the good folks of Bend rioting in the streets. Won’t be no food. Water’ll be scarce. Hell, I know Portland is a target. We’re sure to feel some effects of the radiation if not get blasted ourselves—”
Ted Gallo stood up quickly, his face flushed. His eyes showed an anger Russ hadn’t seen since Ted’s assistant of twenty years married some deadbeat and moved to Twin Falls.
“Turn this crap off,” he screamed. “Goddammit! Now!”
Chris Berrenger almost hit the mute button but Ted had already stormed back into his office, slammed the door and got on the phone, so the reporter simply turned the sound down and continued to listen as the mayor admitted that he had earlier tried to speak to the governor to call out the National Guard, but had been put on indefinite hold.
Maggie Chapin came over from her desk and tapped Russ on the shoulder. “Let’s go outside,” she said, cocking her head. “I need a smoke.” Once outside, she pulled out a Parliament and lit one.
“I love cigarettes,” Maggie said. “You ever smoke?”
“Yeah, until three years ago.”
“Miss it?”
“Sometimes,” he replied. He’d quit under duress. It wasn’t his idea, but how could he say ‘no’ to Iris?
“What’d you think of the mayor’s speech?” she asked.
Russ had to laugh. “It was unbelievably inflammatory and incredibly stupid but, aside from that, I’d rank it with the Gettysburg Address.”
“Seemed a little too optimistic to me.”
“I hope this all calms down,” Russ said. “Is that asking too much?”
Maggie looked at him sideways, then puffed on the cigarette, talked as she expelled the smoke, so that it bounced up and down with her every syllable.
“Honey, take my advice,” she told him. “Don’t hope for anything. Ever. Do what you can and leave it. Hope is not an issue. Never was. And forget faith. That’s horseshit, too.”
“Aren’t you just the cheery one, Maggie,” Russ smiled.
“Under the circumstances, I think I am,” she said.
The famous blonde sat on a stool at the hotel bar and ordered a martini. Smirnoff. Dry. Two olives with an onion in-between them. She liked to clench the olives between her teeth and then smile so that her teeth showed fully, because that was her trademark, that’s how they knew her.
Her arsenal of smiles.
Fucking Legend.
“This is so cool,” the young man sitting two seats down suddenly gushed. “Rebecca. Here. Shit. Jesus.”
She ignored him. “Can I smoke here?” she asked the bartender, who shook his head No.
“No?”
“Not my fault. State law,” he shrugged.
“Stupid. Fucking. Smoke Nazis,” she said, looking back to the young guy, turning full-on to face him. “Damn it. Okay, you: Go on,” she said, but he looked kind of bewildered, like she had lost him at the first word.
“Uh…”
“Fuck. Spit it out. Keep up with the game.” She snapped her fingers in his face, gave him a flash of her famous anger. The smoke ban had pissed her off. “You said: Rebecca. Here. Shit. Jesus. Got anything more beyond You have a nice smile and I have all your albums?”
Far from offended, the young man was amazed that she was even letting him talk to her. Everyone knew she was a world-class bitch; he was prepped for that.
“No, no. Nothing more,” he said with a nervous laugh. “I just, you know, I’m a fan. And I have all your albums.”
She laughed, too, then lit a cigarette anyway. The bartender said nothing.
She turned back to the young guy. “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice me, might think I was just some girl who looked like Rebecca Chase. Not actually her. Sometimes that would be soooo nice. No one knows me. Just a face, not The Face.”
The young man cautiously edged forward.
“Why are you here?” the kid asked.
“I ran away,” she said, exhaling a long stream of smoke. “I got tired.”
“Tired of what?” the bartender asked. “The fame, the fortune?”
“The microscope. Look at the tabloids, watch TV. They say I’m a slut. A fucking slut. Why? Because I’ve had sex with movie stars? Athletes? Some busboy named Juan? Apparently, I was into necrophilia not long ago? That’s dead people. Where would I even find dead people to fuck?”
People seated throughout the room turned around to see who the loud mouth was, then recognizing her, murmured to each other. The young guy looked at the bartender, whose expression he couldn’t read, then back at her.
“I meant, why are you here in Portland?” the young man sad. “We don’t get stars like Rebecca Chase here very often.”
She gave him a weary smile, this one called Oh, please.
She made up names for her smiles, giving them identity, depending on how they were needed. Her sarcastic one was called Think you are man enough to handle me?, which was used a lot, though not as often as You love me...You want me and totally desire me.
Her trove of smiles was currency.
Undaunted, the young man scooted his stool closer, looking to her first for approval. “My friends won’t fucking believe this.”
She gave him the patented I Love It smile.
“You have a phone cam? Take a picture.”
The invitation brought him near rapture. “Wow, really? Could I? Cool. Tight.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, careful to touch it very lightly, and snapped three shots as quickly as he could.
“Man, this is so cool.”
Rebecca thought his innocence was semi-charming. He was young, possibly a minor with good ID, but he was cute and he was drinking an expensive Bourbon or something. He had kind of a rich kid look about him, with a good tan but oddly flushed cheeks. His haircut looked salon quality and his shoes ran about five bills per foot. Overall, a naive young prospect with bucks.
Could be fun.
The barman brought another drink, trying to engage her, but she just smiled the smile and the bartender melted like an ice cube on a griddle. She turned to her rich young admirer. “What was the question?”
“Here. Why. Why are you here?” he said.
She sipped deliberately and moved her gaze between her two suitors. “I got bored,” she replied, lowering her blonde head onto one hand.
The kid laughed nervously. “You? Bored? Hell. Jesus. You can go anywhere, buy anything. You could have like anyone in the galaxy. You’re fucking rich. You’re a fucking star—”
“Yeah, and guess what? That’s fucking boring me,” she said, stamping out the cigarette. She seemed to turn reflective, but probably was just a better actress than she gave herself credit for being.
“What?” he wondered.
“Real life. I went from preteen fairground singer to huge star in a heartbeat. So, unlike other, nameless bitches, low-rent stars, I haven’t really been tested. It’s been easy for me.”
“I don’t get it,” the kid said and turned to the bartender. “Do you get it?” The barman shrugged and gave him a Not Really look.
“You boil it down, this is the problem,” Rebecca said. “Absolute truth. Want to hear? Want the exclusive?”
Both men nodded, eyes wide.
“I have no idea who I am,” she declared. “The me beyond this…” she motioned to her body with hands as if a mirage. “…this outside person, this celebrity, well I just don’t know who she is. Am I a commodity? Disposable? I live on my looks. You tell me, honey: Who am I?””
This was easy. The kid knew the answer. Even the bartender nodded.
“You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”
This took her a minute. “Yeah? You think? Me?”
“Only you. Shit, I’d pray to you.”
The bartender stepped back a pace.
Rebecca liked that. It was simple, if untrue. She charmed him with her Well, I Don’t Know About That smile, and said nothing.
“I mean it. I’ve always thought so,” he said. “I have a poster of you in my room.”
Full tilt You love me… version. She had him hooked like a catfish. Hell, she could have a Menage a Trois with the bartender, too, if she wanted. But no, he didn’t have the cash.
She touched the rim of her glass with a wet, pink-and-white manicured fingertip; rotated it along the edge so slowly it seemed as if in time lapse. Her wet finger made the glass hum; this while the young guy watched her in speechless awe. The bartender wiped his hands on the clean white towel he then twisted.
She said, “I have a confession, fellas.”
“What’s that?” the bartender grinned.
“I’m not Rebecca Chase.”
The kid peered at her, looked to the bartender and realized they shared the same questioning expression.
“Yeah, right,” the young guy laughed, then so did the bartender, sadly realizing that the kid’s bigger wallet probably trumped his free martinis.
“Now why would you say that?” the kid wondered.
“It’s true. I’m an impostor. I’m conning you.”
The bartender couldn’t resist jumping in, still hopeful that her dirty blonde hair might soon be in his grip, her lips on his.
“It’s a funny thing being behind this bar,” he said, trying to catch her gaze. “You learn about people. You know when they’re lying. There are tells, like in poker. Helps separate the wheat from the chaff.”
“What is chaff?” the boy asked him, and the bartender sighed.
“It’s the part that isn’t wheat,” he replied.
The blonde sipped hard, downed a lot of vodka.
“Am I lying?” she wondered. “Which part is a lie?”
“You sure the hell are lying,” the bartender replied. “No question in my mind that you are The Rebecca Chase. Question is, what are you doing here? Going crazy like they said on the tube, getting tired of all the stalkers? The pa-pa-rot-zee? I heard you were freaking out. Heard about it on TMZ. Disappeared. No one knew where—”
“Yeah, I’ve heard the stories myself,” she grinned. Thinking on it, she realized it could be called her Yeah I’ve heard the stories grin and that made her smile more.
The kid jumped in. “You’re Rebecca Chase. Man, that fucking smile is killer—” He paused a second. “People would give their last dime just to be in the same room with you, just to see that. Honest to God. I fucking loved that smile ever since you did that very first video—”
“Yeah. The cheerleader one.” A long sip and a hidden grin.
“Yes. Yes.” The kid was inching closer. His eyes grew brighter with the memory. “Exactly. That pleated skirt, and the lollipop and the—”
She pressed a finger on his mouth, silencing him.
“Would you like to kiss me?” she asked.
The already quiet room felt liked someone had died, then had suddenly come back to life. The bartender abruptly and awkwardly made up a reason to leave.
He gulped. “Who the fuck wouldn’t?”
Rebecca smiled her Then come here big boy, leaned in, paused a moment, then put her hand behind his head, pulled him close and kissed him. It was long, wet, and tender. One of her better ones, really.
Maybe she should name her kisses?
She stared at him a moment, then gripped his hair tightly.
“Like that kiss?”
“Yes.”
“Best one ever?”
“Probably.”
“And yet no one will ever believe you. Real dilemma, huh? Would you pay to do that again?”
He took a breath.
“Everything I have,” the young man replied.
Rebecca laid her head on the boy’s shoulder and touched his arm.
“I have this wicked fantasy,” she said softly. “Wanna hear about it?”
In the morning, Rebecca left the bed early, giving the boy —whose name she never learned— a quick peck on his sleeping cheek. She strode to her own suite with five thousand of his dollars in her pocketbook.
She smiled as she packed up.
A fantasy fulfilled indeed.
At the front desk, she put on the charm big time as the manager took care of the bill, writing Honored Guest on the statement. He held his hands to his lips and blinked his eyes, disbelieving.
“Oh. My. God. It is such a privilege to have you stay here, Miss Chase—”
“Rebecca,” she said. “Just call me Rebecca.”
The manager almost drooled. “I am such a fan. I have all your records. Oh, and that first one? The lollipop video? Divine. So cute. And I don’t even like girls that much!”
“Then yay for me,” she laughed, and held out her hand. “Well, thank you so much for taking care of the suite—”
“Of course, of course,” he interrupted. “But, um…”
“Yes?”
“Well, I hate to bring this up but there is one tiny thing, though—”
She gave him Innocent Smile, learned long before she became a ‘star.’
“Tiny thing?”
The manager looked apologetic as he pulled out the registration.
“See here? It says Chace. C-H-A-C-E. Not C-H-A-S-E like your stage name, which everybody knows, of course, and I was wondering…”
She held up a hand.
“Yeah, sure, I get it,” she grinned and turned her head sideways to seemingly reassure him, “Don’t be alarmed. I do that as a ruse, mostly for the paparazzi. They use this service, CelebTrak? And it follows you by where you use your credit card or something. To throw them off, I just tweaked the name. It was a bitch to get Amex to agree but, hey, works every time. Right now they probably think I’m in Australia.”
The manager twisted his neck and rubbed it with his hand.
“Naturally, of course I believe you,” he said. “Of course. But perhaps you could just show me your identification—”
Her eyes narrowed; the smile vanished.
“Oh, I see, I see. You don’t believe me.”
“It’s not that, it’s—”
Rebecca abruptly looked angry, much like in the video South of Sunset, a look which she believed he recognized, based on his expression.
“I’m so sorry—”
“Here,” she said, whipping out her driver’s license and almost throwing it to him. “And here— Here is my social, and my business card and passport— oh wait, maybe I have my birth certificate with me…”
“That’s really not necessary.” The manager looked flushed and barely glanced at the documents.
“Do you need a note from my mom, too?”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just that I am a fan. A big fan. Thinking that I am possibly being deceived—”
“DECEIVED?” she screamed, eyes blazing. People turned to look. She pulled out a wad of bills. “How much was it? For one night? What? Three thousand? Four? Here just take this—” and handed him all of it.
The manager reluctantly took the bills, but then looked at them as if he didn’t know what they were.
“We’ve had people take advantage of our hospitality,” he began.
Rebecca’s eyes glowed with fury. “So now I am not just a slut but a hotel whore, too?” she said loudly. The man looked both horrified and turned on. If others weren’t gawking nearby, he would have probably knelt down and begged.
“I— I don’t know what to say,” he said. “I had no right.”
“You’re damned right.”
“Please, then—” He handed back the money and documents.
“That’s the simple truth,” she said. “Believe it, don’t believe it. I could care less. This is bullshit!”
“Please forgive me,” he said, and seemed to wash his face with his hands, peering out between fingers.
She seethed. More people had stopped to look. The younger ones knew immediately who she was and several teens cautiously approached her. Some began snapping pictures.
“May I have your autograph?” one girl asked.
Another said, “Are you still dating that guy? That actor guy?”
“Yep, still going out.” Rebecca smiled patiently, calming down, then turned the Pepsodent gleam on brighter as she complied with the requests. This version was I’m so happy to meet all of you. A winner.
“Who do I make it out to?” she asked and names were thrown out.
“Did you really break up that marriage for kicks?”
“Why aren’t you in Australia? I thought you were on tour?”
“Who does your hair?”
“What do you think about China?” a teen boy with a cracking voice asked, a few rows back. The crowd now numbered a good twenty.
“It’s a great country,” she said. “Full of wonderful people. I’ll be there next March. I plan to learn the language. I’m taking lessons.”
“Really?”
“You think it’s great?”
“Well, sure? Why wouldn’t it be?” she replied, head tilted.
“Watch the news,” one boy said, and turned away.
The crowd suddenly fell silent and, after a dull moment, slowly backed up and drifted away, a move which baffled her.
“We done here?” she asked the hotel manager, turning away from them.
“Would you sign this?” he asked.
She looked down. “What?”
“I’d love your autograph,” he said.
“Of course.”
She signed it with an S instead of a C and gave him a smile for the ages, even threw in a tongue between her teeth.
“Come back again,” he called out.
“Absolutely,” she said, but thought: Not in this lifetime, jerk.
She bought a very used Jeep for about four grand cash at a car lot on the east edge of Portland; a price that included registration, smog check and a lot of other little perks just because Rebecca was Rebecca.
“I’m a big fan, big, big fan,” the sales manager said, leaning forward so far in his chair that he was in danger of falling forward.
“You have a great smile,” a sales guy said.
“I get that a lot. Thanks,” she replied, then took the keys, hopped in and drove off the lot, waving.
She aimed for a huge snow-covered mountain that someone called Mt. Hood. There was an historic lodge there, Timberline, but there was apparently a smaller one not too far south, with less people. That was her general destination.
The Lodge at Temple Mountain.
In New Mexico, Cage had enlisted the services of three slumming geniuses to help plot the revised trajectory of Cage-Kent 013. He was not pleased with the data he was seeing.
“You certain? You all agree? This is the splash?” Cage asked Dani Moreland, otherwise known as Pinkie, she who had her own nicknames for everyone, including Ben.
“Indeed we do, Doctor Puffy,” she replied. “We’ve done calculations, tabulations, ramifications, certifications, and probable destinations. We’ve quadra-checked this bad boy from thirty-six angles and two you never thought about. This data? Looks solid as Mr. Eko. We are heading for troubletown, senor Puffcake, with a capital ‘Trouble’.”
A meteoricist from Yale via U of Houston, Pinkie was tops in her field, but an observer would never know it from her unusual dress. She had pink-tipped blonde hair, accessorized with gobs of bangles, beads and bows, and wore complicated ensembles in pinks and whites. Not your standard scientist garb. Worse, many times Ben had trouble understanding what the hell she was talking about.
“What’s your take?” he asked Dutch Sparks.
“I cross checked with images from the Australia station and that’s affirmative. The Bullet’ll pass right over them, so close they’ll get face burns.” Dutch said. This was not his real first name, but Ben knew better than to ask. For a theoretician, he was big dude, with an endless self-satisfied smirk and a habit of chewing gum and making bubbles. He thought he was God’s gift to Astronomy and to women. Worse, he also had a quick temper, was arrested for assault in March.
“It’s going to hit us,” Pinkie said. “Think Mike Tyson in his prime.”
“Edwin?”
“Yeah.”
“Answer?”
“That was my answer: Yeah,” Dark said. “They nailed it.”
“I’ll call Mavis,” Ben said.
On screen, Dr. Kent looked tired, like she’d been crying. Despite her screeching banshee daughter tantrums, Mavis had failed to move her mother from her London flat; worse, her sister Peggy insisted on staying with their Mum, even though, if things played out as Mavis thought, they would be dead soon.
Ben Cage reached her on Skype.
“This will be a significant fireball,” Ben told her. “In about two hours the Bullet going to break through the atmosphere and wallop us hard. And I mean hard. I notified the media again awhile ago, but so far, I’ve heard nada back. The airways are clear of it. It’s all China now.”
On the monitor, Dr. Kent kept her typical outward composure, but internally her mind buzzed as she inspected his data.
“Damn,” she whispered. Her brain raced through the potential outcomes, none of them good, all of them lethal, and finally slumped in her chair.
“How bad?” she asked.
“It’s a five thousand year event,” Ben told her. “We make it out to be a stony iron, three hundred and sixty meters in length, something on the order of a three hundred-megaton blaster.”
“Three hundred?”
“Maybe more.”
On the screen, Ben could see her cool facade dissolve in the realization of what that meant.
“And you’re certain of the impact point?” Mavis asked, her voice cracking some. “No question?”
“Sorry. No question. Edwin Dark plots it here,” he replied, pointing to a spot on the on-screen map. “Dutch concurs. It’s right in the thick of things, not all that far from Beijing.”
“All hell will break free,” Mavis said.
“I think we can anticipate what comes next,” Cage said. “Even if we can alert the Chinese, they’re likely to believe it’s a capitalist hoax or a military gambit or some shit. Besides, nothing can be done to stop it. The Bullet is headed their direction. And given the situation, if they go for it, launch a strike like the news guys are saying, we are both either in or near targets. Should that happen, should a real war start, I— I’m afraid that’s all she wrote.”
Mavis said, “I don’t know what more we can do but watch.”
“We could pray or something.”
Dr. Kent moved closer to the screen, and then almost touched it.
“Praying won’t help,” Mavis said. “This is an unprecedented cosmic and planetary event, but no one cares. The White House seems to be ignoring the warning. For Christ’s sake, everyone is, despite the pleas, and the calls and the fucking urgency—”
Ben had never seen Mavis like this. Emotional. Frightened. She had always been the pillar of steel for the entire international team.
“Dr. Kent?” he asked.
“I’m fine. I’m fine.” Mavis paused a moment, took a breath. “Listen, I may lose my connection soon. There’s been an alert that only officials and the military can use the internet for a bit.”
“It might not be too late to—”
“It is too late. I was too late.” She was quiet, but then her lip trembled a bit as she said, “I’m sorry we never actually met, Ben. I truly enjoyed working with you. If we’d gotten that grant—”
“Me, too, doctor,” Cage replied. “I learned a lot. You were an excellent teacher and, uh—” His words drifted off, didn’t know if he should continue. “I thought you were hot.”
“You called me a MILF the other day,” she said.
Cage’s face reddened. “How’d you know—?” Ben asked, pitch rising higher as embarrassment set in. “Listen, I didn’t mean…”
“Thank you,” she said.
Cage’s expression softened. He touched her face on the monitor.
“Goodbye, Mavis. I’ll miss you. I’ll even miss the yelling.”
On the screen, she laughed, but her eyes seemed to well up. A tear hovered but she wiped it with her sleeve.
“Goodbye, Ben,” she said. “Don’t let the bastards take your funding.”
“No problem there, Doctor. Nothing left to fund,” he said.
The internet connection suddenly broke off. The monitor was down.
Mavis Kent disappeared.
Ben turned to the others in the room. Dutch looked kind of rattled and Pinkie seemed angry about something. Arms crossed, bubble gum popping, sour face, she looked like a challenge.
Davis Cass, a quiet meteoricist who’d last said “Vectors are synched. Prime to channel,” to no one else in the room, had been silent for the last three hours, now looked nervous. His knee jumped up and down like a piston.
Edwin Dark was texting someone.
“So, what’s everyone think?” Ben asked.
“Kimosabe, I scoped this scenario to the edge and it plays out like this,” Pinkie declared. “China gets popped by a rock the size of Manhattan, amps up the big pistolas and bang-bang-bangs us first. We’re smart. We can do the math. Bam! We fire the whole load. Goodbye China, so long North Korea, don’t forget to write, fucking Iran!” She paused for only a second, her face a mask of rage. “Fuck ‘em. They want to start a war with the U.S. of A? You go eyeball to eyeball with us, you better be fucking blind. You blink, we win. Take us on? Please.”
Ben tried to humor her.
“Tell us what you really think.”
“I think those commie fucktards should pick on someone their own size, someone like India or Canada.”
Ben held back a laugh. This time he understood Pinkie loud and clear. “What about you, Dutch? Making plans for Fourth of July?”
Dutch smirked. “Hell, yeah. We’re gonna see some early fireworks, amigo. Righteous shit, as they used to say. Blow the whole thing up.”
“Including us?” Ben wondered.
“I don’t know. Wouldn’t surprise me. Shit, if the Russians jump in, this whole shooting match is going to be irreversible. Nuclear Winter, Spring, Summer and Fall.”
“With the radiation, we’ll all have four eyes come October,” Pinkie said, and they laughed a little.
Davis Cass said nothing.
Then Edwin Dark stood up and said, “We won’t have that long. We’ll all be dead in less than six hours.”
Ben asked quietly, “How do you know that?”
Edwin held up his phone.
“I did the math.”
At the Compound in Idaho, Grant had been provided a station with tools he’d only dreamed about. Maximum-definition screens, real-time satellite feeds, 3-D capability on selected targets. Gadgets galore. Christmas morning for a techie.
The images he had accessed were dazzling and revealed much he had not known before. But no one else had known either. Not at this place anyway.
This was not from incompetence, but from direction; their eyes were trained on areas that were merely ruses, towards the north coast of China and at North Korea.
The Chinese knew exactly what they were doing.
Lt. Colonel Hitchcock poked her head around the corner.
“Got a sec?” she asked, wagging a finger. It wasn’t really a question.
“Where we going?”
“Field trip,” she said.
Peter retrieved his hat and said, “Lead the way.”
“I always do,” she replied.
Hitchcock and Grant hopped into one of the carts. She said “HQ” and off it went down the tracks. They made a left turn, then stopped at a transfer station where the tracks intersected. Other vehicles were moving on several parallel lines. The system seemed ingenious to Grant.
“I have a question: Are you really a hard guy?” Hitchcock asked, walking fast towards a triple-paned glass office at the end of a hall. “I’m not getting that vibe.”
“Sorry?” Grant wondered, trying to keep pace.
“Hard-ass,” she answered. “Kind of a ‘prick’ is how at least one person told it.”
“Who said that? My ex?” Peter asked, while deciding if Hitchcock was serious, but then, when wasn’t she serious?
“Spivey.”
“General Spivey said that?” Grant made a face. “He’d know, I guess.”
They entered a large, very modern office. A young woman, every bit as crisp-looking as Hitchcock, sat inside a dramatic-looking chrome desk shaped like a C. Two airmen guarded the door, staring into space like they were hypnotized.
The receptionist said, “Won’t be a minute.”
Hitchcock nodded, then turned back and asked, “So, what’s your story? I like to know who I’m dealing with. Briefs and jackets only go so far. Spivey said you harbor, shall we say, certain ideas about politics—”
“What kind of ideas?”
“Right-wing,” she replied.
“I might not be a benevolent dictator, I suppose.” He wondered if this is what she wanted to hear, and why.
“I’d beat you three ways to Sunday,” Hitchcock laughed, without much humor behind it. “Or are you just being macho?”
“Take-it-out-and-measure-it-with-friends macho.”
Hearing this, Hitchcock very nearly grinned.
Their attentions veered as the woman behind the desk took a rather loud phone call and turned somewhat pale. She hung up, removed some faxes that had just come in, then smoothed her skirt and knocked on a massive oak double-door. The receptionist seemed slightly flustered.
“Why is this important?” he asked Hitchcock.
“The work we do at the Compound is important. It’s my job.”
“I wondered what your job was,” he remarked.
He checked the guards, who still looked like rigor mortis had set in.
“Tell me.”
“I’m an open book,” he shrugged. “I’m a patriot, first and foremost. I like my work, like mapping where the nukes are, keeping my eye on them. I enjoy parts of the diplomacy; working with the Chinese are always good for a chuckle.”
Hitchcock was listening as if he was speaking on her phone and not sitting a foot away, computing every word.
“And your expertise —nuclear issues— makes you more or less inclined to use them?”
He gave her a look. What was her real concern?
He shrugged, “Less, but I draw a line in the sand early on.”
“Do the means justify and all that?” she asked.
“Sometimes,” he replied. “It’s situational. On a strategic level, no, but tactically, yes.”
“I still have questions,” she said.
“I still have answers,” he replied. “Like I said, open book.”
The secretary suddenly reemerged from the office and motioned with her finger to come over. Grant and Hitchcock stood up and joined her as she indicated with a more urgent gesture to enter the office.
Peter followed Hitchcock inside, still unaware of whom he was to meet, though he guessed it was probably the commanding officer, or else an admiral or the CEO of GE, but instead, a tall, broad-shouldered man turned around. Grant recognized him at once and adopted military bearing.
“Sir,” Grant said, saluting.
Vice president Thomas Warner smiled, idly motioned to stand at ease, then waved them towards chairs while positioning himself into a comfortable-looking one behind a desk that could double as a helipad.
“Sit down, sit down. No need for introductions, Colonel Grant. I know you both, or I’ve heard enough to feel I do,” Warner said. He had an easy manner and an affable, almost bored demeanor. He was slightly stoop-shouldered at this moment, as if weighted down by the problems of the world. He was a handsome man, built something like a tow truck, and African-American.
“I don’t need to tell you that the world seems to be asking ‘Where am I and what am I doing in this hand basket?’” Warner said, putting Grant at ease, making them both smile, though with Hitchcock it was more of a microscopic grin.
“It does seem so, sir,” Grant said. “How can I be of help? My expertise is in nuclear assessment and risk management, but—”
Peter’s comment fell silently into a chasm of the Veep’s worrisome expression. Warner didn’t answer right away, seemed to consider his words very carefully before he finally said, “I’ll be needing both of you in the coming weeks. In particular, in the coming days. We’ve passed into a new and dangerous era and the landscape of the world as we know it, will forever be altered. We’ll need you both to keep things running smoothly in your C.O.’s absence.”
Grant cast a quick sidelong glance at Hitchcock, who seemed unmoved.
“Are you assuming we’ll be going nuclear?” Hitchcock asked.
“I’ve just heard from the president,” Warner replied, standing now, walking with his hands behind his back. “Sometimes events happen outside of the norm and the timing of it seems so remarkable that you truly have to wonder if there isn’t a God.”
Peter felt the man was skirting the substance of why they were there, in this room, at this time, and being a little too poetic. It was oddly unnerving.
“What do you mean, sir?” Grant asked.
Warner threw some dispatches across the table so they could read them. They were from the National Science Information Center.
“I mean that in a few hours we may very well be among the last living people on this planet.”
Iris peered out the hotel room blinds at the scene below. Kapiolani Boulevard buzzed with activity. People screamed at one another, while cars and trucks jammed all the roads. What caught Iris’s eye was some kind of disturbance up the way, another fight most likely, and the melee was drawing a crowd. Whatever was happening, it was away from her sight.
“Damn, I can’t see. Jeez, mom, this is nuts. Insane! The place is falling apart,” she said, turning to Judy for an instant. “I just saw some dude try to run over another guy with his SUV— it was like — like road rage on steroids.”
“Nice phrase,” Judy said, folding a sweater. “Maybe you’ll be a writer like your Dad.”
Iris huffed, “He’s not a writer, he’s an editor. Big diff.” She shrieked: “That guy there! Look at him— Gun! Oh my God —He’s got a gun—”
Judy joined her at the window and watched the chaos. She put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders and Iris reached up to hold them both.
Two pops sounded from below and they instinctively jumped. Looking back outside, Judy watched a man run away, firing shots indiscriminately into the air. Another man fell and a crowd gathered, but no one seemed to be doing anything to help.
Then, for no reason, they began to beat him up.
“This is scary, mom. Really damn scary. What are we going to do?”
Judy tried to smile. “Careful on the language, sweets. We’ll figure something out,” she replied, trying to sound like she knew. In truth, Judy was at her wits’ end. She couldn’t reach Russ; the outside phones weren’t working. You couldn’t get a cab or a bus or virtually any form of transportation. The airport was out of control and cruise ships were either being confiscated by the military or completely booked. Mob scenes were present everywhere.
And the women from the school had scattered in all directions. She hadn’t been able to reach them in their rooms.
“I’ll call Janet and Caryn again and see what the group wants to do,” Judy said, picking up the room phone and dialing. “Maybe they’ve arranged to fly back early.”
“There’s a big fire over there,” Iris announced. “Real big. But no fire engines. Lot of sirens though.”
The phone line was dead. “Damn it, you’d think at least the hotel phones would work—” Judy said angrily, slamming it down. She paced the room, arms folded like in a straightjacket. She glanced suspiciously at the TV. The sound was down low because it was just too unnerving to hear that things were going no better in other parts of the world.
Panic had set in, globally it seemed, no different for those in Hawaii. A local TV report showed a small riot taking place not two miles from where they were holed up.
“I’ll be right back, Iris,” Judy said, and stepped into the oversized, far too bright bathroom.
She sat on the john and thought hard, weighing the options, wishing to God that Russ was here with them. But he wasn’t. He was probably living his own hell in Bend.
The reality was that they were totally on their own. The end of the world might come, it felt more and more like it, but Judy was now feeling angry, not despondent. Her mind raced with subplots, how she might maneuver the group off the island. She was convinced to fight whatever came their way. Now, sitting on the toilet, Judy decided to take the reins and do something, anything.
Just keep swimming.
She stormed out of the bathroom wearing her resolve like a mask. Her eyes were hardening as Iris turned to see her.
“You look pissed,” she said.
“Not pissed, honey; determined.” They looked at each other for a moment, trying to read each others minds. “We can’t just wait here,” Judy said finally. “Pack what you think you’ll need and can carry. You brought your backpack, right?”
“Yeah,” Iris said, her voice somewhat wary. “But it has books in it—”
“We’ll replace them. Now, go, move. Take only what you really need, and what you can easily lug around. Be ruthless.” Judy started her own frantic packing, all the while thinking: What the hell can we do?
Iris held up a hand. “Can I take my imaginary IPad?” she asked.
“I’ll buy you a new one,” Judy replied, not hearing.
They raced down the hall, knocking on the doors of other travelers from the school, but so far no one was answering. At Caryn’s room, Judy saw that her door was slightly open, so she stepped inside. A maid was tidying up and didn’t smile when she looked up.
“Where are the people?” Judy asked. Everything appeared to be gone. “The group that was here.”
“The people? They checked out a half hour ago.”
Judy was incredulous. “Are you sure?”
“Am I sure? The room is empty. Yes, I am sure.”
“Did they say where they were going?”
The maid nodded, “They had to catch their flight. Last chance, the woman said. She was rude to me. She yelled. Didn’t even leave me a tip. Real battle-ax.”
“Shit.”
“Exactly.”
“What? Gone?” Iris tugged on Judy’s sleeve. “Mo-ther! They’re gone? They left us? I thought they had our back? Why wouldn’t they call?”
“The phones are out,” the maid offered.
“Still— They screwed us, Mom!”
“So it would seem.” Judy replied quietly. Inside, she too felt abandoned, but Judy said thank you to the maid and handed her ten dollars. “For room 1598, and for them.”
The maid smiled, “I wish you all the best of luck. Nam mioho rengay kio.”
“Okey-dokey. Let’s go,” Judy said, grabbing her things, striding down the hall. Iris tagged behind her, wrestling with the back pack.
“What are we going to do?”
“We’ll do anything.” Judy pressed the elevator button; a moment later the doors opened and two people frantically jumped out, but the car was still full. Inside, people chattered loudly but no one tried to hold the door for them, though one man shrugged apologetically as the doors slammed shut.
They walked down the fifteen flights and weren’t alone, as a stream of others tailed them or lead them. Once in the lobby, a madhouse; lines of angry people trying to check out or just waiting for someone. Judy and Iris barely made it out through the main revolving doors and into an equally surreal scene of near pandemonium on the street. Frightened people vied for cabs or were running across the street or just wandering aimlessly. The car horns that blared were loud, annoying and inexplicable.
No one was going anywhere.
Iris found an empty municipal cement tree bed a half block down where they could sit for a moment. Neither of them said anything for a long while, just took in the view of humans in turmoil, ruminating on their state.
It’s like a horror movie, Judy thought.
People suckize, thought Iris.
Rationally, Judy knew that the airport was out of the question, and she didn’t believe that there was rail service from Honolulu to Bend; but the idea of ships, not necessarily the big passenger ones, but maybe someone’s boat could at least take them elsewhere, somewhere not as apt to get bombed.
Judy said, “Let’s figure where to walk. Do you have the map?”
“Yeah, here,” Iris answered and pulled one out. She grinned, “Proud of me for taking that along? Huh? Using the old noodle.”
Judy smiled, “Yep, I’d say it’s one of your greatest accomplishments.”
Iris pretended to punch her arm. “What about my language?”
“A close second.”
Judy studied the map a long while and eventually discovered the best route, though she had to look up and past the hordes to get her bearings several times. “Okay, the docks.”
“The docks?” Iris said finally. “Do we even know where they are?”
Judy pointed. “Thataway.”
Iris looked around, then suddenly stood up, adjusted her back pack and said, “We better get moving then.”
Judy, despite herself, had to smile.
“You. Are. Right, Fearless Leader—” she began to say, rising.
“To the docks!” Iris called out. “Full steam—”
Then: “Iris!” a boy’s voice called from nearby. They turned to see a slightly chubby, round-faced kid come racing up. He was out of breath, blushing.
“I saw you from over there, in the van. It’s me, Arnold.” Iris looked blank. “Arnold Lind? From the pool, you know, the other day?” he reminded her, and it suddenly dawned on her.
“Of course, I remember,” Iris beamed, blushing a little herself. “Sorry, I was a little fuzzy, what with nearly drowning and all. Mom, this is the boy who saved me from—.”
“Drowning. Right, I recall. Vividly. Well, Arnold—” Judy was about to be thankful and courteous, but Arnold just nodded at her, then said quickly, “Listen, my folks got a van and there are two extra seats. I asked them to wait when I saw you. We might be able to help you. Want to ride with us?”
“To where?” Judy asked.
“Pier 71,” Arnold said.
Roger Lind was a honcho in an Oahu-based sight-seeing steamship line, and Arnold’s uncle.
Tall, balding, slightly overweight, wearing thin-framed glasses, Lind waited for Iris and Judy upstairs in a cramped office overlooking the dock. Outside, through a grid of square-paned glass, they could see people boarding cruise ships as quickly as they could, some of them falling down in their struggle to get on the vessels.
“Have a seat, have a seat,” Lind motioned, then sat across from them, scanned some papers, eventually shook his head.
“Can you help?” Judy asked.
“I’m sorry.”
Iris held Judy’s hand so tightly that it hurt.
“What?”
“Wish I could be of service,” Lind said, putting down the papers, then held his palms up in resignation. “It’s not a large vessel, quite full up. And it is a long trip back to the west coast. Need to be concerned with weight. Not that you two weigh much, but, you know—”
Iris squeezed even harder and so did Judy. You win, she thought and tried to let go.
“There must be something you can do,” Judy said.
“I’m sorry, I wish there was but—” Lind replied, then stared deeply in her eyes with a look that slightly unnerved her. “I do have an idea.”
“What? Money? I have money. I can pay,” she told him, opening her purse. “Look, I have— I have eight hundred dollars…”
“No, no, put that away.” Lind bit his lip. “It’s really not a question of money.”
“What then?” she asked.
His gaze shifted towards Iris, then back to Judy.
“Perhaps we could talk alone for a few minutes?”
Judy didn’t like the look on his face as he glanced at Iris, but it was a hard call deciding just what his expression showed, aside from confidentiality.
“You’re harmless, right?” to which he grinned sardonically.
“I was an Eagle scout.”
“Well, I was a den mother, so that doesn’t mean much,” she said, then softened and turned to her daughter. “Honey, wait outside.” Iris was still squeezing Judy’s hand. She had to pry fingers off her but then patted her daughter’s hand for reassurance.
“It’s okay,” Judy said. “Wait in the hall on the bench outside. I’ll not be long.”
Iris looked quizzically at her mother, then at Lind, who smiled thinly. She walked outside but peered back at the doorway.
“I’ll stay nearby,” she said.
“Good.”
“Just down the hall.”
“Okay.”
Judy turned back and looked at the man, then at her hands. Lind sat back in his chair and balanced one shoe on the desk top.
“What’s your idea?” she asked. “It better not have anything to do with Iris.”
Lind gazed into the air, thoughtfully studying a pencil in the ceiling.
“Of course not, Mrs. Perry. I’m no pervert. It’s about you.”
“What about me?”
“We all have a type,” he replied. “When I was a boy I always liked that TV actress, Angela Cartwright—”
“From Lost in Space?”
“Precisely,” Lind smiled, almost sheepishly. “I liked her because she was a little older than me. That made it forbidden. But I also liked her haircut. Do you know what she might look like today?”
“No.”
Again he held his palms up, then gestured her direction.
“I suspect she’d look like you,” Lind said, removing his shoes from the desk and leaning towards her. “You’re a handsome woman, Mrs. Perry.”
“I’m younger than Angela Cart–” she started, but stopped, cursing her vanity.
“Much.”
Judy studied his face. The man smiled. His teeth were not perfect.
“And this means what, exactly?”
“We’re wasting time here,” he answered. “The ship sets sail in an hour. That gives us barely enough time. This is a take-it-or-leave-it proposition. You do what I want, I’ll give you these.” He held up two tickets, then laid them down.
She eyed them enviously. “For what exactly?” she asked.
Lind sat forward and made a chapel with his fingers.
“Guess,” he replied.
She looked at him coolly. “Are you insane? I’m a married—”
“As am I.” He sat back, unlaced his fingers and placed them on his desk, drumming. His eyes looked determined and a little amused. “Last chance, Mrs. Perry.”
“And for —that— we get aboard the ship?” she asked. “Do we get a room?”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Her lips were tight, while he seemed to lick his.
Lind counted, “Five. Four. Three—”
“Whatever you try to do to me, I guarantee you no pleasure,” Judy said quickly. “It might not be all that much fun. I may resist.”
His amusement was genuine.
“I’ll take my chances,” Lind replied. “Besides, resistance is so fucking hot.”
The Bullet was on time, on target, propelled by the gravitational pull of two giant planets.
Its path had been hidden by the glare of the sun, and only when its course had been set, when it descended into celestial shadows, did the meteor finally appear to earthbound observers. Now the Bullet approached Earth. Entering the atmosphere, much of it began to dissolve. Observers on the ground saw a bright trail of fire streaming behind it.
When it charged into the atmosphere, less than half of its original mass was still intact, though it was still large enough to nearly cover a football field from goal post to goal post.
The Bullet broke through the clouds and into the Earth with the force of multiple nuclear bombs, kicking up debris, dust, smoke and fire miles into the sky. It exploded 170 miles northwest of Beijing, China. Seismographs picked up the vibrations all the way from Madagascar to Pasadena, California. The impact crater dwarfed the Rose Bowl by more than thirty times.
The massive plume it spawned appeared much like a mushroom cloud. PRC government officials who saw it, or felt the after-blast, had no doubt of what it was.
An American nuclear strike.
Grant was still reeling from the report he had read, an advisory that the planet might be struck by a meteor at any time when he was alerted to the reality of it.
“China,” a technician called out. “It touched down in China.”
Peter had the real time image up on his monitor in seconds. The meteors’ impact point showed as a long billowing cloud of smoke and dust high above an area not far from the North Korea-China border.
“Jesus, that’s massive,” Hitchcock said from behind him. Dancey was there as well. Grant’s monitor was enormous and a lot of people gathered around to watch this view. There were a number of murmurs and whispers, but most just watched him do his work.
In a separate screen he called up what he’d been looking at before; the new silos for the DF-51s housed at Shadi. Most everyone was peering at the massive cloud, but Peter was fixed on sudden, unmistakable movement at the air force base.
“The silos at Shadi are opening,” he said, and most eyes moved to that screen. He enlarged it so he could see more detail. The drone his associate nearby was piloting offered remarkably clear and stable pictures that showed that the tops of the thirty-four silos by the air base were sliding open.
Inside, a view of the tips of ICBM’s ready for liftoff.
Destination unknown.
He told the pilot to reposition the remote a few kilometers away and trained the lens on the rail cars. Peter immediately determined that all the missiles were prepared for launch. There were dozens of them, all positioned at low angles, aimed at targets all around the region, while scores of people scrurried around and seemed to take cover.
“Can we go lower, get closer to ground level view?” Grant asked.
“Not without losing the drone, sir,” the soldier replied. “The PRC will shoot it down pronto.”
“Take the risk,” Grant ordered, and moments later was rewarded with a new view of mobile missile platforms lined up and waiting.
“Damn it, they’re going—” Peter began but stopped. On the screen, there was suddenly a bright flare, then a puff of smoke rolled across the picture. Peter saw a bright flame, then a deathly cloud as the rockets disappeared from the screen in an instant. They watched silently as five DF-15s were launched, presumably towards Taiwan.
Those gathered felt shell-shocked as the reality of what they were seeing settled in; they were witnesses to the beginnings of nuclear war.
And all were left nearly speechless.
“Move the drone back to the Shadi silos,” he said. “Get the vice president on the line for me, please.”
“No need,” vice-president Warner said from behind him. “Bring me to speed.”
Grant whirled around in his seat, then stood to face him.
“The Chinese have launched a salvo on Taiwan of medium-range missiles,” he said. “And the silos for their big brothers, the DF-51s, have begun to open.”
“The missiles that were fired, are these nuclear armed?” Warner asked.
“Yes, sir, I believe they are.”
The vice president looked almost bewildered, then half-laughed, “I don’t understand… China thinks we or the Taiwanese launched a meteor at them?”
“That’s my guess, sir,”
“That doesn’t make sense,” was all he could say.
One of Grant’s new aides called for him. He turned around and saw the flash and smoke of seven Dong Feng 51s as they were sent skyward.
“Bogies away,” another said. “I count twenty from Shadi. All the big boys.”
“Sir, you need to see this,” Grant said as people began to nervously report on missile firings all over China.
The vice president was talking something over with his secret service agent when Grant approached him.
“Sir, they have launched the DF-51s. They’re headed our way.”
The vice president looked stunned. He peered at the screen and watched as pinpoints of light filled parts of the screen and then saw the bright light of the drone’s camera being destroyed.
The screen stayed white.
“I’ll tell the president,” Warner said.
Russ kept walking, listening to the sounds of a small city in chaos. The noise had been reduced to the roar of the river, some humans yelling, far-off traffic and several sirens. Smoke filled the air. The public radio reports were apparently done as the streets were deserted and car radios were off for the night. As far as Russ could tell, he was the only person alone out there; the others were in mobs.
After a few blocks and close to his home, Russ noticed that the Safeway sign, Open 24 Hours, was fully lit and he headed for it, praying their deli counter was still open. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast —and only nibbled at that— and was close to starving. He felt lightheaded.
The big parking lot was full. Some people sat in their cars, just waiting to enter, furiously honking their horns, while dozens of others anxiously waited to seize a parking spot. A few simply double-parked and ran inside the store. Evidently fed up or inspired, some abandoned their cars in line and ducked inside.
Within the store, under eerily dimmed lighting, Russ found the market a subdued asylum. The piped-in music was something by Gordon Lightfoot or Jim Croce, Time In A Bottle, he thought. Hundreds of locals filled the store, all with the same vacant expression, as if doped up on Valium or simply exhausted from the shocks of the day. Shopping carts were lined ten-deep at each of the checkout stands and piled high with merchandise, as if Christmas shopping. Still, people spoke in whispers, not in shouts, or if at all.
Russ found the ambiance spooky.
He arrived at the deli counter expecting a queue but instead found the area closed, its display cases barren of delicacies. Scouring the rest of the store for something easy to make at home, Russ discovered the aisles almost devoid of anything edible. Shelving where cans normally lined up were empty. All the fresh fruits and vegetables had been ransacked, and the meat department had only tripe and tongue and parts of an octopus still in its bins.
Saddened and hungry, Russ left the store and walked home. A few cars and trucks passed him, each obliterating the speed limit.
He smelled acrid smoke and looked to the south where a bright glow lit the night. Perry realized it was near where the American Market was located. Russ walked two blocks out of his way and soon found the smoldering ruins of the wooden structure. Small crowds had gathered in cliques and some kids were throwing rocks at the burning embers.
Someone had torched the Vietnamese family’s store.
Russell checked the phone for messages but found none. Now ravenous, Russ searched the kitchen cabinets and the fridge and found several cans of soup and chili, and miscellaneous boxes of crackers and cereal; all of which he was profoundly thankful for. In the freezer, he discovered two Sara Lee ham and cheese calzones and a box of frozen lima beans, which he microwaved, then threw onto a paper plate.
He ate without tasting, sat in front of the TV, rubbing his eyes and face.
He needed a shave.
…Scores of Asian students in Vancouver, B.C., were roughed up and two men were killed by angry mobs…
Perry, like the rest of the planet, couldn’t keep up with the news but sat on the couch trying, glued to the tube, spinning the dial, watching with dropped jaw and shaking head as minor battles raged throughout the world.
Riots in Berlin and Bogota. Terrorist bombs in Paris and Athens and Rome. Neo-Nazi’s on rampages, burning immigrant’s shops in Munich and Moscow.
It was hard to say what the lead news story would have been on a normal day. Trucks and busses had been overturned and set afire in Seattle. That would have certainly been a main story. The National Guard had to be called out in Chicago, while homemade bombs leveled government buildings in Denver. Those, too, would have led an average day’s news.
But it seemed only one story mattered.
Taiwan.
Still, not too long after, all the news stopped. The lead story was no longer anything else but something called Cage-Kent 013.
A meteor had struck China.
“Oh, shit,” Russ said.
Russell couldn’t sleep. Terrified for his wife and daughter, he tossed and turned as if tormented by nightmares; completely exhausted, but wide-awake.
He sat up and shivered.
Judy still hadn’t phoned. No email. No text message. No telegram. No letter. No calligraphic note sealed in hot wax. No smoke signals.
Not a word.
The lights flickered, died, came back on.
He checked the phone. Changed channels on the tube. Looked out the window.
Not a word.
Picking up the phone every now and then just to hear that the line still worked, or if there was a message, but it merely hummed. Judy had not left word. He repeatedly called the airlines and her hotel but could never get through.
He phoned her on the landline.
All circuits are busy; please try your call later…
He phoned her on the IPhone.
Dead.
He turned the computer back on and tried to connect to the Internet.
The web was down.
Everything was dead.
Everything but TV.
He sat mindlessly in front of the set again, changing stations, listening to government spokespeople putting an upbeat spin on things; doom sayers trumpeting the end of civilization; comics stopped telling their best jokes to no one.
All life was being controlled via remote control. Now, television substituted for reality, while his own life and that of his family was on hold, disconnected.
A meteor. What were the odds?
All Russ wanted was for his wife to call, to say they were safe, cruising at 35,000 feet, halfway back to Portland, Judy sipping a vodka Martini and a Shirley Temple or two for Iris.
He stared at pictures of his daughter on the mantle of the fireplace. In one taken before birth, Iris was simply a 3-D sonogram, fully developed as a life form but not breathing the air of Earth; in another, she was just two minutes old, taken with a Polaroid by Russ, the first human face she ever saw. Then, Iris was three, laughing at the funny photographer in a J.C. Penney studio in Houston, wearing a gingham dress with a bow in her hair. Again at six, in a shot taken by a stranger at Griffith Park in L.A., in front of the Planetarium.
He scanned the mantle further. Judy in a leather skirt at Disney World with a pair of Mickey Mouse ears on her head, Iris hugging her knees. Judy and Iris in Guadalajara. The two girls at the Kremlin in heavy coats, even though it was June.
The capper: Judy and Russ —he, long haired and facially line-free, Judy with her Cleopatra haircut with no gray in it— standing in front of a crowd at their wedding, a group of latter-day hippies behind them.
On their honeymoon at Tahoe, they fucked like bunnies.
How long at it been? Six months? More?
When did we last have sex?
Russ nervously chewed some stale macadamia nuts while he watched a CNN report from New York, recalling it was at Halloween. His Batman costume turned her on.
On TV the state department was issuing a briefing on how their allies planned to handle the crisis. London and Berlin said they would support limited military intervention, while Paris and Moscow were holding back. Suddenly, a newsman interrupted the broadcast, sometime after two.
“The Pentagon reports that infrared spy satellites have detected a series of launchings at Zhangzhou in the Fujian Province. The destination of these missiles is unknown, though it is presumed they are heading for Taiwan. Taiwanese troops have repulsed an attack at Quanchi beach and have mainland troops pinned down in the Taipei suburbs. We will keep you updated as events progress…”
Russell was nervous beyond reason and simply couldn’t hear another word. He put the cell phone in his pocket, walked outside onto Kansas, took a deep breath and looked up the street and then down. House lights were on in all his neighbors’ homes. No one could sleep.
It was nice outside, refreshing, and Perry stood at the edge of his yard looking at the sky. Eventually he noticed that his neighbor, Cap Dreibeck, was sitting on his porch, smoking a large cigar, staring into the distance. He walked over to him.
“Hey, Cap,” Russ said as casually as he could.
“Hi, Perry,” Dreibeck nodded. “Take a load off, though it ain’t much load on you. Need to eat more.”
“Wife’s out of town.” Russ sat down on the porch, next to Cap but upwind from his smoke.
“That explains it. Where’d they go? How many hours has it been?”
“I’ve lost track,” Russ shrugged. “Ninety-six I think. Hawaii.”
“Ninety six hours. Lord, what would we do without women?”
“Starve,” Russ replied.
“We’d surely do that,” Cap agreed. “We’d surely do that.”
The men stared across the street, watched the flickering blue of TV screens behind the Venetian blinds and draperies of their neighbors’ homes, the illuminations dancing like big electronic fireflies.
They lived on a tree-lined street not far from the Deschutes and could hear a purl of water, more intense than usual. The air was heavy with the aroma of dew.
Russell folded his arms against a light breeze. Cap was in his t-shirt but seemed unaffected by the chill.
“Think they’ll attack us?” Perry asked.
“Yep,” Cap replied, nodding his head.
Across the street the blue lights continued their digitized choreography while the men watched in silence. Behind them, footsteps from inside the house, hurried and hard.
Dreibeck’s wife, Helen, appeared in the doorway and said, as calmly as she could, “Cap, I think you’d better come in now.”
Dreibeck looked both humored and annoyed.
“Soon as I finish this cigar, Helen,” he said, then winked at Perry. “Cost me fifteen dollars cash money.”
Russell turned to greet Helen but before he could say a word, her frightened eyes betrayed her.
“They just—” she began, her voice barely audible. “They just bombed Honolulu.”
She drove as if the Jeep was guided by lasers.
So much was on her mind. She repeatedly gnawed a knuckle, pulled at her hair and screamed into the wind.
“Bitch!” she screamed. “Stupid fucking bitch!”
Her work was stupid.
Her love life, or lack of it, sucked big balls.
The endless games she was playing made her feel dirty. What was she after? Shouldn’t she get a real life? Not this make-believe stuff?
Mostly it was fun, yeah, but sometimes lately, less so. People wanted things from her. She didn’t always want to give.
So, she’d begun acting even more like a diva; it seemed to work to her advantage, but she wasn’t sure if it was satisfying. Everyone did everything she said. No matter what. They didn’t know her, but they did as she asked.
She was like gold.
And it made her wonder.
She should be home in Florida, living on Daria Lane, spending time with her mom and watching cook-along shows on the Food Network, so she could learn an alternate trade.
She should see Japan, or Greece, or China.
March, right?
She laughed until her cheeks hurt.
She found it hard to merge into traffic; there were a lot of cars on the highway, all heading east, packed to the gills with stuff, as if everybody in town was going camping. She had no idea why the traffic was so dense. Was it a holiday weekend?
On the radio, she listened to a station that played a lot of Rebecca Chase songs. She sang along, but realized all of a sudden that she was bored with the music. She’d heard it enough.
Her thoughts kept going back to the crowd at the hotel. Why had they drifted away? It was after they asked her about China. Was something going on with China?
Rebecca had no idea of what was in the news. She didn’t pay attention. There was always too much to do. Games to play. Money to be made.
If she were on a quiz show she’d get a zero. A big donut.
“Rebecca, for ten dollars, who is the Queen of England?”
“Uh.”
She laughed. It was a good one, too. People passing her on the left and right would have thought she was listening to the funniest, dirty joke ever told, but when she finally stopped laughing, she began to cry. Any leprechaun sitting in her lap would have drowned.
She wiped back the tears and settled down. She let her imagination wander; the more she thought, the less happiness she felt.
When Rebecca thought about it, she wasn’t even sure who the president of the United States was, had no idea of what the number on the stock market meant, and wouldn’t know a basketball from a boomerang.
She suddenly felt dumb.
So in the middle of a Bon Jovi song, she punched the dials and switched to what sounded like a news channel. She heard the current wrap-up.
What she heard was not fun.
China. Taiwan. America… War?
“What the fuck? War with fucking China?” she said out loud.
Weirdness.
Still, it explained all the cars, and the crowd’s reaction at the hotel.
“Damn, I’m an idiot,” she said, then honked the horn angrily until the guy in front flipped her the bird. “A fucking, fucking, fucking, stupid fucking idiot!”
She swerved hard to a turnoff, highway 217, she thought the sign said, where the traffic had thinned some, and headed around the huge mountain, skirting it on the south. She couldn’t believe how big and beautiful it was, and just seeing the 11,298 foot mammoth made her feel better.
It made her feel small.
“Lord, you do good work,” she said.
She decided that maybe she’d find this out of the way hotel or get a small cabin or something; just think about things for a few days.
De-tune. Get some fresh air. Walk paths and stuff.
Wonder about the future.
Unless, of course, the Chinese attacked, which seemed pretty absurd. The ridiculousness of a war with China somehow made her smile.
She called it her End of the World smile.
She hoped to use it for decades to come.
She drove deep into the forest, amazed by the size and grandeur of the trees. She couldn’t remember the last time she was so close to nature. And with no top on the Jeep, she smelled the rich woodsy aromas and her lungs were filled with the freshest air ever.
Even less traffic now, but then she discovered that she’d somehow turned off 217 and was on some road to nowhere. She stopped the Jeep and got out, reached in her purse and pulled out her communications device. She studied the calls that had come in since she’d shut it off a few days before.
She answered no one.
She turned it off.
Rebecca suddenly realized that she was smiling, but not for effect, but a kind of personal joy. This felt like the right thing to do. Total escape.
Freedom.
She lifted her arms and twirled in a field, and laughed forever in the dandelions and grass, then fell down, sat with her arms on her knees and cried until her shoulders softened and her tear ducts were drained, and then she smiled again. There was a beautiful sky above and around her. She had money in the bank and could take this time to forget who she was, maybe to read, get a job as a hotel maid, or be an intern on a TV show. Something with food.
She laughed wholeheartedly. Any man who might have seen it would have fallen in love. The laugh and the smile were a deadly combination.
She stood up and saluted the mountain.
“Thanks, mountain!”
She saluted herself. A new start. Fresh air.
The Freedom Smile.
She drove back the way she’d come, hoping to reconnect with the highway leading to the hotel. After awhile she found 217 and eventually managed to sneak back in between fast-moving vehicles.
Temple Mountain, 26 Miles.
For a long while, Rebecca followed the main road, flanked front and back by other vehicles, then pulled off when she saw a campground sign, having to pee.
She drove up a long, unpaved road. Dust followed her in a streaming brown cloud. Other cars and SUVs and trucks were parked in a circle of gravel. Some people were sitting on the grass, some in cars, some were missing, walking around.
It looked safe.
She hopped out of the Jeep, leaving her purse behind, then headed for the small green building, quickly, holding it back.
A few minutes later, while Rebecca washed her face, the sky suddenly turned a brilliant white.
Her entire field of vision was bleached; then a massive explosion nearly deafened her.
Her body flew across the room and her head smacked into a wall.
She later remembered none of this.
A tall woman with long, straight silver-blonde hair tipped on the ends with black entered the darkened room. Illuminated only by the glow of a screen, she saw her father.
“People are coming,” Ksenia said quietly.
Leonid Butler looked up from his laptop, then closed it. He ran a hand through his long, white-gray hair.
“How many people?”
“I count ten. More further out.”
Butler stood up and touched his daughter’s arm.
“Let us greet them,” he said warmly.
At the entrance to the tunnel, Butler could see that the number had grown to fourteen and that more were approaching on the horizon.
“Looks like others had the same idea,” Ksenia offered unnecessarily. “I’ve asked Oleg to update us on any fresh developments,” to which her father just nodded.
Ksenia had inherited her father’s hair and her deceased mother’s eyes and temperament. They were both tall, she about six feet, he taller still, and the people below looked to her like insects. Three were closer than the others, with a lean man striding along in front. He wore a baseball cap with a stylized D on the crown.
“Welcome,” Butler called out to them.
“What’s the D stand for?” Ksenia asked.
The front three stopped and looked up, evidently having not noticed the pair now standing on a wooden platform at the end of the road.
There was a circle of displaced earth flanking the Butlers; a massive hole had been carved into the hill behind them, large enough for a train to pass through. Ksenia noticed that the man with the cap held a rifle, the others had pistols.
“Diamondbacks. Baseball team in Phoenix. I’m Michael Amman, and these are my friends, John, Marlon. We mean you no harm,” the man said, removing his cap, wiping his brow. His blonde hair was wispy and receding.
“Why are you here?” Butler asked.
“Seemed to us that this was as good a place as any to hide out. At least, that was the advice.”
“And good advice it was. We thought so as well,” Butler told him. “But weeks ago. Are you familiar with Amaria?”
The man below nodded.
“I am. We all are,” Amman said, swinging his arm behind him. “That’s why we’re here. She suggested Yucca mountain.”
“I see.”
The Yucca Mountain Atomic Repository never became a dumping ground for nuclear waste as it was intended. Now abandoned, lightly guarded, authorities were awaiting a decision on what to do with it. In the meantime, it was locked up.
“It was Amaria’s idea in the first place. She said it could protect us.”
“Her idea?” Ksenia asked. “You’re certain Amaria is a woman?”
The man didn’t answer right away; slapped dirt off his jeans with his cap.
“Most think so,” he shrugged. “I just find it wise. What’s your accent? Bulgarian? Lithuanian? Russian?”
“Yes, and so it is wise,” Butler said elusively and loudly, so more could hear. Most of the others had now gathered below them. A few stragglers approached from both north and south.
“Where are your vehicles?” Ksenia wanted to know.
“Fence was too tall and strong. Had to walk,” Amman answered.
“So, you gonna let us in or not?” a young woman shouted out. “I’ve got kids here. We’re tired, hot and scared shitless.”
“She ain’t kidding. It could happen any moment,” a man near her said. “We’re fifty clicks from Area 51. Think the Chinese won’t lob some shit our way? Just let us in.”
“We will need to discuss the matter,” Butler told them. “There is only so much room. And other considerations.”
“Make room,” Amman’s friend called out, and Butler looked at him curiously.
“Are you a scientist?” Butler asked. “An engineer or a computer expert? A doctor perhaps?”
“I run a roulette wheel at the Mirage,” he said.
“Any of you?” Butler said but no hands raised up. He backed up towards the entry.
Behind him, footsteps. Butler’s son whispered into Ksenia’s ear. She nodded curtly, then moved to her father and said, “Oleg says five minutes at best.”
Butler closed his eyes a moment, took a breath. He walked back to the landing (which was actually just the wood once used to seal off the entry) and raised his hands.
“I understand your sacrifice and your desire,” he announced. “But sadly, we have only provisions enough for our small band. And the fact is, you are not pure. We wish you well. Good luck.”
There was a burp of silence.
“What do you mean, ‘not pure’?” one screamed angrily.
Ksenia stepped forward and addressed them.
“In simple terms: You do not have skills we require. And you are ugly,” she told him, now holding the heavy door. “You have no worth.”
“We’re what!?” the mother screamed. Other voices rose in rage.
“Goodbye.”
Butler turned away, then glanced back, not really hearing the shouts, barely noticing that most of the people were running full force up the hill towards him, screaming about one injustice or another, hurling insults and throwing rocks. Their pleas were ignored.
The massive door closed and he activated the lock.
Click.
“We have news,” Ksenia said as they walked the hall.
“Good news?”
Ksenia smiled enigmatically.
“Thirteen struck China two hours ago. The prophecy has come true.”
The older man had glittering eyes and a wide smile that shone from behind his gray beard.
“We should get ready,” Butler said, then looked at his watch. “It should only be minutes.”
“Amaria is perfect.”
Her father laughed heartily. “Infallible.”
Seven minutes later, a muffled explosion rocked the heavy door. Clouds of dirt dropped from the ceiling. A cheer went up from farther within the tunnel.
There was a second distant blast, then a third.
Vegas. Nellis. Area 51.
But not Yucca mountain.
A moment later, father and daughter were joined by her brother, Oleg, and a battalion of others, strikingly similar in appearance. Their smiles were authentic as they toasted their savior.
“To Amaria,” Ksenia said, lifting her glass. “To the beginning of a new civilization, one as pure as this glass of vodka. Za konec sveta. Do konca mira!”
“Za konec sveta. Do konca mira!” they all echoed in unison, then drank to the apocalypse now raging beyond Yucca mountain.
“How long until we find Dark?” Oleg asked. “If he survives, of course.”
“The half-life should be six weeks. Two months to be safe.”
“And he does not know?”
“Some, not much,” his father replied. “Amaria is embedded in his brain.”
“But will it work?”
“Perfectly,” Leonid replied.
Ksenia hugged her father and said, “Only Amaria is perfect.”
“Yes,” Butler agreed and kissed her forehead. “Of this there is no doubt.”
The phones rang incessantly. Grant was busy at work, tracking the nukes as the situation spiraled out of control, barely noticing the swarm of activity around him. His take was that any nation that possessed missiles were firing them at their enemies, so many nations were keeping those in the Compound busy.
“Lights on in North Korea. Two launches,” a lieutenant announced. For several minutes the stream of information flowed without let up. Russia, France, United Kingdom…
“Colonel Grant, line six,” a private informed him.
“Thanks.” Peter took the call in a semi-private cubicle, not knowing who was calling.
“Grant, it’s Spivey,” the general said. “The White House has been evacuated. You probably know more than I do about the situation, but I wanted to tell you that the president ordered me to leave Washington. I can’t tell you exactly where I am, but I’m safe and I hope you are as well. I’m hoping this is not goodbye.”
Grant was surprised that his CO would call him during such an intense time, but gratified as well.
“Thank you, sir. I am—” he began to say.
Spivey no doubt felt embarrassment because he quickly interjected, “Grant, I’m not alone. Someone else wants to speak with you. Hold on,” then handed it to someone.
“This is Deborah Lansing,” a voice told him. “Remember me?”
Grant blushed as he laughed.
“You’re pretty unforgettable, Miss Lansing,” he said. “How can I help you?”
There was a little pause.
“Unfortunately, you can’t. But it’s reasonable to assume that both of us are going to make it out of this alive, given where we are. I wanted to say that, if you are ever in Kansas, colonel, perhaps we could have coffee?”
Grant laughed. He was surprised, to say the least. He’d been attracted to Lansing, but he didn’t think she shared his interest; after all, she was among the most powerful people in the United States.
“I’d like that—” he began, but was interupted by a sharp, screaming alarm that suddenly sounded and filled the air. He knew what this meant. “I have to go. The war has reached our soil.”
“Good luck. I hope to see you again,” she said, then the line went dead.
Honolulu went first, of course; Anchorage, Alaska just minutes later.
The war had begun; the world as they knew it, had ended.
The president appeared on TV, telling the nation goodbye. He spoke of the need to go beyond survival of the coming war and to rebuild the planet using fresh ideas.
“The Earth will soon be a blank slate,” he had said. “Write a new history; one you can be proud of and, most importantly, live life as equals.”
The screen turned white with snow.
Silence.
Grant sat on the arm of a leather chair in a soundproof suite, looking down on the scene below where all hands watched in mute horror.
Peter sat with Vice President Warner, Lt. Col. Janine Hitchcock, Colonel Doug Heers —presently the senior military commander in the compound— and Major Rick Dancey. There were secret service people there, too, but they blended so far into the woodwork they seemed invisible.
Heers was coughing, did not look well.
“Washington area’s been hit,” a voice said over a speaker. “Ten times. Three on Langley. Four on the White House. The suburbs got the others.”
Grant hung his head for a moment, thinking, shit.
“I’d better get back to work,” he said, and began to leave the room.
But he looked up, saw the massive world map and stopped. One screen detected extreme heat pockets and suddenly began to light up as if this were a festive occasion.
“Are those nuclear strikes?” Hitchcock asked.
“The yellow are launches. The white ones are likely targets,” Grant replied, in a low tone. “The computer is plotting where the incoming are apt to go. The red ones, New York, Washington, London, Moscow and Beijing, the others— they’ve all been hit.”
“Jesus,” Warner said.
On the busy floor below, people scurried like worker ants. Grant heard one of the technicians, a man wearing a complicated headset, say loudly, “Tracking west coast trajectories. Honolulu down. I count six. Looks like L.A. is next.”
Grant looked towards Hitchcock, but she was staring straight ahead, rigid, avoiding eye contact.
Peter peered at the big map, watched as the world collapsed under the weight of human ego and a desire for lost property, when suddenly the entire board lit up as if detonated by white light, and the full array of screens and monitors and lighted maps abruptly disappeared.
“What the hell happened?” someone shouted.
“Blackout,” another screamed. The screens were blank. The lights still worked, but not the electronics.
“Satellite links are down. All of them,” a man said.
“We’re out of gas,” another announced.
Warner put it succinctly.
“We’re at war.”
The control room suddenly had nothing to control. Selfishly, Grant realized that his job as a nuclear expert was suddenly pointless, gone in a virtual flash.
Peter Grant was out of work.
They were as high as they could get.
Mt. Cochiti, home to Ben Cage’s observatory, rose 8,279 feet above sea level, and the fivesome had climbed to its apex. In one direction, Santa Fe; the other, Albuquerque. If not precisely centered between them, it was close.
Ben passed the joint. They all smoked.
Even Davis Cass. Cass was in his early sixties, had been at the observatory since it opened for business in 1972.
“Good shit,” Pinkie coughed. “Totally toasted.”
“Time to put on the goggles,” Dutch Sparks said. “Get a fresh perspective.”
“Ten-four, good buddy,” she agreed. “Turn on the Nukes of Hazard. One shitload of righteous devastation coming right up. Moment of truth with a side of fries.”
Ben thought those two were having an affair. They were the most unlikely meteoricists —listening to The Birthday Massacre and Metallica at levels to kill birds, talking with too much off-the-cuff patter and generally posing as eternally hip, ahead of the curve by light years dilettantes— yeah, they were hiding the salami together.
Theirs was neither the speech nor behavior of many in Ben’s wing of the sciences, but those guys probably wished they were Pinkie and Dutch. Shit, they might even get dates if they were.
“Sight line’s clear. My eyeballs are trained to Santa Fe. Let’s rock it.”
As they slipped on the tinted masks, Edwin Dark said, “Not that it matters. We’ll all be dead in a few minutes. These lenses won’t protect our sight.”
“Thank you, Dr. Happy Face,” Davis said. “We might not die; we might just get really hot.” He began to laugh. No one had ever heard Cass actually laugh, though someone said he smiled in 1992.
“Good shit,” Pinkie repeated, expelling the smoke. “I’m feelin’ it. We’re goin’ down, motherfuckers! Face first, but blasted.”
“Aren’t you at all concerned?” Edwin asked incredulously.
“About what?”
“About that, in very little time, we’ll be super microwaved overcooked pieces of meat and bone and melted stuff, probably baked at twenty million degrees Fahrenheit.”
“Oh, not more than 16 million tops,” Ben said. “Sixteen-point-two-six-nine-four-eight would probably be the outside. We’re cool.”
Pinkie laughed out smoke.
“From here? Shit, sixty miles to Santa Fe, 42 to Albie. We have glasses. We’ll survive. We may get a nasty flashburn though.”
“Post Toasties,” Dutch joked.
Pinkie laughed with her hands on her ribs, rolling on the dirt, while Dutch kind of burped a laugh with smoke pouring out like an old train. He was even higher than Pinkie was, but with Ben and Edwin Dark, you could never tell.
“Ray-di-a-tion? Jingle any bells?” Dark, said, disgusted. “Feel the wind. Coming from the east, southeast. We are not going to make it.”
Dutch put a hard hand on his shoulder.
“Dude, I think it’ll be a hell of a show,” he said. Sparks looked like a stoner/surfer, but his cosmic impact measurements had been spot on, so neither Ben nor Edwin had a problem with him.
“Go out with a big bang,” Cass offered.
“Radical light show on demand,” Dutch said.
“Called that one, Tonto,” Pinkie said.
Ben was quiet a moment, then said, “Did you know Tonto means ‘idiot’ in Spanish?”
Pinkie stared at him.
“No shit? You speak Spic?” she asked, which cracked Dutch and Davis up.
“Si, un poco,” Ben nodded, oblivious.
“Righteous,” Dutch said.
“So what does Kimosabe mean?” Pinkie asked, laying her head on Ben’s shoulder.
“Faithful friend.”
Cass said, “Learn something new every day. I thought it meant stupid white motherfucker.”
They laughed until tears rolled.
They stared at the electric glow of the city far off.
“What do you figure? Two minutes?” Edwin asked.
“They already hit Vegas, I think. Less,” Pinkie opined. “Any time now.”
“Taking bets?” Dutch asked. Everyone looked at him.
Pinkie smirked, “I have one hundred and eighty dollars to my name. I’ll risk it all on ninety seconds.”
“I’m in for two minutes,” Dark said, counted money and tossed it between them. “I’ve worked it all out.”
“I’m not betting,” Cass said. “I’m behind on my mortgage.”
“Oh, yeah, that matters now,” Pinkie said.
“I’m down for one minute,” Dutch bid. “Starting at my mark, after Cage declares his time.”
Ben raised his goggles and let them rest on his forehead.
“Twelve minutes,” he said, and all of them mocked him.
“You’re a moron,” Pinkie said, then laughed. Her eyes were opaque and dreamy. “Your science is whack.”
“You do not understand mathematics,” Dark told him. “Launch plus distance equals ka-bloo-ie. Put on your glasses.”
“Yeah,” Cass said.
Ben was perplexed, but tried to hide it. “Not yet. I will at eleven minutes. A full minute behind the glass. That should save my eyeballs.”
“Big, strong African-American man like you just wants to collect from us Caucasians; the prospect of winning the bet against a white girl excites you, right? Tell you what, Puffybear, if we survive, you can start that watermelon farm you always wanted. Am I hitting the mark, doctor time clock?”
Cage found he was suddenly attracted to Pinkie Moreland, funny when she was high. He loved moxie. Humiliation at the end of days was a bonus.
“The mountain we are standing on? Cochiti? It means “watermelon’ in Spanish,” he informed them, lying. Sandia actually meant watermelon. Cochiti was the name of a town in Kentucky.
Might have been Indian.
Moreland gave him a wry smile.
“I sit corrected, apologizing up one side, down the other,” she said. “Mea culpa. Mea culpa! Hey, I’m no racist, motherfucker, but what a coincidence!”
Again she lost him.
“Yeah, ain’t that strange?” Ben said. “Start your timers.”
The watch crept past a minute and demolished Dutch Sparks’s guess, then whirred past ninety seconds and put Pinkie out, finally ending Edwin Dark’s time at two minutes.
Cass still could make his mortgage.
“Four minutes more,” Edwin said. “Then we’re fucked.”
“Maybe not,” Dutch said. “Maybe they aimed elsewhere. I mean, once you’ve leveled Cleveland, what else is left?”
For a second, no one had an answer.
“Samara,” Edwin said absently.
“Samara?” Pinkie repeated. “Where’s that?”
“Russia. An old city on the Volga. I went to school there.”
Dutch said, “Sure, sure. It was a closed city, right? Did all kinds of military research there. Am I right?”
“Yeah.”
“You were there?” Pinkie asked. “You a commie bastard?”
“I was a socialist, yes,” he admitted. “Not that it matters.”
Dutch laughed hardest, but it was hard to say why. Probably just the smoke. “And what were you working on, comrade?” he wondered.
Dark grinned just a trace.
“Mind control.”
Pinkie now laughed the hardest, though it almost seemed like a contest that went on and on, until she said, “Works like a charm. Shit you almost had me convinced you knew what the fuck you were talking about.”
“Touché, bitch,” Dark said.
“Bite me,” Pinkie said.
“Righteous,” Cass added, smoking a whole lot more.
Cemetery still in the dark night; with a clear view of the constellations, all eyes scanned the distant lights of New Mexico’s largest city, then shifted towards the second.
Time passed. All were nervous. Not much laughter; the loudest sounds became their heartbeats.
“How close do you think the blasts will come?” Pinkie wondered.
“Here and beyond,” Dutch replied.
Five minutes.
“Why hasn’t it happened yet?” Edwin wanted to know. “This doesn’t make sense. Explanations? Anyone?”
Cass said, “I once saw a nuclear blast in Nevada. The last one they ever did. Shook the ground like it was pudding. I was nine, or eight. I don’t remember.”
“I like pudding,” Pinkie said.
Six minutes.
“I thought I had it calibrated,” Edwin said. “It was infallible. Dutch, you checked them? You know the sequence. Infallible, right?”
“What are you, the Pope?” Pinkie asked. “Infallible is pretty fucking improbable unless you are exalted. Are you exalted?”
“Apparently not,” Edwin replied.
Nine minutes.
“I’m concerned,” Edwin said. “Maybe we missed something?”
Ten.
Eleven minutes.
“For Christ’s sake, put on your goggles, Dr. Puffy!” Pinkie yelled. “You’ll be Stevie Wonder before too very long.”
Eleven and a half.
Pinkie: “Fuck, you won.”
Dutch: “How’d you know, Cage?”
Ben looked towards Santa Fe, lowered his filtered lenses over his eyes and rubbed his scalp. Lying to these people was becoming a sport.
“You forgot to account for re-launch window. You need twelve minutes between launches from the same silo, lest they blow up from residual heat.”
Moreland hit her skull.
“Launch window, of course,” Pinkie said.
The others grunted.
Ben counted down…Five…Four…Three…Two…One…
Nothing.
The lights still sparkled in the distant city. To the south, the same thing.
“Well, shit—” Dark said. “Looks like you were wrong aga—”
Then, a flash.
A tiny white light stung their eyes, even behind the goggles. The city lights exploded and vanished. Ben saw the flash as a polarized bright spot, the outer glow as a detonated, radiating light bulb captured in slow motion.
The sky roared impossibly loud.
Cass fell over on his side, holding his chest.
Ben Cage ripped off his tinted glasses.
He watched and listened and waited.

Russ drove north along Highway 97 as if on autopilot, his mind completely blank, nerves shot to hell. He was nearing a turnoff that would swing him over to the Columbia River, still some fifty miles north.
Tears streamed from his face, not a torrent as before, but still a steady wash. It had been barely three hours since the first reports had come in about the attack on Hawaii; after hearing the news, Russ bolted from Cap’s house, blindly gathered what he could, and piled it all into the Suburban, not even aware of what he had taken.
He left home with no destination.
He hadn’t called anyone, not Ted Gallo, nor even his wife, knowing that even a busy signal would reduce him to nothing.
He had to escape, and sorrow obliterated his common sense.
Russ gassed up at the Arco, anxiously waited with a line of others for the attendants to fill his tank. In Oregon the law prevented folks from pumping their own gas and, even though it seemed this law could be suspended, everyone went about their business as usual, if with extreme anxiety. Horns blared. Folks hollered. Two men got into a loud argument, which no one tried to stop.
“You cut in line, you prick!” one screamed.
“I ought to piss on your car, you son-of-a-bitch!” the other replied. “Or in your God-damned tank!”
Russ rolled up his window and turned on the air. He was sweating as he cried. It seemed every ounce of moisture in his body was primed to be expelled.
Despite his misgivings, he did try Judy’s phone. Nothing. No tone.
Russ knew she would never answer. Oahu alone had taken at least six nuclear hits.
There was not much hope.
Russ blindly snaked out of town, taking the back streets, avoiding the congestion of the main roads, until he finally reached the highway. More people were coming into Bend than leaving and he managed to flee the area fairly quickly. He followed a line of vehicles, packed high with personal belongings, or towing U-Haul trailers.
Russell didn’t know where he was going or why. He felt only a staggering paralysis. His beautiful wife, his amazing daughter, vaporized. He took little comfort in knowing that their deaths were quick.
His sadness made the simple act of breathing difficult.
On the radio, more bad news. Nuclear warheads reportedly annihilated San Diego, Seattle and Los Angeles. The San Francisco Bay area had evidently been spared, as the rockets missed their targets and exploded at sea. Few were killed, though the flashes blinded some San Franciscans. Details were sketchy at best.
Worse, reports confirmed that the Russians had decided to weigh in on the side of the Chinese and their ICBM’s were conceivably available, too.
Holocaust was a near-certainty.
Tears blurred his vision, and he had to swerve hard as he nearly collided with a string of vehicles racing on the wrong side of the two-lane highway, trying to pass the slower ones, who were already going at least seventy-five. Perry assumed these people escaped from Portland and Salem, likely targets. As the cars slipped into his lane, Russ rode the shoulder, kicking up stones and dust but managing to avoid a wreck.
He finally pulled off the road, choosing to stop at a scenic viewpoint near the junction of routes 197 and 97, once he realized that the sudden traffic made driving nearly impossible. Finally, Russ stumbled out of his SUV, unwittingly locking his door with the remote key, and looked dazedly at the eastern horizon.
The high desert was stark and breathtaking. Framed from above by a glorious blue and cloudless sky, the landscape was in late bloom, revealing a last explosion of spring color, but Perry stared at the expanse without noticing it. He stood at the edge of the desert and heard only the rush of traffic and a light wind that brushed against the desert grasses.
Suddenly, a whine high above him, something moving out of the corner of his eye. He shielded his eyes from the sun with shaky hands and saw a rocket or missile on a steep trajectory, leaving a smoky trail as it streaked across the luminous blue sky. Perry assumed the missile was part of the American response but he felt no pleasure in knowing that millions of Chinese were victims, too. It would never bring back his family or the hundreds of millions of others now blown all to hell.
Russ pulled out the phone and tried to use it. The signal was still down. Calling anyone was useless. He almost tossed the thing into the sand.
Then, looking aimlessly towards the south at the endless high desert, Perry felt a sudden, painful sting of light flash behind him. Another flash, and then a third one. Russ dropped the phone, covered his eyes with his forearm and began to shake, feeling light headed and afraid.
He finally lowered his arm and blinked hard many times, seeing large brown spots drifting in front of his eyes. He slowly turned and watched three immense clouds develop; smoke and dust lifted high into the stratosphere, far to the north. Mushroom clouds, like those he’d seen in pictures, towered in the sky like steroid-laced thunderheads on a hot August day.
“Jesus,” Russell said aloud. “Holy—”
An instant later, three sharp cracks split the air, hurt his ears. A fast-moving, deep rumble rolled past and through him, so strongly that he felt it in his bones. As the roar reached its full intensity, the ground shook violently. Russ felt as if he were standing on Jello.
Looking out, he watched the air waver like a mirage as it moved from the mountains to the rolling hills to the east. A fast wind abruptly kicked up; its hot, sharp breath blew by him and down the valley, carrying bits of the Earth to someplace new. Russ was knocked over, either by the boom, the hard wind or simple sheer panic.
His SUV had been bouncing up and down like a low-rider, the alarm screaming in his stead, as Russ lay on the gravel, gasping for air. But then the sound abruptly stopped and the vehicle rested.
The world was suddenly silent.
Perry staggered back to his feet and over to his door but the vehicle was locked. He pressed the remote button to unlock it but nothing happened. Although still disoriented and shaking, Russ realized that the bomb’s electromagnetic pulse must have interfered with his electrical system. He manually unlocked the door, popped the hood, lifted the battery cables and reattached them. Russ then climbed back into the cab and tried the engine. To his surprise, it kicked over.
His body still shook uncontrollably. He could barely govern his trembling hands, but managed to switch on the radio and heard only a symphony of static. Russell moved the dial around, trying vainly to pick up other stations and finally got a very weak signal from Spokane.
A scratchy male newscaster’s voice broke as he read the news.
“Unconfirmed reports say that Chinese or Russian missiles with nuclear warheads have struck the Portland area, while another detonated near Bonneville dam. We now have word that at least one missile has struck to the north of Spokane near the Canadian border—”
Suddenly, that signal was gone, too, replaced by a high-pitched whine, then silence. Russ placed his head in his hands and leaned against the steering wheel. An instant later, another flash, which he could sense despite his covered eyes, and, moments afterwards, Russ felt a new blast wave come from the north, this time from further away, and much weaker.
“Oh, sweet Jesus,” he said quietly. “Oh, my Lord.”
Then, aside from a low rumble, like sustained thunder in the far distance, all was again quiet.
Looking out at the road, he could see that other cars had stopped, their engines off. Some people had stumbled outside and also watched the huge clouds reach skyward on the horizon.
Russell knew that either Grand Coulee dam or Spokane had been the last target and, if so, he had a greater fear than fallout.
Floods from waters built up behind the Ice Shelf.
He roared down the road.
Not everyone’s vehicle had been affected the same way, as the pulses seemed to discriminate; so some were trying to restart their cars, while others continued to move with even greater speed and urgency. Russ turned his SUV around and joined a small swarm of others heading south, passing stalled vehicles in the right lane and along the shoulder.
Russell had only a vague destination, decided upon both for its remoteness and distance from the possible flooding; because he knew he’d soon be heading against traffic once he turned off the highway.
Perry aimed his Suburban towards the high peaks between Mount Hood and Mount Jefferson, an area he knew slightly, but still far away from the towering clouds and potential flood. He’d been camping in this area before with friends and family. Russ thought he might head towards Kramer Lake, which was a good two-thousand feet above sea level.
Then Russ abruptly amended his plan. He knew of a small ski lodge about fifty miles from his location on the southern slope of Temple mountain, which was probably an even higher altitude than the lake; probably more than six thousand feet at its summit. To get there, Perry needed to intercept route 217, still quite a ways from where he was.
He clenched the steering wheel as if trying to choke it. Annoyed by the sluggish pace on the primary road, Russ found himself darting off the highway and onto a bumpy old logging road that featured big rocks in the roadway and potholes the size of an abandoned quarry. The minivan lurched along, until Perry caught a little-used route between Portland and Bend, which skirted the eastern face of Mt. Temple.
He could see it up ahead, though the lodge was several miles behind the ridge. Temple mountain sat between two other peaks, each separated by a gully of thick firs.
The mountain was really quite breathtaking.
The road was rough and winding; though Russ was startled to find that he was alone on it. After a long and bumpy drive, eventually he reached the 217 junction, facing the southeast side of the mountain.
Traffic whizzed by him at remarkable speeds. Russell waited until a semi came up the highway on his side and then roared out behind it, using the rig as cover. Vehicles on the other side of the highway were going as fast as possible, though several of them tried to pass slower vehicles using his lane.
The semi was held to under forty, but Russ figured that if it weren’t for the big truck in front of him, both lanes would be crammed. As it was, Russ was able to hide behind the shelter of the Peterbilt semi.
Perry felt kind of badly for the drivers heading down the slopes towards the high, but comparatively flat, terrain of eastern Oregon. He assumed many of them would die if the flood wave was unleashed, but there was little he could do, so he just kept driving.
And it was only a theory.
Nothing aside from a nuclear war had happened.
They might be safe.
He spotted a sign for the turnoff to the lodge, coming up in two miles. The logging truck was moving cautiously; Russell was close enough to read the bumper sticker on the back: Old truckers never die, they just get a new Peterbilt.
Then, abruptly, the truck’s brake lights flared and the rig came to a screeching halt, its tires smoking heavily. Russ swerved onto the narrow shoulder to avoid a collision, heard a loud crunching sound and his SUV was suddenly peppered with glass. He zoomed along the tight lip of the road, alongside the semi. The truck smacked into a Ford, its front end squashed hideously; the car driver had flown through the front windshield. Aside from the trucker, who continued to press forward, pushing the wrecked Ford backwards, no other vehicles even slowed up.
Russell kept driving, hugging the edge of the road, dodging past other cars and trucks and SUV’s negotiating the wrong lane as if they lived in England. He managed to pass them along the narrow edge, driving at a 10° angle, and knew he could easily topple over. After several long and anxious minutes, his lane was again free, and Russ lurched back onto the asphalt.
Three miles later, he saw the sign: WELCOME TO TEMPLE MT.
As he prepared to turn off the highway, Perry heard a low rumble. He looked in the rear view mirror, but could see nothing. At the turnoff, he swerved hard to his right, and then abruptly stopped. He found himself stuck behind a long line of cars, apparently also headed for the lodge. Perhaps aware of what had taken place far upriver, they were trying to get to higher ground, or maybe they were just smart. Or tired from the drive.
Russell didn’t know how exactly how long it would take the flood to reach their location, but assumed it wouldn’t be more than an hour or two; if his imagined flood even existed or came his way at all.
He didn’t know the speed of the racing waters.
It could take less.
As it was, Perry was wedged in. Vehicles lined both sides of the road, all parked on a six-degree incline, their engines running, but clearly going nowhere. Then an old Chevy pulled up behind him, leaving only inches of space. Perry didn’t know whether to stay with the line, find another route, or abandon the Chevy and try to make it on foot.
Though it was June and warming, the mountain air was still crisp and patches of snow were scattered here and there. Perry finally shut off his engine and got out. Other people had also left their cars. Some were speaking to each other, though most just tried to peer ahead and see what the holdup was. A few of them marched up the road.
Some of the other vehicles had also turned off their motors and the roadway was relatively quiet, aside from the rush of cars on the 217. Russell could still hear a low rumble fill the void from far off and hoped it wasn’t the flood.
But Russ really felt that it was only a matter of time before a cascade of freshwater would reach them. He had no idea of the altitude, but guessed they were at around two, three thousand feet, maybe more, perhaps halfway up the mountain.
Surely the waters wouldn’t reach that elevation.
Then, all at once, he knew they would, as the roaring sound became sharply louder and far more intense. Perry could hear trees snapping and metal crunching not far away.
The flood was close; he was certain now.
Behind him, Russell caught a blur of movement and swung around. Birds suddenly filled the skies. Then, three deer raced across the road and into the woods. A raccoon appeared a moment later and scooted into the forest.
Abruptly, Russell jumped back into the SUV and looked around him. Others did the same thing. All were looking for a place to hide, as attuned to the danger as the wild life had been, even though most were unclear about the cause of the noise.
His heart pounded, his hands were damp. Perspiration dripped off his face and soaked his clothes. Behind him, to his left, he’d seen a dirt road, likely a logging cutoff. A few of the more restless drivers had taken it while Russell had waited in the line. He backed up as far as he could, which wasn’t far thanks to the Chevy, then pulled forward, turned the wheel sharply and maneuvered the Suburban backwards onto the logging road.
It had earlier been guarded by a swinging metal gate, but now was wide open, off its hinges, hit. When Perry passed through it, backwards, others followed him. He drove up the steep and rocky incline in reverse with a score of vehicles behind him.
The noise became almost deafening, like a freight train or a tornado, louder even than his racing engine. He drove the bumpy, rocky road as fast as the SUV would allow him, amazed that his instincts made him drive so well, then entered a clearing where Douglas Firs had once held sentry but where now only stumps and weeds prevailed. An official-looking sign proclaimed a picnic area was under construction. It read: Temple Park. Your Tax Dollars at Work.
Turning back, looking through his front window, Perry suddenly glimpsed the raging waters tumbling through the forest behind him. He rolled up his window, his entire body vibrating, his face a mask of fright.
Then, the flood hit.
It came like a tidal wave, a hard rush of freezing water swiftly, violently, broadsided the Suburban. Russ nearly tumbled; though secured by a seat belt, the jolt was severe. His vehicle flipped over and over again, his body flailing within. His head smacked hard on the driver-side window and he wondered if he would drown or be bounced to death.
Suddenly, the SUV turned around, faced forward, and was halted abruptly as it smacked between a pair of trees and lodged there. Russ flew forward, striking his head on the windshield. He felt thin trickles of blood snake down the side of his face. Dizzy, he looked out the window and watched brown water race past, as debris and dead animals collided with his SUV, then disappeared in the wash. A car swiftly flowed by, upside down and tumbling, a family of four inside, their faces screaming in mute horror.
Russ was trapped, as if in a bubble, inside a huge and murky aquarium. He felt disoriented and unbelievably afraid. A human body, age and sex indeterminate, whisked by him, arms and legs akimbo, followed by somebody’s boat, a metal skiff, and then, a child, no older than four.
Russ had no idea of how far he’d been swept along before the Suburban hit the trees and was stopped, but around him, the raging torrent continued as water leaked into every slight opening. Russ was surprised that the logs and rocks and metal that pounded on the vehicle didn’t crack the windows. He worried that he would soon run out of air and held his breath involuntarily.
Then, almost as quickly as it had started, the rapid flooding eased. The enormous wave’s power was in its leading edge. At full fury, the deluge had overwhelmed the Suburban, but soon it receded, until the waters were only as high as his tires. After waiting for minutes, Russell opened the door and looked down, still shaking in terror.
His Suburban was stuck between two stubborn hemlocks. The front end jammed, Perry saw he was close to ten feet above the ever-lowering waters. He realized that if he stayed where he was, the vehicle would likely crash to the ground. He’d either die or at least break his legs —same thing, here and now— hitting what might eventually become semisolid ground.
Perry climbed cautiously into the middle of his rig and quickly collected what he thought he’d need to survive. All of his belongings had been thrown into large, green plastic yard bags, so he grabbed a near-empty one and randomly tossed things into it. He made his way back to the front seat and looked down through the open door.
The water level was falling quickly, so Russ gripped the bag in front of him, held his breath, and jumped. He knifed into the water hard and was instantly swept away by it, barely able to hold onto the plastic bag. He had no control over his movements and tried only to keep his head above water. He was carried past trees and rocks and dead wildlife. The plastic bag helped keep him buoyant and he held it tightly.
Then he saw a broken fir tree, its top half bobbing in the water in front of him. He smacked into it hard, hurting his rib, but then was carried along its side. Its bark cut through his clothes and tore his skin. He passed by it and continued in the wash.
Disoriented, Russell managed to see ahead long enough to spot a ponderosa pine tree, stripped of its needles, its barren top swaying in the water. As he got closer, Perry reached out and grasped for it, missed, but then strained against the current and barely took hold of the thin tree with his right hand. His bag nearly fell free but Russ grasped both tightly, and he held on for dear life.
Eventually, thankfully, the waters began to settle.
About ten minutes passed as the flood subsided. Russ finally let go of the pine and splashed into the lowering waters, his right arm almost without strength or feeling. Standing in rushing, cold water, on top of viscous mud, he was finally able to gain a foothold and stand up. Now only waist deep and falling by the second, the waters calmed. Five minutes later, Perry balanced on sloppy ground.
Russ collapsed on the mud-laden forest floor, panting. He had no idea how long he lay there catching his breath. He wasn’t even aware that the sun had suddenly come back out. A mist of dust and spray had accompanied the waters and covered the sky as if under a heavy fog. Russ looked upward and saw patches of blue between a thin patina of smoke, as an orange glow spread between earth and sky.
The world looked surreal.
And he was here to witness it.
Russ knew that the main atomic blasts had been upwind of him, beyond his location, so radiation was not apt to be an immediate concern, though this was only a guess. Eventually he might suffer but, at that moment, his main concern was simply to find his bearings. After that, he’d figure out what to do.
He sat in the mud, tried to control his breathing and emotions. Nothing seemed authentic except for the mud on his fingers. Russ felt like he was stoned, and mindlessly drew abstracts in the wet soil: A palm tree, a mushroom cloud, a little girl and her mother...
Russ wiped his dripping nose on his wet sleeve and tried to stop shivering.
Think!
He realized he needed dry clothes. He’d apparently brought along only his old Lady Gaga Rules! tee shirt and some Nike sweat pants in the plastic bag; the rest was in the Suburban, and who knew where that was.
Russ stripped down and shivered, then got dressed in his drier but still damp clothes and set his wet ones over the branch of a broken pine.
He was still in a daze. He wearily sat on the ground and listened to the world. There continued to be a low rumble in the air, as the flood channeled its assault through the dense woods far to the west, but that was it.
No noise.
Perry had no inkling of what he should do. Would he be able to stay alive? Should he even bother? Everyone he knew was most likely dead, most especially his beloved wife and daughter. His mom and dad had retired to Long Beach, and his brother lived in New York City, and both cities were presumably toast.
Then there was Bend. Russell could think of no reason why it would be a target. So it was possible that his friends and neighbors were still around, which was a comfort, until he realized that the elevation of the town might mean it would be under water from the flooding.
Still, if nothing else, Russ had a destination.
Bend.
His lone hope and salvation.
Ninety minutes after meeting Roger Lind, Judy and Iris were allowed to board the Oahu Queen, a 250-passenger cruise liner bound for Los Angeles, instead of the Big Island, as would be usual. The women did not get a stateroom of their own, but Iris was given a couch to sleep on in one of the big waiting rooms below deck. They got all food privileges. This after Judy performed fellatio and let Roger Lind silently rape her back in his office.
At least, it felt like rape.
Judy had no second thoughts about the price. She decided that she had to give up monogamy for the short term to ensure that she and her daughter survived at all.
The episode would forever remain a secret, if appalling, event.
The ship set sail just minutes after they boarded. Judy and Iris joined nearly everyone else on the aft-starboard side to say goodbye to the island. On the pier were those left behind, most of them crying, some screaming, many on their knees, all of them frightened. One man threw a bottle at the ship but hit only the water, finally collapsed under the weight of his own sorrow.
The ship backed away, then wheeled around, while Judy and many others moved to new positions to keep their view.
The dock eventually became small and the skyline became flat as they journeyed back towards the mainland. The view in any direction was ocean.
The entire time, Iris and Judy had stood against the railing, watching the land recede and the sun begin to set. Judy realized that, in an odd way, it was the first time she had actually felt relaxed since the vacation began, since they left home. She sighed a little and her daughter kind of giggled.
“What are you thinking about, Mom?”
Judy turned and ruffled her daughter’s hair. “I was thinking: We made it, Iris,” she said. “We’re off the island. We’re on our way home. Would that be homeizing?”
“I’ve decided I need to be more serious,” Iris said. “I’m going to stop languagizing.”
“I thought it was cute,” Judy said and tousled her daughter’s already wind-blown hair.
Iris seemed unconvinced, but before she could speak, a slight wind came up and some of her hairs caught in her mouth.
“There’s a lot of water to cross, mother; we could still drown,” she said, returning to pre-vacation form.
Judy held her shoulder and started walking them inside.
“Look on the bright side, honey,” Judy said. “At least we won’t crash into a mountain.”
Later that day, Roger Lind took Judy aside and told her that he would expect her in his stateroom first thing in the morning; also late at night, once Iris had fallen asleep. “And, of course,” he cautioned, “If I want it, you find an excuse. Oh, and next time? I want to kiss you. Nicely. Long and hard and juicy.”
Judy gave him a dazzling smile, the one that had hooked her husband.
“Fine, Mr. Lind. Sounds like a really well thought out idea,” she replied. “I’m sure that you have an infirmary, yes? Do you know the medical staff?”
Lind arched his brow; clearly confused.
“Infirmary? Because—?”
“Because you’ll probably require stitches if you come within a yard of my lips,” Judy replied. “Try it twice, you’ll need a face transplant.”
Lind looked incredulous. “Hey! Listen: We have a deal—”
“Past tense. But an excellent point.” Judy wanted to laugh. “We did have a deal. We’re all done with the deal. I did that in your office; now we’re here, sailing away. Our bargain is complete. If you’ll excuse me—”
Lind grabbed her arm hard and seethed, “Listen, you bitch, I’ll have you thrown off this ship! You’ll be fucking shark bait!”
Now Judy did laugh, and it felt good. “Right, right, right. I’d like to see you tell the captain that the woman you extorted sex from didn’t want to be raped again, so you instructed me to walk the plank.”
“It wasn’t rape,” Lind whisper-screamed. “And, besides, Jesus, you should be fucking thanking me.”
Judy peered at Lind with a simmering grin and a mean look in her eyes.
“You’re right, Mr. Lind. I will say thank you. It’s the least I can do,” she said. Her right knee rocketed upward and connected squarely in his groin, a direct whack to the gonads. Lind crumpled halfway over like he was made of aluminum foil.
“Thank you,” she said, and completed the courtesy with another knee to his chin, sending him sprawling, knocking him out instantly.
“You don’t know me well enough to call me Bitch.”
The chaplain held the Bible. Hand not shaking, his mind was clear. This was God’s work.
“That I will faithfully execute the oath of this office,” he said.
It was repeated.
“So help me God,” the chaplain said.
“So help me God,” Thomas Warner repeated.
The chaplain held out a hand and smiled broadly. “Thomas Chamberlain Warner, you are the president of the United States.”
There was continued applause, followed by a short speech that ended with, “Our duty, beyond repairing whatever ails our information systems here in the Compound, is to search the land outside. Find survivors. Find Americans. Find anyone.
“Keep looking.”
Ten minutes later, Grant studied the new president, five feet away. He seemed born for the job: Relaxed, confident, he exuded an aura of Yes.
“Is it okay if I disagree?” Hitchcock asked.
“It’s a free country. No dictatorship here,” Warner smiled. “But, regardless, we’re going to have to go out there soon. We need to locate our people. We have to look.”
The president pointed to the main consoles. “All our high tech magic is gone. We have no information. The one place in the world designed to keep our eyes on the situation, and we’ve got bupkis. If we have no other mission, let this be the one.”
“But we will survive,” Major Dancey interjected. “We, as in the people in this compound. We’re self-sufficient. Sir, our brain trust even thought to bring along some domesticated animals. Dogs, cats, sheep. We’re a regular Noah’s ark. Two goats, no waiting.”
There was scattered laughter. Warner found no humor in the comment and gave him a laser stare.
“Out there? What’s left?” Dancey pressed.
“What’s left?” Warner said. “Life. I need to know: Is there still life out there or not? Can you think of anything more important?”
Dancey took the hint and shut up.
“There are pockets,” Hitchcock offered. “San Francisco appears to have escaped. There are indications that some of the missiles or rockets went off course.”
“More likely they were thrown off by DIRCM,” Grant added. “If we had any of those in play during the attack, they probably warded off the incoming.”
“What’s a DIR… whatever?” an aide asked.
“Directed Infrared Countermeasures,” Peter explained. “Designed more for throwing Stinger-type missiles off course, but might have worked here. It sends a modulated beam at the missile’s IR-seeker and jams the algorithm.”
Warner looked cool under pressure.
“Any other big cities left in North America? Maybe they had those?”
“We don’t know,” Hitchcock answered and Grant noted she left off the Sir.
The president looked unrelieved. “So, tell me, Colonel Hitchcock, is it safe to say that San Francisco is presumably America’s largest city?” Warner asked.
Janine Hitchcock blinked, then said, “And Oakland.”
“Fine. We’ll go there,” President Warner said. There was a long silence.
“Where, to Oakland?” Hitchcock asked, bewildered.
“Yes, exactly.”
“Sir, if I may,” Major Dancey added. “That’s suicidal. We should search the outlands, if anywhere. Not the cities.”
The president was not deterred.
“Where else would people assemble? They’ll flock to any city spared this horror. In a few days, Twin Falls could be a metropolis.”
“I think we lost Twin Falls,” somebody said. “More likely Bend or something.”
“Just a few would go, Major,” Warner said. “Perhaps you. Grant and Hitchcock, too. Plus a squad, maybe two. I want you to make your way out to Oakland and see what you can find.”
“Sir, if I may say, the land will be contaminated,” Dancey said. “The air will be filled with radiation. The half-life of the nukes detonated must be five years or better.”
Warner turned to Grant.
“You’re the nuclear expert, what’s your take?”
Grant didn’t like the idea any more than the rest of them.
“My take is we should stay put, wait for the dust to settle, sir,” he said. “Even if we skirt the cities with the highest levels of radiation, the ensuing fallout will present the greatest danger to a search party.”
“How bad do you make it?” the General asked.
“From what I’ve envisioned, sir, probably more than nineteen hundred bombs were exploded worldwide. Some targets got hit harder than others, of course, and there are cities that were spared. Still, radioactivity decreases by a factor of seven. After seven hours one-tenth of the radiation will be have been expelled. But the real danger is the residual fallout.”
“In what way?” Major Dancey asked.
“What I mean is that a city like Detroit may have been struck by as many as five fifteen-megaton bombs. It won’t be even marginally inhabitable for at least five years. But, if you take into account the winds, then even if a place like say, Cleveland, somehow escaped, there’d be enough radiation headed their way to kill half the city in six weeks. Eventually the radiation would dissipate, but there will be dangers, like thyroid contamination and cancers and genetic mutations that could go on for years. And San Francisco, even though it escaped direct attack, usually feels its winds coming from the sea. It’s only a matter of time before it gets blanketed by radiation.”
“What about Portland?” Warned asked.
“Two strikes. One was an EMP over Bonneville.”
“The EMP is what exactly?” the aide asked.
“Electro Magnetic Pulse. The purpose of this bomb is to damage critical electrical circuitry. Its effects can disturb an area up to a thousand miles in diameter if detonated at high altitude, though this more likely would have been a near ground-level detonation to insure maximum damage.” Grant assumed one nuke had detonated directly above Bonneville dam, unleashing an electromagnetic pulse designed to destroy any chance of the area having power.
“With a high-altitude EMP, all solid-state electronics are susceptible to its charge. Humans would not necessarily be killed unless they had pacemakers that malfunctioned, or they were within its direct, though limited, blast radius. Even in the unlikely event that Portland had somehow been spared, such a bomb could still have devastating consequences to those in the vicinity.”
It was likely that the largest city in Oregon would be targeted for something on the order of a one-megaton bomb rather than an EMP-type. The one-megaton would generate about one million tons of TNT. In less than ten seconds, the fireball would be over a mile wide. Five miles from the epicenter, winds would hit 165 miles per hour. Most people within ten miles would be dead from the explosion, but surely anyone viewing it would likely go blind, or their eyes would melt, as the light of the fireball would be ten thousand times as bright as the sun, even as far away as fifty miles.
“Portland is toast.”
“Oakland is sounding better and better.” Warner said, then rubbed his cleft chin with an index finger. “How long would it take to plan it all out?”
“A week, maybe two,” Dancey said, after Hitchcock nodded.
“How about three days?”
“No, sir, not possible,” Hitchcock said.
“Not possible? Colonel, you may have forgotten this simple fact: We are Americans. Anything is possible. Now, how long?”
“As quickly as possible, Mr. President,” she said.
“So, Colonel Grant, if we were to chart a course to Oakland, how would we proceed?” the president asked.
Grant, realizing the new president would not be stopped, replied, “We’d find places where it rained, sir.”
Huge, covered in thick forest. Daunting.
Russ peered up at Temple mountain, knowing his best bet towards finding his bearings was to climb to the summit and look for the two tallest peaks in the state: Mt. Hood to the north, Mt. Jefferson to the south. Perry would not be able see the Three Sisters or Mt. Bachelor, which were close to Bend, but seeing Jefferson would be enough.
Russell began his climb. It was tough going, slippery and steep. He was weak and the cut on his head, his bruised rib, and bark-scraped skin bothered him. He had a headache and felt hung over. He rummaged through his bag, found some bandages and put some on his wounds, probably minor, though blood occasionally dripped into his eyes from the head cut.
Although he also felt pain in his right ankle, Russ ignored it and began trudging through the mud until he was back on dry land, higher up, where the floodwaters had not reached.
Then, behind him and to his right, he heard a metallic crunch, a hard thud. He hoped it was his own Suburban crashing back to earth.
Possible.
The roaring in the skies slowly died down. A light wind brushed against the firs and gently swayed them. Feeling the soft wind gave Russell an odd sense of hope and almost made him feel normal.
It seemed real. A breath of fresh air was what he needed.
He calmed himself.
Russ moved on, up the steep hill, beneath the Hemlocks and Douglas Firs, through patches of flowers, which gave off an aroma so intense it almost made him gag.
He thought about the empty feeling he carried; even the thought of his wife and daughter brought him enormous regret and sadness.
Tears seemed over now. Simple survival.
One more day.
There was only Now.
He kept climbing.
No grief, be tough. Soon he’d likely be among the dead, though not as quickly, nor perhaps as mercifully.
But, for now, there was life.
Wildlife everywhere. Deer and rabbits and squirrels made their way through the thinning woods but took no notice of him. As lost as he was, they, too, seemed to be moving to higher ground. He more or less followed them.
The trees began to thin. Russ eventually found himself near the summit, where the high trees had given way to a rocky top. He struggled to climb past a series of boulders, and then stopped to catch his breath. Looking back, he could see southward over the lower hills beyond. The wind was coming from that direction and simultaneously smelled both fresh and musty.
Russell could almost make out the form of Mt. Jefferson far off, obscured by mist and smoke. He knew that Mt. Bachelor, though comparatively small, was somewhere behind it.
To the north was Hood. Majestic and impressive, covered now by a thick rust colored cloud bank and by the steep hill before him.
At least he knew where to go.
He had direction.
Perry guessed that it was probably around three o’clock, though he didn’t really know. Time hardly mattered. Burnt-sienna-colored clouds intermittently concealed the sun. He knew he would have to start down the mountain and find shelter soon, though it wouldn’t be pure night until nearly ten. If Russ could find the road, he might be able to locate the ski lodge. He also realized the place might not be open, as ski season was over, or the lodge might have been destroyed.
Where else could he go?
Perry turned back and finished the climb. After a bit, he stood breathless on the sheer north face of the mountain; a commanding view of the low foothills that lead to the towering 11,245-foot peak of Mount Hood stretched before him.
Russ had always admired the mountain. It stood alone at the top of the state as if on guard. It affected weather patterns and erosion and population growth. Unlike other stand-alone Cascade Range peaks, like Shasta and Rainier, Hood was not a gargantuan stone, but an elegantly shaped triangle of a mountain. From Portland’s west hills where he was raised, its silhouette looked like something a kid might draw. Here Perry’s view was of the south face and from this perspective, Hood appeared misshapen and little more than a clump of rocks.
Hood did not look as he remembered. For one thing, it was barren of snow, unusual even for June. For another, the entire cap of the peak had apparently been blown away, leaving it less a mountain than a high mesa. Russell could only guess, but he felt that several thousand feet of the peak had been lobbed off; scattered when the bombs went off. Pockets of steam drifted up like campfire smoke, and the skies beyond were the color of coffee.
Perry had once written a feature on nuclear winter scenarios for the old Los Angeles Herald-Tribune and remembered some of his research. As Bonneville lies near the base of the mountain, small wonder the explosion had an impact on it.
If he’d been standing in this spot when the bomb went off, his eyes would have liquefied.
Russ had been spared this fate as he had averted the light and he was too far away from the actual blast to feel its heat or be exposed to gamma radiation. For this, he thanked God, even though he and God had not been on the best of terms for years.
In the gully below, water still engulfed the trees, as if a new lake had just formed. The fake lake didn’t look like it was going down anytime soon. Russell had to wonder if this was the case on the other side as well, along route 217, from where he had driven. If so, he’d be stuck on the mountain until the waters died down, if they ever did.
Russell peered across at the grand old mountain for a long while, then gathered his bag and went back down the slope.
Four hours later he found the Suburban.
The Chevy had fallen from the trees, landed on its nose, then fell upright, but backwards, so it appeared to be parked against a fir. The front end was crumpled flat and the driver’s door was open, invitingly. The Suburban would never run again, but would certainly provide shelter for the night.
In the big plastic bags, Russell found all kinds of useful objects, things like a Coleman lamp and a hibachi, along with some coals, three boxes of matches, some canned goods and a flashlight.
A sleeping bag.
Wow.
Perry had forgotten just what he’d taken from his house. When he learned about Hawaii, Russell simply bolted from Cap Dreibeck’s house and raced to his own home. He mindlessly threw things into bags, and then tossed the sacks into the back of the Suburban. The last things he took, that he could remember, were pictures of Iris and Judith. Then he’d rummaged through the clothes hamper to retrieve sets of dirty t-shirts his wife and daughter had worn. Judy’s had been a salmon-colored shirt with Mazatlan written on it, while Iris’s white one read Bend Over, Oregon, which made Russ cringe, but that she had loved, maybe for that reason.
Russ wanted a reminder of their physical aromas, if nothing else.
Now he realized that his confused mind had apparently thought things through without his help. He found crackers and chili and toilet paper, a cast-iron pan and his newspaper’s cellular phone. He popped it open and pushed some buttons but nothing happened. He did this again and again but finally gave up.
The system was still down. Worse, there was no one to call.
Perry pulled down the back seats and made a bedding area in the rear of the Suburban. At least he wouldn’t freeze at night. He also brought a pair of newish Denner hiking boots.
Russ half-grinned.
How had he known he would go hiking and camping?
He started a fire and counted his blessings.
Perry got the hibachi going and cooked up a can of Dennison’s chili. Ravenous, he didn’t know how long he’d go without fresh provisions, so he made do with the chili and a few saltine crackers.
Russ spent some time gathering dry wood from farther up the hill and put them in a pile. He used the hot hibachi coals to build an open fire, feeling that the sight of flame might warn off critters and, if any people happened to have survived the flood, would alert them to his presence.
He greatly wanted to find other living people.
Russell lay on the ground and searched the stars. Plenty of light came from the full moon, so much so that it seemed like a celestial flashlight dangled from the sky.
He felt no fear just then, unlike before when he’d camped in the woods alone. Of course, then he’d had a choice. He could pack up and leave, whip out his credit card and rent a room for the night.
But now Russ knew he could not be afraid this night nor of the future. Somehow he’d survived this far. To his knowledge, he was the only one who had. Under such circumstances, Perry knew he wouldn’t feel the paralyzing fear that had accompanied him before, but would face instead a night of solitude, armed only with determination, and a pistol that didn’t work.
Yet, beneath it all, Russ simply had trouble accepting that this was his reality, not a singular adventure, but a new way of life.
Perry shook his head, not comprehending. How could any of this have happened? Had the Chinese thought they would do anything less than start the third world war? And how could the American government have sold those ships to Taiwan in the first place, knowing what was at stake?
Ted had traced it all to the Aegis missile system. Had that not entered the picture, all this might have been avoided.
Aegis, he thought, meaning ‘the shield of Zeus.’
O, what the Gods have wrought.
Russell was exhausted but knew his emotions would have to be kept in check if he was to survive. It would be too easy to simply give up. Judith never would have. Iris wouldn’t either. Indomitable Swiss stock.
So he lay under the stars, closed his eyes and listened.
Unlike in the Bend park, here the sounds were not familiar; he found it hard to pick them out. Aside from an underlying roar, there was nothing customary and, if he wasn’t careful, every sound might frighten him. Had the night been cloudy and the stars extinguished, his fear might have been more to the fore.
Instead he stared at the sky and noticed what he thought might be a swarm of meteorites streaking across the sky.
There were dozens of flaming lights falling to earth far beyond.
Baffling.
Russell climbed into the Suburban and closed the doors. Eventually, he dozed off, though he slept fitfully while dreaming that Iris was near, touching his hand, and that Judy had kissed his nose. Then his sweet dreams turned into nightmares as he was haunted by a vision of their final moments on Earth.
Her eyes opened.
She blinked.
Nothing was familiar.
Sprawled on the floor, she tried to figure out where she was. Her view was skewed, the wall at an angle. She sat up and found her head hurt like hell. She looked around: Below her, a semi-clean white tile floor with bad grout. There was a partial ceiling above her, though some of it yawned open, like a big wind storm had ripped part of it away, leaving a view of clouds. There were stalls in front of her and sinks on the wall behind.
Public rest room?
Woman’s Room.
She struggled to her knees, and then to her feet, using the sink as a stabilizer. Her head felt like Indians were conducting a war dance inside her brain. And then she wondered, Is that the right term? Indians? Don’t they go by something else these days? Savages? No, that wasn’t it. Natives?
She had no idea.
Woozy, she turned on the water and some trickled out before it stopped. She washed her face, then somehow found the paper towel dispenser and dried off. She looked in the mirror, surprised by her own reflection.
She had no idea whom she was seeing.
She was blonde, pretty hair. Nice haircut, too. Were there roots? No. Just shadows.
She inspected her face. Pleasant looking, she decided, but no movie star. Slightly round shape, but with pretty brown eyes and all her teeth. In fact, if nothing else, she had a great smile.
That was something, anyway.
Then her body. Hmmm, a little baby fat, but otherwise pretty nice, semi-toned. Flat tummy. Those hips could use some work though. Legs were fairly long, though she was not particularly tall. Five-six maybe?
So now she had a face and a body, but she have a mind?
She couldn’t remember a damn thing.
She thought: Who the hell am I?
Outside, the sky was tinted an odd color, like the clouds were made of fine threads of brass, a patch of blue sky that was almost teal. She held up a hand to block a sudden and blinding sun, which would soon be setting behind some big mountain that loomed above and in front of her, towering into the sky.
Where was this place? Alaska? Canada? Russia?
Surrounding her, hundreds of trees. Most rose high above her, while the others were scattered like fresh logs all around what had probably once been a clearing. She sat on one of them and tried to collect her thoughts, what few she had. It was as if her mind had been cleaned from the inside; her brain scrubbed down with Lysol.
“Okay, whoever we are, let’s sort this out,” she said aloud, hearing her own voice for the first time. It was vaguely Southern.
No one else was anywhere near her so she called out, “Hello! Can anybody hear me? Anybody?” but heard nothing except her echo and a gentle wind in the high firs. Looking around, she saw that three trucks and two cars were smashed against trees at the edge of the clearing. From two of them, arms and legs dangled out the driver’s side door. She didn’t feel solid enough to check on them right then.
Beyond them, three bodies, charred black.
There was also what appeared to be a Jeep that was laying on its side, leaning against some kind of burned out shed. She walked over to it, though there was nothing really to see. The Jeep had evidently caused the fire, reduced to a blackened sheet of the metal body, engine block and chassis now. In the passenger seat she noticed what may have been a purse, but when she reached for it, it crumbled into ashes.
Except for one part.
It was the corner of a plastic document, perhaps a license.
It read:
• Daria Lane.
• 090.
• in the state of Florida.
Daria Lane.
She liked the sound of it. It made her feel suddenly warm. Maybe it was her name?
She walked back to the cars and trucks and looked inside them. In the first, a man and a woman many years his senior were dead. The woman’s arms were up; apparently she’d covered her eyes and froze that way.
What the hell killed them?
The other vehicles unveiled similar stories. She had no clue how long they’d been dead, or why. Then, as gruesome as the prospect was, she began rummaging through their things. She found little of use to her, aside from a jacket and a pair of boots that were too big. But she picked up cosmetics and toilet paper and some food, though it was surprisingly little. In the last truck she discovered a sleeping bag and some cigarettes. She took what she could back to a spot on the clearing and set things up.
The idea of burying the victims didn’t even cross her mind.
But getting a fire going certainly had. It was already chilling off, and the jacket was nice, but not terribly warm. However, the Jeep had left one form of salvation for her: The shed was still burning in places.
At least she would have fire.
She found a stick and lit one end and stuck it in the ground a number of feet away. Then she gathered all forms of wood, not knowing what would burn and what wouldn’t and leisurely attended to the flames as the sun went down.
She sat by the fire and smoked cigarettes she’d found in the truck. Guessing, she would have to assume she had been a smoker before this little setback of amnesia, or whatever it was, because smoking came naturally to her; she went through five Marlboros while she thought about things.
First, why was she in the forest? She didn’t strike herself as a woodsy type. Her clothes for one thing: Shorts, a tee-shirt and tennis shoes. Who goes camping in that get up? So why was she here? Did she have friends with her? Was the older couple in the car her parents?
But more: Why were all these people dead, the trees knocked down and cars tossed about?
What the hell happened?
As for herself, she had zero recollection of her life. Name, occupation, hometown, none of it clicked. She kept expecting one thing to enter her mind and the dominoes would begin to fall, and everything would be revealed in a flash.
Daria Lane. The only thing familiar.
Then, when she kind of zoned out while staring at the fire, a face popped into view. A young man with a good tan and rosy cheeks. He looked embarrassed and handed her money.
That was it. Her lone memory so far. But she no idea whom the boy was or why she was being paid.
Her tummy rumbled.
None of the food that she found was anything she could easily cook, though she had three boxes of cookies and ate one of them. Oreos. No milk. And no water. The tap was dry.
She had tins of tuna and cans of vegetables and refried beans and soups, but she’d never located an opener for the cans, though she found a knife that broke off when she tried to use it. In the morning she’d look for an opener —if she could stand the stench of the bodies. She hadn’t noticed any cookware. Maybe in a trunk?
She’d deal with it at dawn. Maybe her memory would come back by then.
She crawled into the sleeping bag under an indigo sky that seemed sprinkled with millions of stars, though the mountain obscured part of it and wafting clouds the rest.
There was a continual low rumble in the sky.
At the edge of the high horizon she saw a lingering orange glow, no doubt from fires far away, or perhaps from a city.
In the morning she would salvage what she could from the vehicles and find some way to transport it, a back pack or something; then she’d have to start heading down the mountain.
It seemed her only option.
She fell to sleep humming a familiar song: South of Sunset, she thought it might be called.
Catchy little number.
Who recorded this? she wondered.
At 0745, the electronics in the Compound came back online.
“We’ve got pictures,” one of the science officers called out. “Real time and crisp. Seventeen satellites on stream.”
Grant heard the announcement and hurried to his station. He began assessing the situation, as Hitchcock and Dancey joined him, looking over his shoulder.
“How’s it look?” Hitchcock asked.
“I only see three satellites operating,” Grant said. “There is one over southeast Asia, another apparently eyeing the west coast, a third hovering over us. Where did he come up with seventeen?”
“China looks devastated,” Dancey noticed. “Pure ash.” It was obvious from the image that nukes and fire seemed to have consumed massive parts of the nation. A quick check at the suddenly functioning logs indicated that 338 warheads had blown the urban areas to smithereens.
Hitchcock pointed at the screen marked PNW-0631. “That’s here, right? Is that real time?”
Grant shook his head, “Not precisely. It appears to have frozen yesterday. I don’t see a live feed anywhere. I’ll print it out so we can study it— What the hell is that?”
The image showed a dark swath covering eastern Washington and much of eastern Oregon.
“Is that water?”
“From the Ice Shelf, you think?” Hitchcock asked.
“Yeah. Maybe.” He called to the science officer, “Do you have the left and right frames to this?”
“I can go half a frame to the left.”
“Send that.”
No sooner had he run print-mode, when the entire array went down again. The screen went dark but he’d seen it.
“Damn it,” Hitchcock swore. “What is it?”
“It’s a new ocean,” Grant said.
The president had a fabulous smile.
This news only made it brighter.
“Really, a new body of water, an entirely new landscape?” he said.
“No telling how big it is. Might stretch all the way to Seattle. Once systems are back, we’ll know more,” Dancey said.
“And, of course, the Bay area was untouched,” an aide reminded them.
Hitchcock imparted, “To be honest, I see mostly upside here. Yes, a million people in the area were killed, and that’s sad, but nothing like what is going on elsewhere. In most places, there is nothing. Here we have something. The entire Bay area. One fifth of the state of California still alive, spared.”
The president stared at her a long minute.
“The nice thing about my job is there is no more Congress,” he told them. “We can make decisions now, quickly, efficiently. I need to know that there are more than the folks in this compound still alive. This new ocean just underlines my point. It is a whole new world out there. We have to be flexible, move fast. We have to secure what is left of our nation.
“Go out there and find our people.”
Soon after, to prepare for President Warner’s assigned expedition to the Bay Area, Grant, Dancey and Hitchcock met with the logistics officer, Captain Donald Bates, to assess what they would need for the journey and have his team arrange it all. Transportation, weaponry, ordnance, food stocks, water and fuel needed to be determined, not to mention a suitable timetable to complete the mission.
The essential unit would consist of Grant, Colonel Hitchcock, Major Dancey, plus Sergeant Willie Meadows and a handpicked squad-plus of veteran fighters. Now they assembled in a conference room with a large map spread before them and the computer-enhanced image on a large monitor behind them that showed the satellite view of the area that Peter had managed to save.
Grant said, “We got this just before the monitors shut down. This shows that there has been considerable flooding throughout Washington and Oregon, going as far south as Redmond, which is here.” Grant pointed to the screen. “Now it’s clear that the flooding is fairly confined to central Washington and eastern Oregon, but it’s stalled to the far east by the Blue Mountains, and to the west by the Cascades. So much debris was left behind by the Mt. Hood detonation that the Columbia River has, for all intents, ceased to exist west of Hood. The runoff waters are filling the basin, here.
“Between where we are now and all the way to northern California, there are few major roads and no towns of any given size. We have to avoid Boise, Reno, Sacramento and Salt Lake. They were all targets and likely destroyed. Those areas are also super-hot with radioactivity. In my estimation, our best route would be to skirt the new lake along this highway, and end up here, a town called Bend.”
“Is that for tactical reasons?” the president asked.
“In a sense sir, yes. It is a fairly large city and I do not believe it was a strike target. I could be wrong but I imagine there are survivors and we could sure use their help.”
“But you do plan your force to get to Oakland, correct?” the president asked. “That is still our focus?”
“Correct, sir. This will enable us to recon, perhaps load with supplies and then make our way to the Mt. Shasta area and continue down the highway to this cutoff. It’s a straight shot from there to the I-5.”
Major Dancey nodded in agreement, and then added, “The other option would be to go through Nevada but we’d come perilously close to Sac, which took how many hits?”
“Three two-meg bombs,” Grant said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were after the governor.”
Some laughed at that.
“What’s our best option for moving things around?” Hitchcock asked in her no-nonsense manner.
“I’ve got sixteen working and solid HumVees in the transpo area. I can spare three or four of them,” Bates said. “The big problem will be fuel. They get lousy mileage; about 12 to 15 MPG’s. With a 25-gallon tank, you’ll be lucky to cover 300 miles before fill up. I don’t have a tanker truck to ride shotgun but we have some barrels of fuel we can send along. We were expecting some additional shipments this week but then, of course, the shit hit.”
“We can probably find a lot of abandoned gas stations along the way,” Major Dancey said. “But the HumVees run on diesel, don’t they?”
“Most do,” Captain Bates told him, “but these run on standard gasoline. The problem is that electricity will be out everywhere, so the only way to pump gas will be if we give you a portable pump and generator. I’ll see if we can scrounge one up.”
“Good,” Grant said. “What else?”
They discussed other logistical problems. Food would not be an issue, as they would live on MRE’s. For communications, they were to take three portable radios, each capable of transmitting up to two hundred miles. They determined that, once in northern California, they would likely be cut off from communicating with the Idaho compound, though their movements could be tracked by GPS, assuming the corresponding satellites hadn’t failed forever, which seemed likely and had been true so far.
Hitchcock had a solution.
“Suppose we take three extra soldiers and base camp them between here and there. That way we can keep them informed by radio and they can pass along our info to HQ,” she suggested. “They’d be in range. At least until we get to Shasta.”
“That’s a good thought, Colonel,” Major Dancey agreed. He turned to the assembled squad. “Any questions? Volunteers?”
A corporal named Sinnott raised his hand.
“Sir, I’m just thinking. The route you suggest takes us down through the middle of nowhere, but there are a few small towns in southern Oregon and I bet some of them have survivors.”
“What’s your point, corporal?” Dancey asked.
“My point, Major, is that we could bivouac in Baker, about 180 clicks from here, then set up a second base where the locals who still live would be bound to help the military. Like the colonel said, in Bend.”
“Good point, corporal,” Dancey said. “Sergeant Meadows, can you spare another three men?”
Meadows shook his head. He was a squat black man with a shiny bald head. “No sir, I can’t, but I could wrangle up two men and another woman.”
At that the entire room seemed to laugh, aside from Hitchcock, who didn’t see the humor.
“I might also suggest, sirs,” Sinnott went on, “that we consider dragging along a boat or two, just in case.”
Almost everyone seemed impressed by the suggestion, but it was Grant who said, “Tell me corporal, with that kind of thinking, why aren’t you a sergeant?”
The corporal looked sheepish. “Ask Sarge,” Sinnott answered.
“Job’s already filled,” Meadows replied, and more laughs followed, but this time, even Hitchcock grinned a little.
Thirst.
The one thing Russ failed to bring along was enough water and he realized that could be a problem. He didn’t know if the rain was contaminated and was thankful it had been only a light drizzle and not a downpour.
For breakfast, just past sunup, Russ snacked on a bag of trail mix and washed it down with a bottle of Gatorade Ice. He was determined to find the ski lodge and see if anyone there was still alive.
Russ tore strips of red cloth from an old shirt to tie around trees so he could mark his way back to the Suburban. He wore a parka, just in case, and carried a knife and some saltines, along with a flask of Gatorade, a fluorescent pen and a rake.
Perry also brought along his pistol, an unloaded forty-five. Judy had been deathly afraid to have a gun in their house, but this had been a gift from his dad, one of the few. Russell had brought it with him, apparently for purely sentimental reasons, though he really wasn’t sure. He didn’t know what good it would do to have a useless weapon but he carried the gun in his waistband and trudged up the muddy hill until he was again on dry land.
From then on, Russell marked his path with the red bands and carved an arrow pointing to the site on the side of the trees, then crudely filled in the carvings with the green fluorescent ink. Behind him, Russell dragged the rake, hoping it might better mark the path. The noise might scare away bobcats or cougars, not to mention make a sound a human might recognize.
At least, Russ could hope.
It was still early, though Perry never wore a watch and didn’t know the hour for certain. Time didn’t seem to matter much just then and he didn’t push himself, just ambled along the path he was making until he suddenly came to a real road. It appeared to be a walking trail built for hikers. Russ had to decide which direction to go: Up the hill to see if it would lead to the lodge, or down, to where the road to the lodge had probably been.
Russ decided to head downhill. In part, he reasoned, there had been a lot of cars on the road. Perhaps others had also survived and needed his help. He marked the final tree at the junction of the makeshift path and the main trail, and then headed downhill.
About ten minutes later, he saw the road ahead. Through a gap between trees he noticed several cars and quickened his pace.
When he got to the road, though, he stopped in his tracks.
It was as if the area had been hit by the nuclear explosion and not the flood. Cars and trucks were all around, scattered like toys, some on end, many upside down, several smashed against the standing trees.
He also saw bodies, some without heads or arms. Most of the dead had the look of having drowned, with bulging eyes and a weird pasty coloration to their skin; others had been ripped apart, their limbs here and there.
Perry thought he was going to vomit, the stench was so bad, the sight so horrific, but held he held back the bile and searched through the cars, looking for survivors.
There were none.
Russ walked up the road for about a mile, past fifty or so cars and trucks, but none of them showed signs of life. He peered in most windows, saw one incredible tragedy after another, then moved on and checked the next one, always with the same results. Adults and children, sometimes with their pets, each bore witness to the ghastly condition of their demise.
Eventually the parade of cars petered out. The drivers had been halted by a heavy metal gate and a barb-wire-topped fence; closed up and locked securely. About ten dead people were pressed against the trees and fence, their bodies crushed by impact. Oddly, one corpse still held a saw; another gripped a pair of wire cutters. They had evidently been trying to cut the thick chain when the wave had hit. But not fifty yards up the road, the ground was dry.
If only they had abandoned their vehicles, struggled over the fence, walked up the hill... if only they had known what was coming and how close they were to safety. If not for the flood…
A few days before, water had threatened downtown Bend; now with the collapse of the Ice Shelf, Russell realized how insignificant an event that would have been.
2000 years before man had even settled in the Pacific Northwest, an event occurred of a magnitude not recorded before or since, a series of geologic catastrophes on par with the asteroid that killed the dinosaurs.
A sheet of ice had formed during the glacial period. A natural dam had backed up succeeding glaciers as far away as Montana. After two thousand years, the main body of ice had melted. The pressure behind the ice wall lifted a section and caused a flood of epic proportions. Five hundred cubic miles of water rushed down the Columbia basin at a speed of nearly 60 miles an hour. The crest had been over a thousand feet high and the water behind it carried more liquid than all the rivers of the world combined.
Remarkably, this occurred more than once. The frequency of massive flooding over three thousand years seemed to happen every fifty years or so, until eventually the pattern stopped, the climate changed and the uncontrolled river was corralled in the 20th-century by man-made dams, designed to generate power and control the wildest river in the western hemisphere: The Columbia.
But during the previous two long winters, the snow pack had been record-deep north of Washington and a warm, wet spring had already caused minor flooding. The weather forecasters were issuing flood advisories even before all hell broke loose.
Perry could imagine the raging waters picking up steam as they obliterated the river, pouring over and destroying the thirteen dams along its stretch with a physical power not seen in modern history, until the day of the War. That Russell had survived at all was merely a fluke, owed to solid body construction and the exceptional, unlikely buoyancy of his vehicle.
Russell scaled the fence, cut his hand on the barbed wire, then jumped down, and twisted his ankle further. He lumbered along the curving road for another half-mile, past rows of tall firs guarding the edge of the road like sentries, making the road a canyon of shade, when, finally, he saw the lodge.
“Wow.”
Temple Lodge was nothing if not charming. Old-fashioned, built in the 1930s for the WPA, it was a sister building to Timberline Lodge, much smaller in scale, but whose exterior echoed the motif of Mt. Hood’s famous hotel.
From the outside, the place didn’t hold much promise of being occupied. There was little sign of life, though a mangy-looking yellow dog with a bushy tail poked his head out from behind a porch, then barked strangely and repeatedly at Russ before dashing off towards the woods.
Perry found himself wishing the dog had stayed. He could use a friendly ear. But the mutt ran to the edge of the forest, then looked back at him again before it disappeared into the trees. Russ realized then that it was more likely a coyote than a hound.
He walked to the lodge, went up the stairs to the front porch and saw that the door was chained and padlocked.
Perry knocked loudly and waited for a long time but got no response. He walked around back, peering in windows and checking to see if they, too, were secure and found the entire place was almost bolted down. He came to a side door, tried it but found it also was protected.
Somewhere a burglar alarm was going off, weakly and intermittently, obviously using the last of its power.
Russ arrived at the back of the lodge and came out onto a large patio overlooking the easy slope of the skiing hill. It was the perfect grade for beginning skiers, the resort’s bread and butter, and he wished he’d seen it before, in winter.
The vista itself was spectacular, as it sat in the shadow of Mt. Hood, yet it was far enough away to have felt the blast only marginally, catching just the outer fringe of the explosion, if that. Prevailing winds from an upper-level low had carried the most severe radiation away from the lodge, though the heat from the fireball had rendered the slopes clean of residual snow and the north grade was covered by detritus blown over from Hood.
Perry noticed, too, that the forests on the side of the hills in the middle distance were flattened down like fir-bearing pickup sticks, a fan of green toothpicks. From this vantage point, Russ could also see that the gully below was filled with water and seemed to stretch to the horizon both east and west.
It was both beautiful and shockingly grotesque.
Not long ago, the expansive patio had been a place for skiers to gather while they drank hot toddies and watch the snow bunnies fall on their butts. Now, all the chairs were put away and it looked like a lonely place.
The morning drizzle had ended, the wind had kicked up, clouds of dust were being spread across the deck. Perry moved to the big French-windows and matching doors, tried the knob. When nothing happened, he broke a window with a rock and let himself in.
“Hello?” he called out. His voice echoed in a cavernous and empty room. The building seemed to be made entirely from wood and boulders. Thin layers of dust covered the aged leather furniture and oak tables.
Russell walked through the baby grand hotel and repeatedly called out for anyone to answer but no one did. He felt an odd shiver of dread go through him as he paced from room to room.
He had to use the bathroom, went in search of one, found a sign and followed it, but as he turned a corner and entered a dining room, he noticed that a man and a woman were seated at a table, teacups in front of them, holding hands. The room smelled like a rat had died.
“Hi, I’m Russell Perry,” he said, approaching them cautiously. “My friends call me Russ.”
As he got closer, though, he knew they couldn’t hear him.
“You guys are dead, aren’t you?” he asked facetiously. “Can’t fool me. I went to college for three years.”
Perry sat down at the end of the table, his shoulders slumped, and studied the deceased. The man had been in his middle-sixties, completely bald, dead from a bullet wound in his temple. A thirty-eight-caliber pistol lay on the floor beside him. His arm dangled above it.
The woman was younger by a decade and had a nice haircut. In her youth she probably had red hair, and in patches still did, in those spots where the man’s blood had splattered. Her face was in a state of horror, her eyes wide and surprised.
As near as Perry could tell, the woman had died of a heart attack, probably when the explosion happened. Russell guessed that the man had then shot himself in his despair. Rather than live without her, he chose to die as well.
Why not.
He picked up the small handgun, checked it for bullets, but the chamber was empty, aside from a single spent shell casing.
Russ idly looked around the room for a moment, then found a bathroom and relieved himself. Soon after, he searched for a shovel. It was a small hotel but there were still a lot of rooms and it took him awhile to find the stairs to the basement.
He inched down slowly. It was dark and he had to use the flashlight, but he soon found a workbench and numerous tools. Looking around, Russ discovered four lengths of wood. He cut two of them in half and pounded some nails into them until he had built two rudimentary arrows.
Then Perry located a shovel and found some old work gloves. He went outside, found a spot overlooking the gully and what remained of Mt. Hood, and began to dig. It took several hours and most of his energy, but eventually Russ had mined a final resting place for the couple. Perry chose to make just one grave, believing the deceased would prefer to spend their eternity’s side-by-side and not apart.
Russell then located a luggage cart and placed the bodies on it, being oddly careful not to jar them when he went over bumps. He lowered their corpses to the floor of the hole, roughly six feet down, and arranged them to look towards the sky.
He covered them with soil.
Not knowing if they had been Christian, Russell chose to mark their graves not with a cross but with the wooden arrows, pointing upwards to heaven.
Suicide was a sin, Perry had heard, but felt God might make an exception in this man’s case, considering the circumstances. Besides, He probably had His hands full sorting out the souls of the dead.
Russell stood over the fresh mound of dirt, just as the sun disappeared behind a far western hill, and lowered his head.
“Lord, I did not know these people. I didn’t know any of those dead folk on the highway either. Maybe I can’t bury them all, but I’ll sure try,” he said in a quiet voice. Perry was not a religious man and had not spoken to God directly since he turned thirteen and begged Him to make Cathy Pride his girlfriend. When the deal didn’t come through, Perry became an agnostic.
Now he wasn’t even sure of that.
“I don’t know why it’s important, but it is,” Russ continued. “Maybe because I will never have another chance to hold my child or to tell my wife how much I adored her. Whatever the reason, I’ll bury all the people I find. I’m doing it for them. For my wife and for my daughter. May God rest their souls, and those of all humanity.”
Russ felt weary. Now that it was almost dark, he planned to spend the night in the lodge, then start moving all his belongings from the Suburban to the hotel. After that, he’d bury the dead.
Burial would give him purpose.
He found a room on the second floor and lay on the bed. It was only a moment later when he fell asleep, the covers undisturbed.
That night was dreamless and he slumbered without remorse until a ray of sun hit his face and he awoke briefly. But, still, he was tired and he rolled away from the light and fell back to sleep.
Finally, after what seemed like days, he got up.
Yawning, he made his way downstairs and located the kitchen. Inside the refrigerator was far more food than had been in the Bend Safeway, some of which was starting to spoil. But there were also containers of water and Russ took one out and filled up a glass. Nothing had ever tasted so fine. He drank another glass and then one more.
While he quenched his thirst, he noticed the stove and saw that it ran on propane. He fiddled with the knobs and got it to light with a match.
“Hot meals,” he said happily.
Russ drank another glass of water in a toast.
Finally sated, Russ searched the cabinets and found cans and cans of food. He almost felt giddy with the discovery. This cache would allow him to live. Then, realizing that hotels have freezers, he checked around until he found a big silver refrigerator-style door.
He opened it up and his eyes widened.
“Motherload,” Russell said aloud. The room was still cold but was warming. Still, there was plenty of meat laid out in bins, all frozen. He selected a prime steak big enough for three and set it in the fridge to thaw.
Perry almost danced around the room. Joyous, he found himself whistling.
Russell scrambled two eggs and ate them quickly, wondering if every bite of food was contaminated, but not caring.
Hypochondria be damned.
When he finished his meal, he prepared to walk back to the Suburban.
On his way out the door, Russ noticed a grandfather clock that worked without electricity. It was five o’clock in the afternoon. He’d slept that long? Russell shook his head as he realized he’d get back around dusk and started to rethink trying to walk to the Suburban.
It would be late. Besides, Perry figured everything he needed was right there. There was nothing he’d brought along that meant anything—
Russ caught himself.
“Damn you,” he said, smacking himself on the forehead. He had to get back to the vehicle; both the pictures of his wife and daughter and their t-shirts were still in the back.
Before he left the lodge, Russ took a Pendleton coat he found in a closet, then used the john and soon determined he had set a new world record for longevity. During urination, he felt he could have grown a beard.
Call the Guinness Book, he laughed.
Russ started the walk back to the SUV, choosing to avoid the carnage down the road and tried to make his own trail north of the main gate. He’d found a machete in the basement and used it to clear a path, hoping to intercept the primary trail a quarter-mile away.
He hacked his way through the low shrubs and high grass before him, then found a few animal trails he was able to improve on, and eventually located the north-south route. Russ was only fifty yards from his original path and could see his bright green arrow marking and the red cloth wrapped around a fir tree. He spent a few minutes widening the entry to the newly built path, to make it more obvious, then followed his red flags and markings on the original trail back to the Chevy.
Perry approached his vehicle with an uneasy feeling caused by something he couldn’t place. Something in the air.
He sniffed.
Smoke.
Thinking that perhaps someone had built a fire at his site was a prospect that excited him. Russ raced down the hill until he finally reached his Suburban. He noticed that smoke was coming from his makeshift fire pit and he suddenly slowed up and approached the area cautiously.
He stopped abruptly when he saw a girl.
She looked up at him with huge brown eyes. For some reason, she almost looked familiar.
“Hi,” the girl said, with a trace of a southern accent. She was pretty and blonde, probably no older than twenty, wearing a t-shirt that said Bend Over, Oregon.
“Take off your shirt,” Russ told her coldly.
Her eyes registered more surprise than fear.
“What?”
”Take it off now!” he almost screamed.
The girl didn’t know what to say or do. She started to lift the top up, then paused and dropped it back down, a defiant look on her face.
“Now, listen, pervert,” she said. “I know we’re out here with few around, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let you play some sick—”
He held up his hands.
“It was my daughter’s,” Russ told her, his tone softer. “The last thing I saw her wear.”
Her expression relaxed.
“Oh,” she replied. “Sorry. Where’d she go?”
Russ, surprised. tried to ease his angry look.
“I can get you something else from the rig.”
The girl nodded. She gave him a wan smile.
“Okay, you go get that, then I’ll change. Okay?”
Russ looked slightly ashamed.
“Yeah, okay.”
He went to his Suburban and rummaged around until he found a shirt and a sweater that might fit her. She wasn’t that big, but then, neither was he.
Russ handed her the stuff and crouched down by the fire. She looked up at him with brown eyes no bigger than chestnuts.
“Gonna turn around, mister?” she wondered. “Prove you aren’t a pervert?”
Perry almost laughed, and then issued his first full smile for quite awhile, from before the madness and its aftermath, probably since Ted Gallo said he’d sell him the paper.
Years ago.
“I’ll turn around,” he replied. “I’m no sicko.”
The girl’s reaction was not to add to the mood but to register sudden fear. Her eyes went from chestnut sized to cantaloupe, and darted to the side as if trying to convey something.
“What is it?” Perry asked. “Spinach in my teeth?”
Behind him, he heard a rustling, started to turn.
“You just hold up there, Jim-Bob,” a man’s voice said, “You’re in my camp and I got me a big-ass gat.”
Perry, surprised, made a move that the man behind him couldn’t see but the girl could. Russ didn’t know if she was with the man but figured that, if so, the fear in her eyes would not have been so pronounced. Perry took a chance and showed her his concealed weapon. Her nod was almost imperceptible.
“Don’t make me use it, friend,” the man said, his voice a raspy threat. “Hate to kill a stranger.”
Perry stood up straight.
“You only kill your friends, then?” Russ asked casually, then turned around, his dad’s unloaded forty-five in his hand. He aimed it at the chest of the man with the real gun. Perry snapped the safety, just for the sound effect, and tried to look under control.
The man was in his twenties, fairly skinny, about five-foot-seven, with dark stubble and a face shaped like an opossum. He had black circles around his bulbous eyes, which showed mostly as white, his pupils the size of peppercorns.
Perry’s next words surprised himself.
“My name is Russ,” he said. “What’s yours?”
The guy’s expression was priceless. He turned from testy lunatic to confused goofball. He didn’t know what was up.
“Glen Paden,” he said, with caution.
“Well, Glen, we both have guns,” Russ said. “For my part I hope I don’t have to use it. For one thing, I’ve already buried people and I’m a little cranky. For another, I hope to use the bullets to kill some game. Maybe have some rabbit stew. You like rabbit stew?”
Glen looked like someone was squeezing him, his eyes huge and suspicious. Perry felt the fear shifting.
“I like rabbit stew,” Glen said.
This made Perry grin. Paden noted it and kind of stepped back warily.
Russ had so few options that he decided to play his wildest hand. If he lost, he’d get probably get shot. But so what? Everyone else was dead. Perry’s feeling was that he could live or die at this point, it just didn’t matter. To lose his life because he was protecting his campsite or reclaiming a tee shirt some pretty southern girl had worn were not the issues. It had nothing to do with logic or reason because those things were out the window.
In the new world order, the real world order, right was what one made of it. Russ could see that suddenly, and his options became clear. In that moment, Russell Louis Perry would define his existence. In this confrontation he might die, but he would die as though he were his own hero.
So he looked Glen Paden in the eye and smiled broadly, showing every tooth still in his mouth.
“You don’t have any bullets in that gun, do you?” Russ gambled. “You aren’t loaded.”
Glen’s prominent Adam’s apple bounced up like a carnival strength meter; his voice wavered when he replied.
“No, it ain’t.”
The girl’s gasp of relief was audible but Russ continued to stare at the man as if his weapon was full. As it was, Russ didn’t know if he could even take Paden in a fist fight but he knew for certain that bullets would not have bounced off his chest. He was thankful that the gambit worked.
“So how do we resolve this?” he asked. “Should I shoot you in the forehead and call it a day or...”
Glen’s eyes widened, if that was possible.
“...or just tell you to pack up and move west?” Russ finished. “I’d ask you to stay but your greeting was not what I would call hospitable.”
Paden didn’t know how to respond; his pistol suddenly dropped limply in his hand. He had a look of fear that bordered on insanity, then abruptly turned around, began to run, but not the direction Perry had indicated.
“Yo, Glen,” Russ called after him. Paden stopped, whirled around, hands held up as if being robbed. “West is that way.”
Perry pointed over his shoulder and Glen began running towards him, then past him.
“Hold on a second,” Perry called out.
Glen stopped and turned around cautiously.
“Are you hungry?”
Paden looked at the ground.
“I will be. I ate some of yours.”
Perry nodded.
“Hold on, I’ll give you something for the road,” Russ told him and walked back to his SUV. He gathered a bag of food, an odd assortment of things that didn’t need cooking, and walked it back to Paden.
“Listen, if you ever pull a gun on a man again,” Russ said, handing it to him, “be prepared to use it. Otherwise it’s just a bluff and might get you killed.”
Paden nodded, then almost grinned.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Glen replied, then wagged his head shortly, wheeled around and disappeared into the dark trees.
Perry turned back to the girl and went over to her. He crouched down and put out his hand.
“Russ,” he told her.
“I’m— Daria, I think,” she replied awkwardly, taking his hand and shaking it firmly. “Pleased to meet you.”
“Charmed, I’m sure,” he said, smiling. “Can you help me lug this stuff away?”
She shrugged and smiled pleasantly.
“We have a place to take it?” she asked. “Is there a name?”
Russ said, “For now, I’d call it Paradise.”
Two-and-a-half hours out of Honolulu, Chinese missiles struck the island.
Judy only heard about it from the tube; they were too far away to actually see the television.
“…reports have confirmed that the Pentagon has tracked fifty-eight launches from mainland China, and two from North Korea. Unconfirmed reports indicate that three flashes were also seen coming from a Russian base in Siberia, though nothing is known about their direction nor destination. For more we go to —”
Iris looked and felt frightened, her body began to vibrate like she was suffering from hypothermia. Judy wrapped her in whatever was handy and held her tightly, their heads buried against their shoulders, holding back the rawest of emotions.
Then there was a flash, and only their tucked positions kept them from ending up blinded, as others instantly were. The screams in the room were chilling, relentless. Afraid to look up, Iris mumbled something but her words were drowned out by the sudden ear-deafening sound of an atomic blast wave that rocked the ship with its force, battering them almost senseless. As soon as it passed, another bright light, then another, until the flashes were too numerous to count, followed not long after by an accumulated blast wave that almost tipped the ship over, rocked them from side to side. On the ship’s return upright, waves cascaded over the deck and into the cabins, washing many overboard, sending everything flying.
Hugging tightly, Iris and Judy heard the deafening explosions but didn’t see the flashes. The blasts knocked them off the couch, all the way to the far wall, where they slammed into it, only to be tossed the other way on the righting of the ship. Though waves crashed in and made them all sopping wet, they were not among the causalities, and both immediately went over to help the injured.
Judy called out, “Is anyone here a doctor? Or a nurse? We need some help. Is there a vet here? ”
Her words had little effect. Everyone was absolutely in a daze or injured or in shock. No one talked, no one really moved, until a man from another room called out.
“I’m a doctor, I’ll be there in a moment…”
“Great,” Judy called back. Then she turned to the crowd and asked, “Has anyone ever watched ER or House?” and was amazed when many people raised their hands. For an instant she felt like laughing, but said, “Okay, we’ll form a triage. Figure out who needs the most help. Sort the injured by type. Find clean blankets and towels and any first aid stuff. I don’t know if any more bombs are going to go off, so let’s get moving. Don’t look out the windows!”
No one moved, so she screamed, “STAT!” and off they went.
Judy turned to Iris and said, “It’s going to be a very long night.”
“And a longer tomorrow, Mom.”
They got to work.
The ship sailed for days under a burnt-orange sky, drifting slowly across the Pacific.
If they closed their eyes —as they had after two days and nights of attending to the injured and the dead— this would almost be a fantasy cruise. But reality was that the voyage was anything but soothing. The rather small and slow vessel was pounded by one storm after another, tossed about like the S.S. Minnow.
Because so many had lost their lives on the ship after the blasts, and for all their help, Judy and Iris had been given a stateroom.
They entered it somberly.
“Their stuff is still here,” Judy said.
“They’re dead,” Iris said.
“Who?”
“Zach. His family.”
“You mean Arnold? Roger’s uncle? The boy who—”
“Saved me. Saved us. Arnold. Yeah. They’re all dead.”
“I’m sorry, Iris.”
“They were washed overboard, I heard. This was their room, I think.”
Lightning struck nearby and the wind howled.
“Mother Nature is really pissed,” Iris said. “Red sky at night? Try basic black.”
Judy got under the covers. “Try to get some sleep, honey. I heard that tomorrow we might reach San Francisco.”
“What? That is so cool!” Iris almost bounced. “Big, fat, huge, enormous, giant coolness!” she screamed.
Happy for the first time in days, Iris jumped for the other tiny bed, perfect for her; her dad, though, would probably hang over the edge of the mattress.
Russ was tall.
“I miss my daddy,” Iris said after a while, listening to the ocean and wind and rain; feeling a less than gentle rocking of the ship.
“I miss him, too,” Judy whispered. “So much.”
“Yeah.”
Silence. A long silence.
“We’ll see him again, Mom,” Iris said, turning onto her side. “I have a feeling.”
The corners of Judy’s mouthed curved upwards. “I’m glad. I think so too. Night, Iris.”
“Night, Mom.”
A moment passed. Outside the world was torrential.
“Thanks for being so brave, honey,” Judy said quietly.
Iris turned back over to see her mother’s face lit by pale moonlight spilling through the porthole.
“Thanks for being my mom,” she said. “Where do you think I learned to be brave?”
The next morning, Iris was as close to the bow as the ship would let her get, hardly alone. Word had spread that land had been spotted and so many came forward that Iris wondered if the ship might just flip over.
Along the starboard side, through the hard mist that hugged the shore, a high shadow appeared, like the long ridge of a mountain range. The fog momentarily cleared, and then she saw it.
“Over there! Over there,” she shouted. “It’s the Golden Gate Bridge!” A press of people inched forward, momentarily squishing her.
“The Golden Gate Bridge!”
Judy was further back, had been trying to find Iris for ten minutes. Only her voice alerted her to Iris’s whereabouts and she smiled in relief. Her daughter tried to make it through the crush of people once she spotted her mother.
“I saw it first!” she beamed.
“Big, giant coolness, Iris,” Judy called back.
“Yeah,” Iris agreed. “Big, giant.”
They were finally set ashore at Pier 33 after waiting for three days for a berth. There were scores of other ships in the bay. As she disembarked, Judy appropriated as many boxes of matches as she could, and bottles of water and packets of crackers. There wasn’t much else to take.
She made no effort to say goodbye to Roger Lind.
“Come on, honey,” she said to Iris as they reached the top of the gangway. “Let’s go home.”
Glen Paden spent a miserable night, hungry, shivering cold, furious that he had to bluff with a bullet-free gun, but more angry that the fellow, Perry, had seen through his charade.
Paden had not gone back to the SUV, fearing that Perry would shoot him, and had wandered in the dark woods wondering where the hell he was and what he could do to survive.
It seems he was always running, always having to claw out a survival.
Three days before, Paden had escaped both the Medford Police Department and Oregon state troopers. He was wanted for his part in a bank robbery that had gone horribly awry. Paden and Ernie Feathers had breezed into the Wells Fargo bank branch out by the Medford airport with guns drawn and ski masks over their faces, and announced their intention to take the bank’s money.
Unfortunately, one of the bank customers had been an off-duty cop who tried to stop them. Before Glen could make off with a single dime, shots were fired.
Paden wasn’t even sure who shot first. He’d heard the sound of a gun going off and Glen had jumped and fired his weapon towards a line of screaming customers with his eyes closed. He opened them and looked over and saw the off-duty sprawled on the floor. His partner, Ernie, had his mask blown half-off, and was writhing in agony with a gunshot wound to his face. Feathers was bleeding kegs of blood.
Glen hadn’t known what to do. He wasn’t a bank robber. He was just a guy who needed cash. It hadn’t even been his idea. He only wanted enough money to pay for his sister’s abortion, and a little extra to take the bus out of town, move up to Eugene and maybe enroll in community college.
But then everything spun out of control. Paden had stood with an empty revolver and looked down at his severely wounded partner, hating him. The robbery had been Ernie’s idea. It would be fast and safe, no one gets hurt, Feathers had told him, but then Ernie was lying on a parquet floor, pouring blood out of his head like he was being pumped.
Feathers could barely whisper.
“Help me,” Ernie managed to say. “I’m paralyzed.”
Glen had the look of a madman even when he was calm and everyone in the bank had been afraid of him. His wild eyes stared like Rasputin’s from behind the mask. No one had moved, all stood motionless, though one man’s eyes darted as he noticed the slain cop’s gun laying on the floor and looked about to move towards it. Glen beat him to the punch and slapped the man hard with the gun barrel and sent him sprawling.
“No one else needs to get hurt here, folks,” Paden told them, waving the recouped gun. “Let’s just all get down on the floor. One of you tellers put the money in a bag and I’ll be on my way.”
They all fell to the floor like children in a fire drill, aside from a lone teller who began stuffing a canvas bag with cash. Paden sensed that no one would cause him trouble, for which he was glad but, still, there was the problem of Ernie Feathers and his serious head wound. Paden looked down at a woman in her seventies and asked, “What would you do?”
The woman looked surprised. She had pinkish hair and dressed like someone’s Aunt Bee. She held her purse in front of her like a shield.
“About what?” the lady asked.
Glen looked at her with his mad eyes and tilted his head down to the floor.
“Would you put him out of his misery?” Paden asked.
Stunned, the woman looked at Glen blankly, then seemed to understand the question and slowly fixed her gaze on the bleeding accomplice.
“He’s lost a lot of blood,” she said, finally. Her eyes were both caring and unnerved. “He’s in pretty bad shape.”
“I imagine he’d be pretty much a vegetable the rest of his days,” Paden said absently. “That ain’t no way to live.”
“I imagine not,” the woman responded quietly. Still, she screamed along with everyone else in the bank when Paden suddenly shot Ernie Feathers at close range in the back of his skull and put an end to Ernie’s suffering.
“No way to live at all,” he told them.
The lady held a hand over her mouth.
Paden looked over at the woman and said, “Thanks. I’ll be taking your car now. Which one is it?”
Armed with her keys and as much cash as was pulled from the drawers, Glen scrambled away and hopped in her car. Soon after he heard a wail of sirens coming from down the road, as three squad cars chased after him. Paden drove the 1998 Lincoln at top speed, down a road that flanked the I-5 freeway and passed by the airport. Seeing the terminal sign, Paden suddenly slammed on his brakes, reversed his direction and drove back to the gated entrance. The squad cars were catching up to him, so he drove onto the airfield and tried to intercept a plane that was about to take off. The Cessna was idling on the tarmac, waiting for clearance, when Paden pulled in front of the plane and blocked its path.
“Hey, what the hell are you doing?” the pilot yelled out his window, barely audible over the whine of his engines. “Move your damn car!”
Paden got out and pointed the gun at the pilot.
“Tell you what, chief, I’ll help you move your plane, you son of a bitch!”
Paden and the pilot had flown almost the entire north-south length of the state and barely a word had passed between them. They were heading for Pasco, Washington at Paden’s urging, but Glen didn’t know what to do with the pilot once they touched down. He knew he had no bullets left, but the pilot didn’t know that and figured he’d worry about that later.
They were high above a forest, flying at about five or six thousand feet. Paden could see the trees and cliffs and lakes and streams below. He found it very peaceful to look out and watch it all. His only concern was how to get the money back to his sister, Claire, money she needed to abort her unwanted baby.
At stealing, Glen felt he’d been a hopeless failure, but, for Ernie and the dead cop, Paden felt nothing. Ernie deserved it for having the harebrained idea in the first place and the cop, well, he was a cop. Reason enough in Paden’s mind.
“We’ve got company,” the pilot yelled, tossed a thumb over his shoulder.
Behind them and closing fast, Paden saw two police choppers, one on either side. They got close enough to use their bullhorn and warn Paden and the pilot to follow them down.
“Lose ‘em!” Paden yelled, then pointed the gun in the pilot’s face for emphasis. “Do something fancy!”
Abruptly, the pilot veered to the left, ducking under a helo, both copters in close pursuit. The Cessna lurched and dived and turned, but to no avail. The helicopters were state of the art and kept up with everything Paden’s pilot tried to do.
“You’re gonna need a miracle to get out of this,” the pilot told Glen.
“Shutup!”
“Well, what the hell do you want me to do?” the pilot called out. “They’ll shoot us down!”
Paden had no answer. He didn’t know what to do. What Glen knew about airplanes and their capabilities was minimal. It was his first time ever in a plane. He scoured the ground looking for a place to land or to get low enough to jump.
“You got a parachute?” he asked without looking over.
Before the pilot could answer, the sky suddenly erupted in a brilliant flash of light as an incredible, painful brightness illuminated the day, though Glen was wearing Ray-ban’s and had been looking at the ground. The effect was far worse for the pilot, who screamed, “I’m blind!”
“What the fuck was that?” Paden shrieked at the same instant. But over the top of the mountain, Glen could see a mushroom cloud rising ominously and knew at once.
“Fuckin’ A-bomb?” Paden both asked and said.
Then, all at once, the blast wave struck the plane and the electrical system went out. The Cessna’s propeller stopped spinning and the plane spiraled towards the Earth, tumbling end over end and both men screamed into the wind.
Watching the spinning ground below made Glen dizzy but he saw that the police copters had suffered the same fate and were also falling to the Earth. The world suddenly became a blur to Paden; he began to feel lightheaded, then abruptly passed out.
The next thing Glen knew, he was nearly drowning in a lake. When he became conscious again, Paden flailed his arms around, splashed hard and gasped for breath. Unaware of how he had got there or how long he’d been in the water, Paden looked around and realized he wasn’t too far from the lake shore. Though in terrible pain, he managed to reach the water’s edge and lay in a heap on the pebbly sand for a long while.
His ears rang from the sound of the blast and his eyeballs hurt like hell. Huge black swirls danced in front of his eyes and only got worse when he rubbed them, so Glen kept them closed until the sensation passed.
When he finally opened his eyes, Glen saw the wreckage of the plane smoldering on the other side of the lake. Some length of time must have passed because the plane was by then the size of its own crushed engine block and charred jet black.
There was more smoke than fire.
Suddenly concerned, Glen patted his waist. The gun was still there. Worthless but available.
But the bag of stolen money was nowhere to be found.
Feeling his body, Paden discovered that he probably had a busted rib. His left wrist felt like Godzilla was squeezing it. There was also a big gash on his arm, bleeding a little, so he tore off a sleeve and made a tourniquet, then crouched down, still dizzy.
Paden tried to decide which way to walk. In front of him, Glen saw an undisturbed forest, unaffected by the bomb. Deep within it, sticking up like a basketball player at a Woody Allen look-alike contest, a firewatcher’s tower. Glen thought that might be a good place to aim for; he managed to stand up and head out.
He wandered along the shoreline, limping a bit, until he found a tree-lined road and walked it slowly under a hot sun, feeling like shit. The air smelled like a mixture of sulfur, smoke and electricity.
The tall trees now obscured the tower. Paden had no sense of direction. He walked haphazardly for hours, trying again to spot the tower, his view still guarded by trees, until he finally reached the top of a high peak. Looking out, he was unable to spot the fire station.
Winded and spent, Paden collapsed on the hard ground, determined to eventually find the tower and make it his shelter. But soon his exhaustion overwhelmed him and he closed his eyes and managed to get some sleep.
Later, he was awakened by the oddest sound, a roaring thunder far away. Glen became afraid. When he looked out at the horizon, he could see the big mountain, –he assumed Mt. Hood; below him, a steep cliff, which seemed to rise up from the dense forest. Across the gully Paden saw a mountain of equal height to the one he was on. Covering it like a green quilt were thousands of fir trees, some at perpendicular angles.
But the direction the sound was coming from was to the east, so Glen peered that way, shielding his eyes with his palm. He didn’t see anything at first, but then saw a cloud forming on the eastern horizon, as if a fog bank was quickly rolling in or a dust storm was approaching. He didn’t know what it was. Then, changing his position and climbing around a boulder, Paden turned and spied the fire tower far below his position.
The roaring became louder and Glen turned back to the east and looked over the cliff and gasped suddenly when he saw the source: A wall of water, almost as high as the mountain he was standing on, was heading his direction at an almost unbelievable speed.
“Holy Jesus Christ!” Paden screamed, before the thundering sound of the water drowned out his cries. Spinning around, he watched in awe as the wave flanked the south side of the mountain, too. Paden saw that the fire tower broke in two, then simply disappeared underwater.
Glen swung back to the north just in time to see the crest of the wave pour over the woods, perhaps five hundred feet below him. The breaker bowled over everything in its path, as once-large fir trees vanished like blades of grass under a mower. The sound the wave made was nearly as intense as that of the atomic blast.
The mist that accompanied the flood sprayed on Paden until he was sopping wet and, in an instant, the vapors had formed a cloud that enveloped the entire mountain. He was surrounded by the water, and drenched, though apparently safe.
Behind the massive surge, the waters below still moved, but at a much lower level. The velocity of the flood became far less dramatic, and then, almost calm. On both sides of the hill the flood had formed huge lakes, all this in less than five minutes.
Before long, Paden realized he’d seen something amazing and he felt that he alone knew about it. He’d witnessed a great catastrophe and lived through it. Invigorated by this understanding, he started down the hill, confident that all would be fine.
Somehow, he was blessed.
About a half-mile down, the forest suddenly ended. There, a new lake had formed. Looking beyond and across at least a mile of water, Paden could see what had once been the top of another mountain. It stretched across the horizon like a long island. But beyond that one stood other, taller, peaks, and Glen assumed the flooding was contained in this one spot, forming what appeared to be an island.
The flood had stripped the woods of most of its trees and left behind a muddy stretch of makeshift beach. Glen walked along the dry land, on the outer edge of the mud, fascinated that some of the firs had withstood the barrage and stood in places like pine soldiers on patrol.
Now exhausted, he sat on the dry dirt and soon after fell to sleep. He awoke to sunlight stabbing his eyes.
No food. No water.
“I’m fucked.”
Still tired, he didn’t make it far, kept stopping, his calves feeling painfully cramped.
He kept going, though, thinking over his situation, missing his sister and wishing he had some food, when Glen suddenly discovered a Suburban.
It was lying in mud, crushed and beaten up, but inside it was loaded with supplies. Paden didn’t see anyone around so he claimed the Chevy as his and went through its contents, finding cans of food and cereal and Gatorade, then found what he needed to make a fire, outside, on the ground.
Glen wondered where the person who built it had gone or if they had died, but he built the fire, cooked some of the food and rested on a sleeping bag he found in the back end of the SUV.
In early evening, Paden was surprised to suddenly see a young, blonde woman meandering dazedly from out of the woods. The girl didn’t seem to notice Glen until she almost walked into the fire; then she stopped and rested on her haunches.
She didn’t seem to see him at first.
“You don’t look so hot,” Paden said. “You okay?”
Glen’s voice startled her. The girl looked up at him as if on drugs and shook her head, trying to snap out of her daze. She felt the side of her head and rubbed the crown.
“I guess so. Who are you?” she asked, leaning forward, squinting. “What happened?”
Paden laughed but he also licked his lips. The girl was pretty and, though filthy, she looked sexy, especially because she was wearing tight jeans shorts and a ripped shirt that nearly exposed her nipples.
“Fuck if I know, girl. Have a seat. I dare ya’,” Paden said. “Name’s Glen Paden. What’s yours?”
The woman didn’t seem to remember and made a series of head shakes and odd expressions, some of which Paden found adorable. One thing was clear: the bomb had fucked her up bad.
“Daria,” the woman said finally, tilting her head quizzically. “Daria Lane. Have you got anything I could wear? A shirt or something. I’m getting cold in this wet top. I fell into some lake.”
Glen grinned. His teeth were uneven and a couple were missing, so he normally didn’t show his full smile, but this was a different case. As far as he knew, they only had each other and Glen was suddenly the world’s greatest catch.
“Anything to be of assistance, honey,” Paden answered. “Stay right there. I’m sure I can find something.”
He hurried to the SUV and rummaged through some bags until he found an old t-shirt and brought it back to her.
“Turn around,” Daria told him, but when he didn’t move, she simply stood up, turned her back and changed her shirt. Then she plopped down on the ground again.
“You hungry?” Paden asked. “Want food?”
She nodded but seemed as if she had to think about it.
“I think I am,” she replied, in her dreamy voice. “I am hungry.”
Glen reached over and grabbed a paper plate and a plastic spork, then piled some chili on it.
“Here, have some.”
Paden shoved a plate of warm beans towards her and she took it gratefully. Glen studied Daria’s face and thought there was something familiar about her, like he’d seen her on a show or a magazine or something, but couldn’t place it.
“You on TV?” Paden asked.
Daria had a mouthful of beans and still had a dazed look on her face when she replied.
“TV?” she repeated, as if unfamiliar with the medium. “I don’t know. Why?”
Glen shrugged. “You look familiar, is all. Thought I seen you on the tube once.”
“I don’t think so.”
Daria kept eating but looked up at him now and then. His face was still not coming into focus, and Daria wondered if she was supposed to wear glasses but couldn’t remember. Little by little she seemed to be getting her wits back as the nutrition kicked in.
“Like the food? Tasty shit, ain’t it?”
“It’s great, thanks.”
Glen peered at her, getting ideas. Daria was a little overweight and her blonde hair had roots, but he could live with that. She had big, brown eyeballs and some fine looking lips, he thought. She kind of reminded Paden of his sister, Claire, but slightly older and weightier.
“You’re pretty, know that?” Glen suddenly said.
Daria kept eating, her eyes now cautious, darting from side to side, as her expression began to change into a wary comprehension.
She stopped chewing and seemed to remember something. Her eyes were suddenly wide and aware.
“It was a bomb, wasn’t it?” she said.
Paden slapped his knee.
“Hell, yes, it was a bomb! Couple of them. Big fuckers, too,” Glen replied, laughing. “Blew the fucking shit out of everything in sight. Knocked me right out of the sky.”
Daria looked surprised.
“You were in a plane?”
Glen looked pleased with himself.
“Sure the hell was. Where were you?”
Daria considered this over a mouthful of chili.
“I don’t remember,” she said after a minute. “I don’t know what’s going on. Do you know what’s going on?”
Paden grinned.
“Sure. You and me get to start the world over again.”
Daria looked up at Paden and her focus became clearer. She didn’t seem to like what she saw. Glen was mean looking and kind of ugly. His eyes were wild, like he was high on amphetamines, with dark circles around them. He badly needed a shave.
“We won’t be doing anything like that,” she told him, her voice more in control, her eyes suddenly clearer. “Any ideas you have, you can forget.”
Paden unconsciously licked his lips again.
“You have any brothers, Daria?” he asked absently.
She looked at him with suspicious eyes.
“What?”
Glen rocked back and forth, anxiously, while his face darkened with an expression that scared her.
“Got any brothers at home that you like to fuck?”
Daria felt a cold shiver of fear charge through her. With one comment he had become a danger, so she quickly gauged his size and position, then considered how she might ward off an attack. She noticed a large stone within reach and was mentally preparing herself to use it as a weapon when she suddenly heard a sound up on the hill and looked to it.
Footsteps. The crackle of tree branches underfoot.
Glen heard the noises, too, and stood up quickly, then reached behind his back and pointed a gun at her face.
“Now don’t make me kill you, bitch. You make this fucker think you’re all sweetness and light or else I’m going to blow your fucking face off. Understand?”
All Daria could do was nod, frightened as she was, and watched as Paden scurried off into the trees and hid, the gun barrel pointed right at her.
Glen watched a tall man enter the camp a few moments later and listened as the stranger told Daria to take off her shirt. Sensing a rival, Paden made a play to get rid of the guy, but Perry one-upped him and sent him packing.
Now here Glen was: Tired, hungry, sore and very pissed off. As he walked towards the western end of the mountain, Glen felt he’d walked only in circles, while looking for something, anything of value to him. He found only a few dead bodies, half-eaten animals and parts of cars.
Finally, he stumbled on an old logging road and followed it for about a mile. Then he came to a clearing with a beach beyond. He saw the lake and headed for it.
There he found a boat.
They sat on old leather chairs in front of a raging fire back at the lodge, warming their feet, exhausted.
Russ and Daria made three trips back to the campsite, taking only the most important objects from the Suburban —personal things, tools, clothing— but had left the canned food and a can opener, either for Glen Paden or anyone else who might find the site and need sustenance. They took the curry powder.
“I think I like curry,” Daria said. “Do I look Pakistani?”
“Less than I do.”
“And what’s your heritage?”
“American.”
At the campsite Russ had drawn a crude map on construction paper which showed potential survivors how to find the lodge, then made a large arrow out of small logs, which pointed to the trail’s entrance.
The pair made it back to the hotel just before nightfall. Daria had been stunned by the amount of food in the freezer, refrigerator and cabinets. Fittingly, she discovered a pantry with even more food stocks.
“We won’t be starving, at least,” she told him. “Enough food here to last through next winter. Providing it’s just the two of us. I’ll take inventory tomorrow.”
Perry nodded, his arms crossed.
“Personally, I hope it won’t be,” he replied. “I’d like all kinds of people in this place. Kids, adults, all races, all creeds, even Chinese.”
Daria smiled and arched an eyebrow.
“Even Chinese?” she wondered. “You have a thing about Asians?”
“I can forgive them. It’s not like a billion of them all pressed the buttons.”
Daria looked bewildered.
“I don’t understand. What does China have to do with anything?”
“You’re joking, right?” Russ asked. “You don’t know what happened? The war?”
“Guess I don’t listen to the news much.”
So, Russ explained all he could about the build up to the war, sitting there in the big old lobby, feet up, pooped, feeling the fire; at the end, Daria just shook her head.
“So whose left? On the planet, I mean.”
“No way of knowing,” Russ replied.
“I wonder if this is our oasis, our Eden,” she said.
“It’s at least a way station,” Russ replied.
Daria wanted to take a bath, wipe the grime from her hair and body. Once she settled on a room, she discovered a dead woman had left behind some clothing. The dress she chose would be a little snug but it was clean, if not stylish.
She filled the tub. The water started off lukewarm but got colder as the bath filled up. Daria had evidently used the last of the so-called hot water and shivered as she raced to finish bathing.
Now marginally clean and into fresh clothing, she joined Russ downstairs. They went into the spacious kitchen to rustle up some chow, even though it was getting late.
“You could use a shave,” she told him, patting his chin. “Looking like Kevin Federline there.”
“What, you don’t like my pre-mountain man look?” he replied, stroking the three-day growth.
“Up to you,” she said. “I can live with it either way.”
“When we get hot water, I’ll shave,” he said.
“Fair enough,” she replied. “If this stove has enough propane maybe I can boil some water, take a decent bath, too.”
“You smell good,” he said. “I may have to risk it, take a shower.”
“Wouldn’t be the worst idea,” she told him.
Daria clearly knew her way around a kitchen, much more so than Russell, who had always relied on his wife to do most of the cooking. Russ was limited to making scrambled eggs and grilling steaks. Not that he was helpless at it; simply that Judy had been better and seemed to find cooking therapeutic.
Russ missed Judy’s cooking, to say the least.
Daria pan-fried the defrosted steak, cut it in two and made some mashed potatoes, using red potatoes, butter and evaporated milk. She heated a can of asparagus. Russell found a wine rack with about fifty bottles and opened a Bordeaux. He smacked his lips when he tasted it.
“De-lish,” he said to her laugh. “I suppose in this new world, you’d be old enough to drink. Want some?”
“Pull-ease,” she replied, spinning her eyes comically. “I’m surely past legal age, even if it mattered.”
Russ smiled as he shrugged. Daria barely looked out of high school.
“If you say so,” he said. “I won’t be asking for your I.D.”
“Good thing,” she laughed. “I don’t have any.”
They sat at a small table next to a French window in the dining room with a commanding view of the top of Mt. Hood lit by the full moon. They ate leisurely. There was a lot of food, almost too much, and Russ was already looking forward to making a steak sandwich with the leftovers the next day, provided they could find or make bread.
After dinner, they poured brandy into snifters and sat before the old stone fireplace and stared into the flames.
“If I didn’t know otherwise, I’d say ‘Ah, this is the life,’” Russ said.
“As far as I’m concerned, it is,” Daria said.
Time passed. Voices stilled. It wasn’t an intolerable, awkward silence, but a reflective one. The fire reached mid-flame, still warm, beginning to ebb. They watched, heard only the crackle and hiss. Comfortable in each other’s company, they may as well have been reading books on a rainy Sunday.
“What did you do before the war? A few days ago,” he asked.
“Seems like a lifetime, doesn’t it?” she said. “And for me, it was.”
Daria stared at the fireplace, noticed a framed photo above the fireplace showing the building she was living in when it was new.
“Were you a model or something? You do look familiar.”
“I have no idea,” she answered in a soft voice, casually twirling the ends of her hair. “I think I was an assistant producer on Cooking Today. Maybe not, though. I don’t know.”
Russ swirled his brandy, then peered up, a happy look on his face.
“Wait, that show with Sara Butters?”
She sat up a little. The name sounded a bell. “You know it?”
“Judy Tivo’ed it, so I watched it all the time,” he chuckled. “Used to cook along with her. Judy even called in once, back when they took live calls. Something about whether beets and vinegar went together.”
Daria gave a look of mock surprise.
“That was your wife?” she teased.
He waved her off with a laugh and a gesture, then took a swig of his brandy, felt it warm the middle of his insides.
“You said you thought you were on the show,” he said a moment later. “What did that mean? Thought? Aren’t you sure?”
Daria sipped her own snifter, then kind of shivered and made a face, registering distaste for the drink. She put it down.
“I’m a little fuzzy about my past,” she told him, leaning in now. “To be honest, I’ve been wondering if I have amnesia.”
Russ studied her face and saw it was absent of guile.
“What is the last thing you can remember?”
Daria laughed and shook her head.
“Some guy. Rosy cheeks. Handing me money.”
She was a pretty young woman, with shoulder-length blonde hair and an angelic face that seemed vaguely familiar to Russ, but not enough to spark a memory. She had beautiful skin and her smile was incandescent.
“Honestly, almost everything before meeting you is pretty much a blur,” she admitted. “I woke up laying on a bathroom floor, then started walking and ran into Paden. I think that guy kind of snapped me out of being completely zoned. He scared me.”
Russ looked at her more intently.
“You seem too young to be in the television business. No offense.”
“I guess that’s a compliment,” she said. “Looking in the mirror I could be fourteen or twenty-five.”
“Youthful looks will come in handy,” he told her, “when you get older and no one can tell your age.”
“So far, you’re the only person I know on the planet,” she said. “You’ll always be a threat.”
They laughed again. It felt good to be almost normal.
“I just don’t know. I mean, I know things, but I can’t remember things from very far back. But then questions come up, and I feel like I’m six months old; no Life behind me. I mean, I remember that Custer killed some Indians, but I don’t know if they were from India or North Carolina.”
“Dakota,” he said. “North Dakota. And we call them Native Americans.”
She motioned with her hand, “See?”
Russ didn’t know where to take the conversation, so for a few moments they just sat in more silence. Every ten seconds, a vision of Judy’s face popped into his mind and alternated with that of his daughter’s. It was sad and maddening.
Finally, Daria broke the memories.
“How about you? What did you do?”
He swirled, sipped. “I was a newspaper reporter at the end of my career,” he answered. “I moved to Bend after failing in the bigs, became an editor by chance.”
“The bigs?” she questioned.
“Big leagues. Sports term,” he said, and then took another short pull of the drink. The liquor burned Perry’s throat on its way down and, already flush from half a bottle of wine, Russ realized he’d probably poured his last drink for the night. “I pretty much failed everywhere I went.”
“Why?”
“I was a jerk. Thought I knew it all.”
She shook her head, as if not comprehending.
“Why’d you stay in the game, then? Why not get out?”
Russ ran his finger around the edge of his glass. It hummed, and for an instant, Daria had a vague recall of doing that once herself.
“Papers kept hiring me,” he said. “I kept getting jobs. I had experience, if not wisdom.”
Daria looked at him quizzically for a time, then leaned back in the chair and folded her legs behind her.
“Is that what you started out to be?” Daria wondered. “You always planned to be a reporter?”
“Sort of. I wanted to be a teacher,” Russell said. “But I never finished college.”
“How come?”
“Money,” Russell shrugged. “I didn’t have it and they wanted it. It’s not a very interesting story.”
“Come on, Russ, spill.”
“I’ll tell you someday, when we’re not playing Adam and Eve.”
Daria arched a brow.
“Is that what we’re doing? Playing Adam and Eve?”
“Not in a carnal way,” he replied. “But right now we do seem to be the only two people on Earth.”
She tilted her head, then bit her lip.
“Aren’t you forgetting Glen Paden?”
“Not at all,” Russ replied. “He’s playing the part of the serpent.”
They laughed again, sharing the memory. Bad as it was, all the others were so much worse.
The fire was petering out. Getting late. Russ couldn’t stifle a yawn, Daria found it contagious and yawned as well. When Perry opened his mouth, though, he finished up with a sound not unlike a lion’s roar.
“Long day,” Daria said.
“Very long. They’ll get longer.”
Exhausted, talked out, they went to their respective rooms and had no trouble dozing off.
Russell had nightmares, but not about his wife nor his daughter, yet when he woke up, he couldn’t remember a moment of the dreams, barely a fragment, even though his entire body was covered in sweat.
Daria greeted him just after sunup when he walked into the kitchen. She was standing by the coffee pot, poured Russ a cup, and handed it to him. “Morning. Sleep well?”
“Like a bear cub,” he lied. “You?”
“Hope you don’t need milk,” she told him. “We had a few gallons left but it all turned. Looked like cottage cheese. We have some evaporated milk, though, if you want it.”
“Thanks, black is fine,” he said, gratefully taking the cup. Russell was no good until he had coffee, a longtime pattern that would have to change. Coffee supplies were probably low.
“Did you sleep okay?” he asked again.
“Had some dreams,” she said, shrugging. “Been up a few hours. All sweaty.”
“Me, too,” he said.
She opened some drawers, moved things around.
“Think it’s radiation?” she asked.
First he shrugged, then shook his head.
“Likely not. It’s almost summer is all.”
She gave him a long appraisal, then made a face.
“You don’t know any more than I do,” she said.
“No, I don’t,” Perry had to agree, “but I know we were upwind of the blast. Me, I was a good sixty miles from here when the bomb went off. The winds have been coming from the east, so the immediate threat is up north, not here.”
Daria wasn’t convinced.
“But this building was right here,” she told him as she walked around the room, her arms folded crossly. “And I think I was just up the hill when it went off. I know that much.”
Russ showed no expression, just sipped his coffee and listened to her. She was animated, couldn’t stand still.
“My worry is that this place is just hot with radiation,” she went on, pacing nervously in front of him. “Maybe all the food is contaminated. Maybe I’m going to eat enough strontium-ninety to run a power plant—”
“What an odd recall,” Russ said, surprised that she knew about strontium-ninety, more surprised that he said this out loud. He moved closer and stopped her pacing by gently putting his hands on her shoulders.
“It’s alright.”
“I just mean—” she started but then began to tear up. “Everything scares me. I have nothing, no one to lean on, no backup, no hospital—”
“I’m here.”
“But I don’t know you. I don’t know me! I’m fucking freaked out!”
“Maybe it’s too early for this,” Russ told her quietly. “Too soon to worry. We don’t have nausea. We aren’t throwing up. Our hair isn’t falling out. Maybe we should just eat something and then plan the day, okay? Besides, we’re at least twenty, maybe thirty miles from Mt. Hood. I think it’s okay.”
“You sure?”
“We’re good here.”
Daria looked up at him with doleful eyes and he couldn’t help but think of his daughter just then.
“I’m sorry,” he said, blushing. “I’m being paternalistic and that’s wrong of me. If you want to worry about the food, go ahead. I’m not your dad. It’s a free planet.”
She blinked once.
“It’s okay,” she told him. “I could use a dad.”
Russ chuckled uncomfortably, not certain how to respond. He let go of her shoulders and picked up his cup and refilled it with coffee. She walked to the refrigerator, seeming embarrassed.
“So, what have you been doing this morning, besides worrying about all this?” he asked.
“Taking inventory,” she said, opening the fridge door. “We’ve got about 200 cans of vegetables and fruit and quite a bit of pasta. Enough tomato paste to feed the Italian army.”
Daria started frying some eggs. As had his wife, Daria seemed to find it somehow therapeutic; she appeared to be calming herself.
“Last seven dozen eggs are in the fridge,” she said over the sound of the sizzle. “We have enough sugar, salt and pepper, but flour is low and we’re gonna have to figure out what to do with the meats. Eventually they’ll thaw and spoil.”
She flipped the eggs deftly, added lemon pepper and a little salt.
“We need some chickens.”
Russ found a stool and sat down on it. Both his hope and worry was that others might be alive and find the lodge. If so, the meat problem would disappear fast and the canned goods wouldn’t last forever. They’d be forced to hunt game, but there seemed to be copious numbers of them. Fresh fruits and vegetables would be a concern, though.
“I figure we can smoke the meat; they’ll just need to keep cool, but we can also cure some,” Daria said, placing the plate in front of him. “I think I know how to do that.”
“Sounds good,” he replied. Daria seemed to know what she was talking about and Russ hadn’t a clue.
After breakfast, they outlined some of the chores they needed to do, then worked on an agenda. Russ told Daria that he first wanted to bury the dead on the road below, followed by surveying the area, at least making a map, and she could search the lodge completely.
Daria thought his priorities were misplaced.
“I would search the rest of the lodge together, first,” she told him. “The dead are dead. Put them in a pile and burn them, or else just leave them for the animals.”
Russ, for some reason, found himself mildly angry and his expression showed it.
“I’m burying them, Daria. They deserve that. Each and every one of them.”
She didn’t comprehend.
“Russell, you had nothing to do with their deaths. You shouldn’t feel responsible.”
He looked at her with a level gaze.
“It’s not just them I’d be burying,” he told her.
Daria outwardly appeared sympathetic but she had a realist’s eye and felt the ritual of burial was antiquated.
“Russell, we both lost people,” she said. “I’m sure I lost friends and relatives, even if I can’t seem to remember them just yet.”
She put a hand on his.
“But we have to move on. Those people out there don’t care if you spend time putting them in the ground, but I do. Reconsider, please?”
Russell had never felt so adamant about anything in his life. It was suddenly an overwhelming drive for him. He didn’t believe in closure, but he believed in the steps.
“If you need me,” he told her, standing up. “You know where I’ll be.”
She stood, too, though not with anger. Daria was resigned to his choice but felt Russ was as stubborn as people get.
“Alright,” she sighed. “Do what you have to. I’ll be here checking out rooms and building a smoker.”
“I’ll be back by dusk,” he replied.
“Oh, before I forget,” she added, turning away, then back, holding a ring of keys. “One of these might open the lock on the gate.”
He looked down at them and said, “Thanks.”
Perry left the lodge, armed with a shovel, work gloves, the keys and a mask. He walked down the road under bright blue skies with a morning chill still in the air and what was beginning to seem like a wayward determination.
The corpses were waiting as Perry stood at the gate. Looking out at the dead beyond he knew it would be a daunting task. Trying several keys, he found the one that unlocked the gate and stepped through.
Russ scanned the terrain. Beside the road, ten feet to the south, was a clearing of sorts. What had been a grove of young trees had been uprooted and washed away by the flood. It seemed a suitable place to start.
Russ walked to the first body he found, started to lift it but found he couldn’t get a solid grip. Rigor mortis had long set in and it was now beginning to soften. The corpse’s arms were raised up and the only way to move the once linebacker-sized body was to drag it.
With solid will, he somehow managed. It took a long while, maybe fifteen minutes, to pull the man from the trees to the field. He was sweating profusely when he finished.
Russ laid the dead man on the ground, then reached into the man’s back pocket and found that his wallet was still there, secured by a buttoned flap. Inside the billfold, Russ found a Washington state driver’s license bearing the name Patrick William Densmore, fifty-two years old. He had lived on Maple Drive in Tacoma. His business card showed he’d worked for the Puget Sound Canning Company as a quality control specialist. Densmore carried a picture of his family, a wife and three boys in the wallet, ranging in age from three to about fifteen.
Russell outlined a grave with the tip of his shovel. He wasn’t sure if Densmore’s family had been with him when the flood hit, but he marked four potential sites for them as well. Using Densmore’s large body as a guide, he drew the outlines of other gravesites with the shovel, three rows down, again and again, until he’d filled the field with sixty potential pits.
It took a long time and he was exhausted.
Perry walked back to the late Mr. Densmore’s body, removed his own shirt and began to dig the first hole. When the grave was large enough, Russ attempted to slide the body in gently, but it fell with a thump on its side. Perry climbed down and turned the corpse over. He covered it with dirt, said a silent prayer for the man and hoped his eulogy sufficed.
Russell tried to move another body, this time a woman, middle-aged and plump, but after ten fruitless minutes of attempting to budge the corpulent corpse, Perry sat down hard on the ground.
“What the hell am I doing?” Russell said aloud. He gathered up some pebbles in his hands and threw them idly into the woods. For a long time he simply sat in the sun, his body appreciating the heat. He was sweating hard and took short pulls off the bottle of warm Gatorade.
Finally, Russ stood up, clasped his hands together and rubbed them, then went for another go at moving the deceased woman. He was straining, her dead weight getting the best of him, when he heard a rustling noise behind him.
“Death don’t make them lighter, does it?” a man’s voice wondered. “At this rate, you’ll finish by winter.”
Perry turned around and saw a middle-aged, stocky man with the beginnings of a beard, wearing a filthy work shirt and jeans standing by the trees, grinning at him.
“Need help?” the man asked. “Doesn’t look like she weighs much more than a Chrysler.”
“I could use a hand,” Russ grinned back.
At that, the man began to applaud.
“Been awhile since I could use that joke.”
“It’s a classic alright,” he laughed and shook his hand. “Russ Perry.”
“Leo Tabor,” the man replied. “Let’s bury her.”
In the common room of the observatory, Cage counted his money again. Five hundred and thirty nine dollars.
“Okay, who stiffed me?” Ben asked. “The ante’s shy a buck.”
Pinkie, laying on the sofa, feet propped on its arm, was the first to laugh. “So fucking what, Señor Puffy? You think money means anything now? What’s it backed up by? Radioactive oil? The Federal Reserve of Botswana? It’s worthless.”
“It’s the principal,” Ben said. “How do I know you people can be trusted if you’d hold out on me? And what’s this Puffy business still?”
“You’re pissed about a buck? A worthless piece of paper?” Dutch barked.
“Puffy. Your hair. You’re like a Chia pet.”
“Here,” Dutch said and slammed a bill on the table. “Here’s your cash. Sorry. Thought I’d salt it away for a rainy day, maybe buy a pack of gum. I could have maybe put a down on Davis Cass’s coffin.”
Cass had died of a heart attack following the first blast. They didn’t bury him but pushed his body off a cliff.
“It’s my debt,” Pinkie said. “I owe you, not him. He’s being a gentleman. I was being a bitch.”
“Why?” Ben asked.
“Because I couldn’t before now. Grip-locked by the Man. There were rules and there was order. Now I’m free. I can do whatever I want.”
Dark was trying to ignore them. He trained binoculars on the valley below and the ominous cloud farther off.
“That rainy day will be today,” Edwin said. “Got some angry looking clouds on the horizon. Cumulonimbus to the extreme.”
Ben glanced up, saw the massive steel-colored cloud and also knew it meant trouble. He was thankful they had the shelter, because this bad boy heading their way wasn’t smiling.
“That’s going to open up big time,” Edwin said, holding a hand over his eyes, squinting through the plate glass. “Chance of measurable precipitation: 100%. Chance of tornadic activity: 20%.”
“Thank you, Mr. Weather,” Pinkie scoffed.
“How long you figure? Give me a time. Gentlemen, lady, place your bets,” Dutch said. It seemed that everything had become a stake with him lately. After they’d survived the Santa Fe blast and he’d coughed up his cash, Sparks had been hell bent on wagers —“How many coffee beans are in that bag?” …“What do you bet tonight we see more than 10 shooting stars?”— just dumb stuff.
“I’ll go first. Nine minutes,” Dutch announced. “How much?”
Sparks was bored. They all were. There was little to do but watch the clouds during the day, the sky at night and read back issues of Scientific American. Food was at a premium. They’d already broken the vending machine to take out the candies and crackers and Cheetos. They were pretty much down to licorice.
Worse, they were getting on each other’s nerves. It had been days of this, and Pinkie, with a fairly sadistic streak, tormented all three with taunts and barbs and pointed questions about manhood.
“I’m down to a dollar. Cage has all my cash,” Dark said.
“You boys need a new hobby,” she said. “Take up Barbie doll collecting, or Texas Hold ‘em. Play that. Get away from the window.”
“Twelve minutes,” Ben answered. “I’ll put this dollar right back on the line.”
“Your guess is always twelve,” Edwin said, disgusted.
“Sweet,” Dutch said. “Moreland, you in?”
“Pass.”
Pinkie wasn’t playing, not after having lost the coffee bean bet by six beans. She’d even accused Dutch of cheating, counting out the beans before he made the wager. Since then, she’d just rolled her eyes at his goofy games.
“Four minutes, tops,” Dark said, laying down his bill. Edwin had yet to win a single round, but he kept trying. “Looks like the beginning of a squall line to me.”
Cage was peering at the big scope, which sat immobile.
“Wish we could move Betsy around,” Ben said. “I’m missing the show without the lens. A2H-5 is out there waiting for me; the naked eye just doesn’t cut it.”
“Might want to look for another line of work, Dr. Puffy,” Pinkie said. “That piece of shit ain’t moving an iota.”
“Stop calling me that,” Ben said.
The telescope no longer operated normally. It was stuck in one spot, keeping an eternal concave eye on where the Bullet had been. The observatory was running on emergency power; they had calculated three days of juice left before it all just stopped running. As it was, they used no lights and only fired up the computer once a day, just to see if anything worked in the outside world.
Nothing did.
“If we could measure this, I’d guess that cloud is 30,000 feet to the top,” Sparks said. “We could get a real supercell over our noggins.”
“Can’t bet on that. No way to measure,” Dark said. “Look at this bitch.”
The three men went to the window, watched the valley far below become obscured by a line of black showers almost uninterrupted across the breadth of the horizon. The wind began to kick up and anything loose on the hillside was twirling in the gusts.
“Almost showtime,” Dutch said, glancing at his watch. “It’s been six minutes. Eddie, you are O-U-T. ”
“Don’t call me Eddie,” Dark said. “Edwin. E-D-W—”
“He can spell, for chrissakes,” Pinkie said. “Think his Ph.D. was in hotel management, you fucking twerp.”
“Bitch,” Edwin countered. “And only Cage is a real doctor. We haven’t yet been accepted.”
“I don’t give a shit,” Pinkie said. “I’m going with doctor. It suits me.”
“Like spandex suits you? You look like you’re smuggling baby seals in your ass.”
“Fuck you, Eddie!”
“It’s Edwin. E-D—”
“It’s almost here,” Dutch said. “Cover your butts.”
Ben saw Pinkie flip Dark the bird and grinned. He liked when she was mean, obstinate, demeaning. It suited her. Like when she made racial comments designed to rile him, which they never did because, despite his skin color, he felt whiter than her.
Still, he couldn’t deny that Pinkie had such weird style –what with all the pinks and bows and Hello Kitty accessories– that she aroused him with an enigmatic quality he found hard to pin.
She was a caution.
Pinkie saw him notice her.
“Want my camera, Benny? Picture’ll last longer than a stare,” she said, and he laughed. To his surprise, she smiled back, then chewed her gum and popped a bubble, all while looking at him with a curious gaze.
“Okay, shit, it’s getting here. Hear that wind? But it will be more than my nine minutes,” Sparks said. “Looks like you’ll win again, Cage.”
“I can die happy,” Ben said, watching Pinkie pop her Double Bubble.
At eleven minutes and ten seconds their picture window view was obliterated by thick clouds and rain that fell in sheets, buffeted by winds in excess of sixty, gusting higher.
The entire room abruptly fell dark as the power failed. Ben could see nothing in the blackness, aside from Pinkie’s Pepto-Bismal-colored hair bow. He was certain that, to her, he was invisible.
“Don’t tornados lose power when they hit a mountain range?” Ben asked, but no one heard him.
Now the wind picked up hard and it seemed every loose pebble and stick in the county was slamming against the building, making popping and cracking sounds against the thick glass of the picture window.
“Lower the blind,” Ben called out, as another larger gust whistled loudly and the rain came sideways against the glass. Huge rumbles of thunder, flashes of lightning danced around them. Only within the brief frame of the lightning did Ben see the others.
Dutch Sparks was standing close to the window, lowering the blind, while Edwin Dark crouched under a table in the middle of the room. Pinkie Moreland hadn’t budged, still reclined on the couch, feet up, as though she was watching a B-movie on TV.
The wind, unfettered, sliced through every opening and slip in the structure. Doors flew open, windows in the back exploded as a freight train barreled across the sky, the sounds unmistakable.
“Tornado!” Edwin screamed. At that moment, as Dutch bolted for the nearest enclosed space, the entire building began to shake; parts of it collapsed, fell inside. The wind sucking through the room picked up every loose sheet of paper, every small object, tossed it around and around; a book almost smacked Ben in the face.
The glass window, triple-pane thick, suddenly shattered as the top of a tree smacked into it. Cage tried to hold his balance against the wind and grabbed on to an open pipe, lost it, then felt the wind press him against the wall and he caught hold.
He happened to look up just in time to see the tree top sail inside, impaling Dutch Sparks, almost cutting him in half, then continued into the room until it stopped an inch from Edwin Dark’s face.
Ben called out. No one answered.
Pinkie was nowhere to be seen.
Darkness. Light. No screams.
And then the wind was gone. Fizzled out, became a breeze, moved on.
Only the rain continued unimpeded, swamping the room, mixing with Dutch Sparks’s blood, which spread a floating stain towards a shaking Edwin.
Ben called over, “You okay?”
“Soiled my pants,” he replied.
Dawn arrived and the survivors sat on the peak of Mt. Cochiti in the same spot where’d they’d watched the nukes go off.
“Twenty feet,” Ben said. “You flew twenty feet.”
“Pretty surreal,” Pinkie nodded. “Lifted me up, tossed me across the room. Thank Christ there was a vending machine to stop me,” she laughed.
“Dutch. Man. At least he went quick,” Dark offered.
“Never knew what hit him,” Ben agreed.
Edwin seemed moved somehow.
“Man knew his math. Impeccable calculations. I’ll give him that. Dark said. “Otherwise, I didn’t know shit about him.”
“What do you think his real name was?” Ben asked Pinkie. “I’d bet Dutch wasn’t it.”
“He’d take that bet, too,” Pinkie said. “It was Holland. Holland John Sparks. Trust fund baby from the Hamptons. An IQ to rival mine. Smart sonofabitch. Had everything but, well, me.”
“I thought you two were—”
“Nah,” she cut him off. “He was all systems go and I was hold the launch.”
“I’ll miss him,” Edwin said. “Impeccable calculations.”
“You won’t miss him,” Pinkie said. “You thought he was a jerk, a bigger bully than I am.”
Dark wheeled on her.
“Why is it always about you, Pinkie?” Edwin said.
“Because I’m the queen of fucking everything, Edwin!”
She was on her knees, fists clenched. Ben thought now she just looked comical, wearing that pink tutu and the Tommy Hilfiger combat boots, fingerless gloves and spandex leggings. Here was tinkerbelle itching for a street brawl.
This loud chat went on for awhile and Ben tuned them out. He began to face the facts. Dutch’s body was still where he’d died. Betsy was broken in two. All their sophisticated equipment was sent to the next zip code and everything else had been damaged or destroyed.
They had no food, water or coffee.
As far as Ben was concerned, it was time to cut bait.
He stood up, stretched, shook gravel from his pant cuffs, then began to walk away. He made it pretty far before the other two noticed.
“Where do you think you’re going, studly butt?” Pinkie called after him. “Hot date at the Malt Shoppe?”
Ben stopped, stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Going to the store. Going to Peet’s. Pick up the Major’s Blend. We’re out of coffee.”
They stood up, too, looking at each other, questioning.
“Where’s Peet’s?” Edwin asked.
“Beaverton, Oregon,” Ben replied.
Pinkie and Edwin looked at each other.
“How far is that?” Dark asked.
“Thirteen, fourteen hundred miles.”
“Hang on,” Pinkie said, “I’ll get my purse.”
Leo Tabor wiped the sweat from his brow.
“I figure I’ve earned some grub,” Leo said to Russell. “Maybe you know a lean-to I might rent, too?”
Russ set down his shovel.
“Might have just the thing,” he replied.
Leo Tabor had indeed put in a very full day’s work with Russ, definitely earned his chow. Together, they had been able to bury nearly fourteen people, though they were completely exhausted by the time the sun disappeared behind the trees, though it was still light out. It was sometime after eight, Russ supposed.
Leo hopped onto the hood of a seasoned Ford pickup near the gate at the front of the line of cars. The driver had probably made a run at the fence or the gate in an effort to ram it and knock it down, but had failed.
“Chances are, we can get some of these rigs to work someday,” Leo said. He patted the hood of the truck. “This old fellow here might just need some drying out. Might get us some gasoline from the tanks, too. Hell, we could be driving a fleet here before long.”
Russ had to laugh.
“I’d settle for a boat,” Perry said. “Trade in all these Cherokees for a Maverick Mirage.”
The stocky man grinned behind a several-day growth.
“Good choice,” Leo said. “Myself, I used to own a 1998, 30-foot Marlin hardtop with two 250-horsepower Yamaha’s. Pride of my life. Probably melted now.”
“Nice vessel,” Russ said.
Leo chortled, then wiped his forehead again with his sleeve. He was sweating profusely, so Perry handed him the last of the Gatorade.
Tabor swallowed it all, then wiped his mouth.
“That boat was about all I had left,” Tabor said, capping the bottle. “I lived in a semi-dump apartment in St. Johns, drove a piece of shit Chevy with two-hundred-thousand miles on it. Had three separate child-supports and alimony to one ex. Last wife left me because I drank... don’t much anymore... but then I had the boat. Spent every waking moment I could out there, just to get away.”
Russ sized Leo up. Tabor was maybe five-eight, mid-fifties, with short gray-and-black hair. He sported big arms, not muscular but strong, and had a thick chest with hair like Fozzie Bear.
“What’d you do to make ends meet?” Russell asked.
Leo cracked his neck, and then grinned again.
“Electrical work.”
“Do pretty well?”
“Had a boat didn’t I?” Leo answered.
There was a tiny silence, when the bird noises were suddenly apparent and all the sounds of the woods filled the air.
“Why were you up here?” Perry asked finally.
Tabor squinted his eyes. The last rays of daylight seemed to hurt them.
“Had a feeling,” Leo said. “I knew it was coming. It’s a short step from firing bullets to setting off the big one.”
“How did you know that?”
“Suspicious nature where nukes are concerned,” Tabor replied, cryptically. “I suppose old habits die hard.”
Russ squinted then, too, but only in confusion.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
Tabor lurched his shoulders and replied, “I was stationed in Germany during the end of the Cold War. Captain, in charge of an artillery platoon. We had two colors of bombs there: Green ones and black ones. Green was conventional ordnance. Black was a nuke.”
“I see,” Russ said. “So?”
“So, one time, one of my men asked me what the blast radius of our warheads was and I told him fifty miles.”
“How far could your weapons fire?” Russ asked.
Leo grinned under his salt-and-pepper beard. Tabor’s eyes were warm and cheerful and Russ felt he could easily call him a friend based on that alone.
“Twenty-five miles,” Leo answered with a laugh. “If we fired even one of the black shells, we’d be calamari. So I knew the power of A-bombs. Lived with it every day. I know what those fuckers can do. When I heard that the Russians took China’s side, I figured we were going to get popped and sure as shit Portland got pancaked.”
Russ didn’t know how to respond, so he covered the silence with a question.
“Just hightailed it out of town?”
Leo nodded.
“Cleared out of Portland and hopped on the 217. It was already crowded with lunatics, driving me nuts. All that traffic, going so wild. Man, I was so scared— Got a son in L.A., daughters in—”
Leo, choked by emotion, took time to go on.
“I finally turned off the 217 and ended up on some old logging road or something and got caught near the summit of this mountain when the flood hit. Where the fuck did that thing come from? That Canada ice shit?”
Russell rubbed the back of his neck.
“I think so,” Perry replied, and then leaned forward. “Did you say the Russians fired on us, too?”
“Probably, everyone was out to fuck us,” Leo said with disgust. “Can’t trust anyone.”
Perry seemed to be chewing invisible gum.
“I’m going to trust you,” Russ said.
Tabor gave him a puzzled look and then laughed.
“Damn well better,” Leo responded. “Hey, like it or not, we’re the last of an entire species.”
Perry had to grin.
“Not quite,” Russ told him.
When he saw the lodge, Leo’s mouth dropped. Coming closer, he seemed in a trance.
“I’ll be damned,” was all he could say.
Then, after feeling the wood and blinking his eyes a few times, Leo believed it.
“Some lean-to you’ve got here,” he commented. “I expected a Motel Six but this— this is El Dorado.”
Russ laughed at Leo’s theatrics.
“Surprised you didn’t know about it,” Russell said. “Where were you going when you got off the road?”
Still looking at the building, hands on his hips, Leo replied shaking his head, “Didn’t know. I thought I’d get to the woods, catch my breath. I’m comfortable in the wilds. Then I heard the Portland blast and Bonneville went off, so I went to the highest peak and watched it all. Figured I’d bought it like everyone else. Fuckin’ bang alone nearly killed me.”
“We’re lucky, you and I,” Russ said.
“Damn straight, my friend,” Tabor said, then waved a hand at the lodge. “So, you gonna show me the spread or not?”
Russell grinned, then opened the main door and they walked into the Temple Lodge.
They entered a room constructed from aged pine, with columns of thick, old growth Douglas firs, so wide it would take four people just to hug one.
Russ had learned about the place by reading the glossy brochures by the front desk.
“Built in 1936 by the WPA,” Russ told him. “Roosevelt sent his cousin to dedicate it.”
“It’s beautiful,” Leo said. “Awesome.”
“And the rent is cheap,” Russ said.
From the far corner came footsteps and the two men turned around when Daria entered the room. She looked sensational, hair brushed, she wore some makeup, her lips were splashed with the color of a persimmon. She wore a house dress that would have looked fashionable on Loretta Young.
Daria lifted her skirt a fraction, curtsied and twirled.
“Like it? I found it in a storage room. All kinds of goodies in there,” she said, walking towards them, then extended her hand. “So, is this the new kid in town? Did he bring us a pie?”
Tabor laughed. It was the kind of laugh an older man gives when he doesn’t get the young woman’s jokes. It went on too long and sounded forced.
“Leo Tabor,” he said, shaking her hand like he was using a jack to fix a tire in a hurry. “Down from Portland.”
“Daria Lane, or Something,” she said, her arm pumping hard. “From parts unknown.”
“Something?” Leo asked.
Daria gave him a nice smile.
“I can’t remember,” she told him. “Brain went pflooie.”
Tabor tilted his head to one side.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean I’ve forgotten. I don’t have a purse. I don’t know who I am,” she said. “It’s making me loony tunes.”
Tabor looked her over. Seemed sane enough to him.
“Amnesia,” Leo said, as an aside to Russ.
“Well, duh,” Daria countered. Her response made for a brief awkward pause, but then Leo laughed and got back to his expansive mood.
“Point taken.”
Russ chimed back in, “Well, there are only three of us, so last names don’t matter much. It’s not like we’ll get anyone confused.”
Daria looked quizzically at Russ.
“What’s your name again?”
The next day, Daria was awake early and made some bread, sacrificing some eggs. Then she fried some bacon and gave the men bacon and canned tomato sandwiches. Before going off to continue the burials, the three went through the lodge and made notes of things they could use.
The day before, Daria had not only surveyed the lodge, but had drawn a rough floor plan and made a comprehensive list of the food stocks. She was showing the men a room she’d found in the dark basement, when Leo, trailing behind, suddenly called out, “Hey, folks, there’s something good here.”
Russ and Daria turned back and found him.
“What is it?” she asked.
Tabor looked full of pride.
“This here is a Leader 14000X5,” Leo answered.
Russ peered at the contraption. Painted yellow, the core appeared to be an engine.
“A generator?” Russ asked.
“Yep.”
“For electricity?” Daria wondered. “How does it operate?”
Leo slapped his hand down on the machine, and then stroked it. He seemed to know the unit.
“Most of these run on diesel, but this one, she goes on gas. Have to move it outside, though. Smells like shit.”
“Gasoline?” she asked. Then she whirled her head around looking for gas cans and spotted one; a bright red plastic container was up on a shelf. “Here we go, here we go!”
She ran over to it and lifted it in the air.
“Empty,” she announced glumly.
Leo came over and took it from her.
“Not for long,” he said.
They found two other empty gas cans nearby and the three of them trotted down to the road with the cans and a short plastic hose. Daria had not seen the multiple corpses on the road yet and threw up immediately. The odor was fairly horrific.
“I see now why you wanted to bury these people,” she said. “After we’ve got the gas, I’ll help you guys move the rest of the bodies.”
“I’ve listened to reason,” he told her. “You were right.”
“I’ll still help you move them,” Daria told him.
Russ had realized that completely burying every one of the bodies would take several days, even with the help of the others. Against his better judgment, he determined the night before that there was nothing sacrilegious about a funeral pyre and that many cultures had considered it proper.
He told them this and they all agreed.
Leo used the hose to extract gas from car tanks for three of the containers, then filled the fourth with diesel. Even though they had no need for it now, storing it now might be helpful later.
They transferred the batch of gas back to the basement and an hour later Leo had the electricity going. They decided that the only room that really needed power was the kitchen and, in particular, the refrigerator and freezer, so Leo was working on rerouting the circuits.
“How long do these generators go?” Russ asked over the hum and whine of the motor.
Leo scratched his chin.
“As I recall, about 15 hours. What we might do is crank it up several times a day for short durations. That way the freezer and fridge will get cold and maintain coolness for a longer period of time.”
Russ nodded and looked to Daria, who was practically beaming.
“This is great,” she said, almost breathlessly.
“What we really need to do is find a place to store all the gasoline,” Perry said to them. “Some big drum or something. Maybe we can find one around here.”
A detailed search led them to nothing more helpful and the noise of the generator was annoying enough that they went upstairs and drank coffee for a time.
They checked the thermostat in the freezer after awhile and found the temperature was falling. They high-fived each other. The Kenmore refrigerator was also cooling and they decided to let it run for a short bit, and then shut it down.
When they did, they found the gas level in the generator had fallen quite far, so Leo refilled it before they all left the lodge and went about the unpleasant business of picking up corpses.
It took them most of the day but, between the three of them, they managed to place all the dead they could find in a pile almost four feet high. They discussed when to ignite the fire and figured that the winds were too strong before nightfall to set it off before sunset. At that hour, the winds would begin to lessen, if not disappear. The last thing they needed was for a forest fire to break out.
So, pleased that they had accomplished at least one major task, the trio began to rummage through cars and vans and minivans and trucks and campers, looking for things that might prove useful. Most of the vehicles had a horrible aroma, a lingering stench of death, and none of them stayed long in the cars.
Still, there were all kinds of treasures in them, particularly in the campers. In one were tins of food. Sardines. Oysters. Kippers. There were also some six-packs of soft drinks and two cases of beer.
Daria found a suitcase with some women’s clothing in it and held a blouse against her torso.
She turned to Russ and asked, “Does this make me look fat?”
They both laughed. Whoever had owned it evidently weighed three hundred pounds.
“Hang onto it,” Perry replied. “We can use it for a tent.”
Farther up the road Leo found a handy device in a U.S. Forest Service van that he stuffed into a knapsack for later use. He didn’t mention the discovery to the others, preferring to surprise them with it when it rained.
One newer truck had been knocked on its side and the inside lining of the door had ripped away. Within the frame the trio found about an ounce of marijuana and at least ten grams of cocaine. Russ stood up to toss the coke out but Daria stopped him.
“Look, I’m no cokehead, but I know it can be used to numb pain, so we might think about keeping it,” she said. “Up to you guys, though.”
“I agree with her,” Leo said. “I’d be just as happy to set it afire, but Daria has a point. We can keep it locked up if it suits you.”
Russ nodded.
“Sounds reasonable to me,” Perry told them, and then stuffed the plastic-wrapped drug into a gym bag filled with other finds. He’d located batteries and cigarettes and olive oil and maps. To him those were valuable. He might even take up smoking again, Russ thought, at least for a day.
Leo and Daria had their own bags almost full. Together, they’d only scoured a third of the vehicles. They’d finish their looting tomorrow.
“What about the pot?” Russ asked, as they started to walk back towards the lodge. The wind had kicked up briskly and the twilight was chilling off. There was a sickly aroma to the air, as if everything that had died was being spread around the Earth as an odor. When the wind was calm, their mountaintop smelled of pine and wildflowers, but now it carried the scent of disaster.
“What should we do with the grass?” he repeated.
“Burn it,” Leo said. “Burn it all up.”
Both Russ and Daria looked at him as if he was insane, until Leo winked.
“I found some Zigzags in the glove compartment of that Suburban,” Leo said. “We can burn it up tonight.”
They started the fire at sunset, stoned beyond all imagining. Leo said a few bizarre words about all the victims that none of them would ever remember. Standing in front of so many corpses was a memory they would like to purge but being torn to the tits on high-grade Colombian made the surreal funeral pyre seem even stranger.
They used diesel to help ignite the blaze, then stood far back from it as the pile went up in a fireball so intense that they felt the heat, had to duck away, then realized the flame might be seen from miles away.
“Guess we were a might generous with the diesel,” Leo said, his face showing embarrassment. “My bad.”
Russell said, “It’ll go faster this way. More intense heat.”
Daria abruptly sat on the ground, her face buried in her knees. It was clear to Russ that Daria was crying, so he let her be and turned back to watch the fire.
“Tomorrow, what do you say we go scouting?” Russ said to Tabor.
“Get the lay of the land?” Leo replied.
Perry nodded. His eyes were fixed on the fire. It gave off a lot of heat but the smell and the smoke were drifting south, away from them.
“I was thinking that, yeah.”
“Okay. All three of us?”
Russell laughed lightly.
“Sure, we’ll make it a field trip.”
Tabor lifted his nose in the air and sniffed.
“Have you noticed the wind has shifted?” Leo asked. “Coming from the north.”
“I noticed,” Russell replied. “Clouding up, too.”
“I wonder if that’s good.”
Russ looked up at the sky. The stars were out but there was almost a film between the sky and Russell’s eyes. The stars looked fuzzy, as if opaque.
“If it rains, I suggest we get out of it and hide. Lord knows what the clouds are carrying.”
“With you there, brother,” Leo said.
They watched the fire until it was almost out and puny enough to cover with dirt, which they did in tandem. By the time they got to bed, it was after two in the morning.
When Russ awoke, he heard the rain and went to the window to watch it. It fell to Earth in liquid sheets, as hard as he’d ever seen; when it struck the ground, it was almost as if every drop exploded on impact.
“I found something yesterday that might help us with this rain,” Leo said from the doorway.
Russ turned around.
“Well, unless it’s a Geiger counter—” he started.
“It is,” Leo answered, and both men smiled. “It was in that park ranger’s truck.”
“How providential,” Russ said.
“Indubitably,” said Leo.
An hour later, when the rain died down and then stopped, Daria joined the men on the front porch. They stood where no rain had fallen and Leo crouched down and clicked on the unit.
There was a reading, but neither Daria nor Russ knew if it was a measurement they should fear.
Tabor told them: “It’s low, about what you get from a microwave oven. There’s some radiation but it’s dissipated. Probably safe for consumption.”
They breathed audible sighs.
“I don’t know what choice we’d have anyway,” Leo said. “The water supply is almost finished.”
“I’ll get some buckets,” Daria said, and ran off.
They collected as much water from puddles as they could. Rarely was the water not brown, but the contamination levels stayed steady and lowered as the volume increased.
Leo and Daria rigged up a filter, using funnels, brown paper bags, kitchen sieves, drainers, and a bed of charcoal briquettes, then watched eagerly as the first batch of chocolate-colored water went through the contraption and came out kind of a gray color. After a change of paper, they ran it through again and, while the water was still grayish, it was about as good as they might get.
“Not attractive, I know, but it will have to do,” Daria said. “I’d drink it.”
Unconvinced, Russ worked on a second filter, this time crunching half the fresh charcoal into smaller pieces, and then crushing about half of that until it was like black dirt. Then he mixed in some pebbles and some household bleach. After he ran their gray water through his second filter, the liquid was almost clear.
“Nice trick. Who’s going to taste this?” Daria asked.
Russ and Leo looked at each other.
“You go.”
“No, age and beauty,” Leo said. “I insist.”
Daria finally handed a ladleful of the water to Russ.
“Now I’m not saying you’re expendable, but I can cook and Leo here can fix the generator and you can’t,” she said with a small smile.
“Reason enough,” Russ said, and then cautiously lifted the ladle to his lips, closed his eyes and swallowed.
They both studied Perry’s face.
“Well, how is it?” Daria asked, cautiously excited.
Russell smiled, then his expression segued to alarm, his eyes rolled skyward and, all at once, he fell to the ground, hacking and coughing.
“Oh, my God!” Daria screamed, crouching beside him, her eyes wide. “Are you alright? Are you okay?”
Leo looked down at Russ with his arms crossed and a tiny smile at the edges of his mouth.
“Tastes like water, don’t it, Russ?” Leo said.
Russell’s right eyelid opened.
“Houston water.”
Daria slapped his arm.
“You jerk!” she said, then stood up and stormed off.
“What got into her?” Russ said.
“Who knows. You maybe?”
It was too late in the day to survey the entire area, but they thought they could first concentrate on the southern and western regions, so they set off down the road, passed all the tossed around vehicles, and down towards where highway 217 had been.
The big throughway was nowhere to be seen. Instead they looked out on what appeared to be a lake. To the left of them, though, Daria spotted the top of a sign and pointed to it. Perry realized it was the entrance sign at the junction of the Temple Lodge road and the big highway. They could see the back end of it, only the tops of wooden letters visible.
“That was the sign I passed when I made my turn,” Russ said. “That means two-seventeen is just probably a few feet under the water.”
“Let’s go on a walkabout,” Leo winked.
It was hard going just to walk the edge of the new lake on the slippery mud. At one point, the threesome almost slipped into the water when the ground gave way beneath their feet, but all managed to climb back to safety.
They walked for over an hour and finally reached what would turn out to be the western end of their land. They still didn’t know if they were on a peninsula or an island. From where they stood, the waters in front of them stretched to the horizon, trapped on either side by high rolling hilltops. There appeared to be about six small islands between them and the main ground.
They walked around the edge of the lake until Leo spotted footprints.
“Look, look,” he exclaimed. “Someone was here.”
The others came over. In the soil below were deep shoe prints, next to which was a long snaking groove left in the sand.
“Wonder what this was?” Daria asked.
“I’d know that impression anywhere,” Leo replied. “It was made by a boat. See, it goes down into the water.”
Russ agreed.
“It might have been that weasel, Glen Paden,” he said. Then he explained to Leo how he’d sent Paden on his way, using his father’s unloaded forty-five in a bluff.
“Your gun wasn’t loaded?” Leo said, after hearing the story.
“Never has been,” Russ replied. “I never told Daria.”
Daria had a faraway look, eyes trained to the south.
“Something I said?” Russ joked.
“People coming,” she told them, pointing.
“What?”
“In that boat over there. I think one of them is Paden.”
Glen Paden had not lived an easy life, had been in trouble since he was eight years old. He’d tried before to straighten up but it didn’t come naturally to him to be a model citizen.
But those first few nights had been horrible for him, the worst of his life. He’d found the boat but it did him no good. He rowed as hard as he could but couldn’t control the damn thing. There was an engine but no gas, so he’d ditched the outboard and tried to paddle, using a long pole attached to the boat, its normal use a mystery to him.
Eventually, Paden left it up to the current, which carried him along lazily. It felt as if there was a tug to the west, but it was a minor pull and slow going.
The night was cold and Glen was starving. He’d finished the last of the food Perry had given him and had no drinking water. He didn’t know if the lake he floated on was okay to drink, but eventually he tried it and didn’t die, so at least he had something to quench his thirst.
On the third day Paden somehow reached the shore and pulled the heavy metal boat as high onto the beach as he could. Then he went off in search of food, though he didn’t know how he’d kill any game and he couldn’t make a fire, as his matches got wet.
To top it off, he had the runs.
Glen Paden figured he was living the last days of his life.
Then, as he walked slowly through the woods, feeling increasingly weak, he caught wind of a smell that made him hurry his pace.
Meat cooking.
Paden set his radar on tracking the source of the smell. He walked a long way; it was close to sundown when the smoke got thicker and he could hear voices.
Paden crept up on the sounds carefully, not certain who else would be alive, his senses fully in tune. He saw a flame through the low brush and was careful not to step on branches or make any noise.
There, ten feet in front of him, were four men. They were dressed in bright orange uniforms such as transportation department workers might wear, and gnawed on pieces of a deer that was hung on a pole upside down over a makeshift spit.
Paden was impressed. The dudes didn’t appear starved. They were mostly big men; the only one who wasn’t built like a small bear suddenly and silently crouched down behind Paden and put a gun barrel in his ear.
“Enjoying the show, amigo?” the man asked.
Convicts.
Five of them. The small one who sneaked up behind Paden was named Cassidy and he was a hot-tempered punk, worse than Paden ever had been.
The leader of the bunch was Edgar Bolton, though everyone called him Bolt. If Bolton were any bigger he’d have to walk around with a blue ox. He was well known in southern Oregon as a rabid Jeffersonian and antigovernment activist, though not in a political sense, but criminal.
The Jeffersonians had been trying to secede from the United States since they’d first settled in what became Jefferson County, Oregon (and parts of northern California) back in the 1860’s. Bolt had repeatedly broken laws, got picked up on a weapons violation and ended up back to the state pen. To some in the Ashland-Medford-Yreka area, Bolt was a hero, but to most he was a dangerous and possibly insane man.
The other three were Burgess, Wire and Calderon. They might have been called the Tattoo gang. Wire was an Alaskan, the shortest of the bunch, with jet-black hair and a wide face like an Eskimo. He wore a barbed wire tattoo around his neck. His shoulders were no wider than a sofabed, his arms the size of Paden’s legs.
Calderon was a small Mexican with a soul patch. Both his arms were tattooed like sections of a Diego Rivera mural. He was Bolton’s main squeeze; had been for quite some time.
Burgess was also huge but the least threatening of the crew, though that was probably because his chest tattoo read Love, or so Glen thought. Later, Burgess revealed the full text which read: Love to Kill. But in comparison to the others, Burgess seemed warm and lovable. A regular Panda Bear.
To Glen, they were all flat-out frightening motherfuckers, far worse than he could ever be. Paden could see the path he’d been on would lead straight to here if he let it. This bothered him.
Bolton told Paden their tale while he hungrily chewed on the venison, taking double portions.
“They nabbed my ass outside Hood River; me hiding in a hollowed tree, thought I was safe. Fucking dogs smelled my scent, led them right to me. Here I had it mapped out, too. Cross the river, I was golden. Sniffed me out.” He moved some coals around in the fire. “Kind of hate dogs now. Used to love ‘em. Shit, fucking Michael Vick’s my new hero.”
“Who’s Michael Vick?” Burgess asked.
Bolt’s eyes narrowed, his voice a whisper.
“I’m telling a story here.”
According to Bolt, the convicts were being transferred from Two Rivers, a medium security correctional institution in eastern Oregon, to the Oregon State Penitentiary and managed to escape while on a rehabilitation assignment; then were caught and ferried back to Salem.
When the atomic bombs went off, the convicts’ bus overturned and rolled down a hill on the south side of Mt. Hood.
“I just thought it was an earthquake, then the second one went off and I knew it weren’t. That was some mess. Shit oh dear.”
Several of the prisoners and two guards were killed either by flying debris or by the crash. A few cons ran into the forest. Bolton overpowered one still living guard, seized his rifle, turned it on two other sentries and shot them all.
“Should have seen their faces. All big eyes and please don’ts and shit like that. Damn it felt good to kill again. Missed it.”
They started down the mountain to a clearing and a logging road, which they followed.
Farther up, large rocks and boulders blocked the way; they had to climb around obstacles, which sent them higher up the mountain slope, which turned out to be fortunate for them because, soon after, they witnessed the gigantic flood but were far above it and safe.
“Never seen anything like it. Some show that was. Did you catch it?”
“Yeah, I was up there,” he said, pointing to Temple mountain.
“Then why the hell are you down here?” Calderon wanted to know.
Paden didn’t feel comfortable with this group, even though they let him eat their food and warm himself by their fire. They were hard men by choice, while Glen felt himself to be a prisoner of bad breaks. It wasn’t his fault that everything in his life was fucked up. But these men, these killers, were different. They liked things to be fucked up.
That first night the men sat around the fire telling tales of how they had murdered, raped or robbed. Showing off. Burgess claimed to have killed a judge right in his own courtroom. That impressed the others but Paden didn’t believe it.
But Bolt bragged the most. He told of killing three Greenpeace types when they were protesting the spotted owl extinction several years before. No one ever found out about it, he claimed. There were Jews he’d killed, and a grocery clerk, a prostitute, and his own mother.
“Wasn’t as satisfying as I hoped,” he said.
Sitting around the fire that night, Paden was asked how he ended up there and he explained the whole thing: the bank robbery, Ernie Feathers, the kidnapping of the pilot, the bombs and plane crash, the flood, finding the SUV, then running into Daria and Perry’s gunplay. Finally, he mentioned the boat.
While he was telling them about the events in Medford, about Ernie Feathers and the off-duty cop, the cons were very impressed. From then on, they seemed to regard Paden as a kindred spirit. Burgess even called him “brother,” which made Glen want to barf.
But the news of the boat captured Bolt’s attention.
“That patch of land over there,” Bolt said, pointing to from where Paden had traveled, “there’s some kind of hotel or something over there. We seen it through binoculars. I figure there’s a warm bed and maybe some food over there. Too far to swim though. And we could never climb that sheer cliff.”
“A hotel? No shit?” Paden said, following his point. “I didn’t see it.”
“You look tomorrow, you’ll see it,” Calderon said. “Big place. Lot of rooms. Nice place to hole up.”
Bolt took a stab at the meat and ate some of the deer they had shot. He chewed with his mouth open.
“Tomorrow, we’ll go over with you and check it out. See what’s what.”
Glen nodded. “Gonna need some oars, first,” he advised.
Bolton’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t seem to like being told what he needed to do.
“Okay, then we’ll make some fucking oars,” Bolt screamed and tossed the meat at his face. “Shit, Paden, I wasn’t born fuckin’ yesterday!”
Paden barely slept. He kept thinking the others would kill him in his sleep, though he realized he was just being paranoid. Still, the next morning, Glen was exhausted, hardly had any energy at all, and was barely up for the trip. Fortunately for Paden, Bolt and Calderon did all of the paddling. Good thing, too, because they made it across the water in well under an hour.
As they approached the shore, the cons saw three people standing on the sand, then ran off into the woods.
“Know those assholes?” Bolt asked.
Paden looked closely. “The taller one is Perry. Girl’s Daria. Don’t know the other guy. He wasn’t around that night.”
Bolt looked unconcerned.
“Wonder if there are any more over there?” Calderon asked rhetorically.
“I don’t give a fuck,” Bolt told him. “I’m gonna kill them all but first I’ll have a little fun. Do myself a little raping.”
Bolt and Calderon laughed.
Paden felt sick to his stomach. If anyone was going to rape Daria, he would, but the idea of either of these two getting near her made him ill.
“Which one you gonna take?” Calderon asked.
“Oh, I get that Perry fella,” Bolt answered. “Looks like my type.”
Calderon smiled and nodded.
“I take the bearded one,” Calderon said. Then, to Paden, he said, “You have to take the girl.”
Paden looked at him blankly, then managed, “Of all the rotten luck.”
The Compound was really a small, high-tech town built deep underground, behind the face of a seven-thousand-foot mountain far inland on the northwestern flank of the Rocky Mountains. It was the most compact military base in the world and probably the most expensive.
The place had no name and those few who knew of it just called it The Compound, this for security reasons. Once you put a name on something, went the thinking, it became real. Because it had not been targeted, the ruse apparently worked and its location was still secret.
There were seven floors, totaling more than two million square feet. The provisions room alone took up half an entire floor. There were seventy-five offices and living quarters for up to two thousand, though less than 700 were stationed there now. That number had shrunk overnight when several privates and a sergeant apparently went AWOL, taking a HumVee and quite a lot of firepower with them. How they managed to escape was a mystery.
The Commanding Officer, General Waylon Culp, had not made it back from Washington before the big one blew. That left a full-bird colonel, Doug Heers, as the acting CO, but he was in the infirmary, spelled by a virus, but he was due back later in the week.
On the first floor, adjacent to the main bay, were the guest quarters, once designed to shelter highly connected civilians, now separate homes for Grant and Hitchcock.
There was a common room with lockers by the gym where they’d gone to play racquetball.
Hitchcock won.
“How do you feel about Warner?” she asked, standing by her locker while they prepped for the journey ahead.
Grant was packing the last of his gear and stopped to look up at her.
“How do you mean?” he wondered.
She shrugged.
“As a man. As a leader. Did you know that as a Senator, he’d placed this compound on the short list of base closures?”
“Colonel, until a few days ago, I didn’t know this place existed, and I have the highest security clearance you can get, short of the Joint Chiefs,” he replied. “But I do know Warner wanted to scale back on new projects.”
Janine scanned the room before telling him, in a confidential tone, “This is high command here, ground zero for American intelligence and surveillance, and anyone who suggests closing it down doesn’t know spit from champagne. Bad enough he almost made its very existence public.”
Hitchcock thrust a clean pair of trousers in her sack, then zipped it shut while Grant studied her face. She usually showed no emotion, ordinarily had a facade as cool as a slushie, but for her, this comment was as close to an outburst as he was apt to see. She was an efficient, by-the-book military officer, one of only 77 women on site, a number that represented just 10% of the total personnel on base. Hitchcock was not only the highest-ranking female but the prettiest, too.
But she was also far and away the coldest woman he’d met, as far as her personality went, and his assessment even included his ex-wife, who had transformed during their brief marriage from a sexy wild thing to a born-again bitch. As it was, Peter didn’t even feel close enough to Hitchcock to call her by her first name.
“I get the feeling you didn’t vote for the ticket,” Grant remarked, and was surprised to see a small, tight smile appear on her face.
“That would be fair to say,” she replied, then hoisted her bag over her shoulder and gave him a level gaze. “Ready to rock?”
“I’ll be happy to roll,” he replied.
They strode toward the huge staging area by the main doors where the others had assembled. As they walked the corridors, Hitchcock remarked, “I thought that corporal –what was it, Sinnott?– made some sharp observations.”
“Yes, he did,” Grant said.
“I’d rather he was leading the squad, not Meadows,” she said.
Grant didn’t reply but he was sensing a pattern in her comments. Hitchcock was racist, and she was letting him know it. For what purpose, Peter couldn’t guess, but it was not a view he shared.
Especially now, when so few humans were left to repopulate the world.
If there was even any world left.
“Alright, listen up, people,” Meadows barked. “We’ll be in motion until 1900 hours, then make camp. With any luck, if the roads are clear, we can make our first objective, Ontario, Oregon, and set up there. We’ll test the radios and look for any civilians who might be willing to help us. If anyone is alive there, I’m dead-certain they will welcome us like conquering heroes.”
He paused a moment.
“But we are not, repeat not, conquering heroes. Our mission is to determine how many Americans might still be alive out there. Our mission is to recruit these civilians to aid us in establishing communications between any towns and cities that might still exist. Are we clear on this agenda?” he asked loudly.
A chorus of “Yes, sergeant,” rose from those assembled for the mission.
“You have a name for this expedition, sergeant?” someone asked.
“Wildcat,” he said.
“Why that?”
“Because I went to the University of Kentucky. ” he said to laughter. “And Operation: Fuck You was taken.”
Grant, Hitchcock and Dancey stood back from the soldiers, all of whom were Army regulars, as they listened to Sgt. Meadows call out instructions. The Idaho compound had been an Army operation, with a smattering of Airmen, so no representatives of the other services were stationed there. Grant, in particular, wished they had some Marines or Navy SEAL’s along for the ride.
“Shouldn’t we have a lieutenant in the mix?” Hitchcock asked.
“I think that’s my role,” Major Dancey said. “I’ve been demoted.”
Grant smiled at that. Hitchcock just nodded absently.
Meadows continued to set out the mission for a few minutes until the big doors behind them opened and a line of troops suddenly step-marched into the staging area and formed two lines that flanked the expeditionary force. A moment later, President Thomas Warner entered the room.
The new commander-in-chief had an imposing presence and looked to Grant very presidential. Warner stood in an at-ease position and looked over his troops, taking a moment to couch his words.
“As far as we know, you people are what is left of the United States Armed Forces, with the possible exception of the submarine crews. If you encounter others on your journey, you will present both the face and heart of all we, as a nation, have aspired to become over the last two hundred years. You carry with you the authority of the office I now hold, and the responsibility to reshape whatever still exists in the American way,” he said, eyeing the entire room. “I do not need to remind you that literally billions of people were probably killed in the war, with equal numbers certain to suffer the same fate in the coming weeks.
“We don’t know what you will find out there. You might find nothing. You might not return. We don’t know if the water is safe to drink, or if any wildlife still exists.
“What you are about to do is nothing short of helping to re-form the United States of America. You are our ambassadors and I expect you to represent us well. This expedition will be under the command of Colonel Grant, with Lt. Colonel Hitchcock acting as second.”
The president paused a moment and looked at Peter.
“That’s right, you’ve been given a promotion, Colonel Grant. You come back alive and you might be the only general in the Army.”
There was scattered laughter.
“Be safe, be strong and be united. We are counting on you. God speed and God bless this nation,” the president said, then turned to walk away.
Grant heard Hitchcock mutter, “Whatever.”
Once Warner left the room, a captain named Walker stepped forward and shouted to the assembled troops: “Ten-hut.”
They saluted the team.
“Good luck, Colonel,” Walker said. “Don’t get dead.”
No one listened.
“Excuse me, do you know of any rooms for rent?” Judy asked a stranger, who ignored her, then she turned to another. “Do you know if there are any ferries running? Where do we catch one? Sir? Are you listening? Sir!”
“Give it up, Mom, these dudes are —douche bags,” Iris said.
“I appreciate your not using the F-word,” Judy said.
“F-word?” Iris said, scrunching her face. “You mean f—”
“That’d be the one. And here it applies.”
Judy hadn’t visited San Francisco for a number of years but the last time they’d been on vacation; this stay was simply for survival. Iris had been no older than five on that trip with Russ, and her daughter didn’t remember it at all. She was familiar with the landmarks of the Golden Gate Bridge, Coit Tower and, of course, the cable cars, but those weren’t running just now and the others were shrouded in a mix of fog and smoke.
The women were standing on Powell, near the Embarcadero, surrounded by strangers who were dodging erratically-driven vehicles. There was virtually no electrical power, the lights didn’t work and drivers had to rely on courtesy to maneuver through the teeming streets, so traffic was a mess.
“Are we going to stay here?” Iris asked. “This is more crazy than Hawaii was. Look at these idiots, racing around like Energizer bunnies on speed!”
“I should write that down,” Judy half-laughed, “Again, you sound like your dad.”
“Mom, thanks, but I’m not kidding here, I get a real bad feeling about this place.”
“I know, honey, but right now we’re kind of stuck.” Judy was still trying to talk to people whizzing by, attempting to corral anyone who would listen. “Sir, do you know of any rooms? Ma’am, is there anywhere we can crash? Excuse me? Excuse me!” she yelled, but people continued to ignore her like she was a panhandler and hurried on their way.
“Christ, who do I have to sleep with now!” Judy yelled loudly and then peered warily over at Iris, who wore a puzzled expression.
“Now? What do you mean by ‘now’?” she asked, but Judy reddened and turned away, trying again to get someone to listen. “Mom, did you— you didn’t— with Mr. Lind?”
“It’s not important, Iris,” Judy cut her off.
“I’m just asking—”
“Well, then, don’t ask, Iris! A slip of the tongue. Figure of speech. Drop it.”
“Fine!”
Now Iris stood with her arms folded, pouting. She looked up at the tall buildings holding sentry duty on the city, then out at all the people, and glared at her mother’s back. She was angry, feeling desperate. They had been in San Francisco for only a few days and already it felt like they were prisoners for life. They had heard that both the Golden Gate and the Bay bridges were closed down, though no one seemed to know why or for how long. There were soldiers patrolling the streets and guarding the wealth, attempting to keep people away from certain areas, though again, they were in the dark about why.
The night before, they had slept on the steps leading to the basement of St. Mary’s Church, on Grant Avenue in Chinatown. It was a cold night, the fog cut right through them, and they were hungry. They’d finished their meager supply of crackers, hoped to buy food somewhere, but the city was locked up tight; not a single restaurant was open, not even a Denny’s or McDonald’s.
Grocery stores seemed to be obsolete.
There was no power supply in the city and, aside from the scrambling hordes of people running to God knows where, little was moving; in the dead of night, folks were clandestinely pushing grocery carts down the street, loaded up with all they could carry, then Iris realized they weren’t carting things to a new apartment, but were looting everything they could from any vulnerable building.
Martial Law was supposedly in effect, but seemed largely ignored.
Fires spread rampantly, caused by accident or arson or rage. Flames danced on the skyline, lit the horizon. A thick smokey haze enveloped them and made it hard to breathe. During the night, they heard sporadic gunfire, sometimes single shots like little pops, followed by a volley of rapid fire, or multiple gun shots, as if in close combat.
Iris hadn’t slept and shivered both from the cold and from her fear.
Now she felt close to panic.
“We should have stayed on the island, mother. Yeah, sure, I know, we’d be dead but at least this crap would be over—” she started to yell, but was stunned when her mother suddenly slapped her hard across the face.
“That’s enough, Iris!” Judy screamed. “Just shut up! You think is fun for me? Do you think this is something I wanted? Oh, yeah, this was my ideal trip. Surprise! A vacation in Hell!” Then Judy fell silent as she realized what she had done and what she was saying, and felt instant shame and regret.
“I’m sorry, Iris, I—”
“It’s okay. Don’t apologize, Mom. Please. It was my big mouth and—” Her eyes moistened and she almost whispered, “I’m just so scared, Mom. I’m really, really—” Iris paused, her lips trembling. She tried to stop a tear but it fell anyway and unleashed a torrent. Judy stepped in and held her tightly, smoothing her hair, feeling her own shirt dampen, and squeezing her child as lovingly as she could.
“I’ve said it before, honey, and I mean it: I won’t let anything happen to you,” she said in a soft tone. “I don’t care what I have to do.” Judy knew that she was reassuring herself as well as Iris, but having said it aloud increased her determination.
“I know, Mom.”
“You okay?” she asked, holding her daughter’s cheeks, and cleaning them free of tears.
Iris nodded and rubbed her nose.
“Yeah, sure, I’ll be fine.” She took a deep breath, then coughed. “So— What now? Work on a brilliant plan? Or write an email to our congressman? Or do we just wait for the cavalry to ride in on white horses?”
Judy’s attention had drifted to a nearby park and she chuckled. “They may have just arrived; do you mind a brown mare?” she said, and Iris looked out. A policeman on horseback had evidently been chasing a suspect and now had him cornered. The cop dismounted and raced after him. Once he rounded the corner and was out of sight, Judy grabbed Iris’s hand and said, “I now have a plan. Come on. Let’s go!” Judy pulled her daughter behind her as she headed for the park, to the idle horse.
“What? Where are you going? Mom?”
“Horseback riding,” Judy replied, exuberantly. She barely reached the equine before two strangers came running towards it and she had to push an aggressive woman out of the way. “I saw her first,” Judy said, slipping her foot into the stirrup and mounting the horse. It briefly reared and snorted before Judy could take the reins and calm the filly down. “There, there, my friend Flicka, it’s going to be fine. Just fine. We’ll just take you out for a run. Sound like fun? A little exercise?”
“Mom!”
“What?”
Iris was slightly amazed by her mother’s handling of the beast, but was more bemused by what she was doing.
She screamed, “You’re stealing a horse? Not just a horse but a POLICE horse? Are you insane, mother? Suppose they catch us? We’ll go to jail!”
Judy held out her hand and helped Iris jump on behind her.
“If so, honey, then you’ve got to look on the bright side of prison life.”
Iris huffed, “And what’s the bright side?”
“Warm bed and a hot meal.”
Fifty yards from the park, Judy heard gun shots and turned to see who’d fired them. The horse suddenly came to a halt and seemed to watch with interest as a shirtless man in jeans stood over the horse patrol cop and fired three bullets into his chest, making the corpse dance like a marionette. The killer was laughing gleefully as he continued to pull the trigger, even though the ammunition was spent.
The murder happened so quickly that Judy hadn’t time to warn Iris, who watched it all take place in wide-eyed silence.
Judy had nothing to say, so she stroked the mare’s neck.
“We should get going,” Iris said. “I really don’t like it here.”
It took a moment for Judy to get the horse’s attention, but she patted its head gently, and said, “Let’s go, girl,” and after a last look back, the horse loped away, then began to act up, become independent, no doubt feeling some equine emotion. It began to trot, then broke into a full tilt run.
“Jesus, Mom,” Iris said.
“Just go with it,” Judy replied over her shoulder. “This is a good horse. She knows the turf.”
They galloped along back streets, where the crowds and cars were less dense; then sauntered north, towards the Bay, sprinting past the thinning crowds. Eventually exhausted, the horse calmed down and stopped, sniffed the air and then began an easy trot to the north. The beautiful brown seemed to know where it was going, so Judy gave her its head and hoped they thought alike.
The Bay.
It had occurred to Judy that there must be some way across the waters to Oakland. She had no idea what they might find over there, but San Francisco was clearly not a solution, and besides, Oakland was not their destination. It was a way station.
They were going home, back to Bend.
Back to Russ.
The crowds had moved on. There seemed to be fewer large ships in the harbor awaiting a berth. Those anchored looked like floating hotels and were lined with people, still. She looked for the Oahu Queen but didn’t spot it.
The horse had veered east, passed a commercial dock at Fisherman’s Wharf, where it suddenly stopped and Judy and Iris climbed down.
“Should we tie her to a post or something?” Iris asked.
“No, we’ll let her find her own way. I have a feeling she’ll be just fine,” Judy answered, while smoothing the horse’s mane. Then she leaned in and whispered in its ear, “Thank you. I know you lost someone, too, and I am sorry for your loss. Go to the park.”
The horse whinnied, then seemed to nod and began to canter off.
“Cool horse,” Iris said.
Judy agreed, “She doesn’t even know what a life saver she was. Let’s go.” She put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder and steered her towards a wooden railing overlooking the marina. There weren’t many boats left.
“I only see six,” Iris said. “Shouldn’t there be more?”
“Many more,” Judy nodded, eyeing the harbor. Three looked as if they had taken on water and were listing. Two others just looked derelict and rundown.
But there was a canoe.
A man was standing near it, pulling the tug line closer to the dock, wrapped it casually around a pole.
Without a word, Judy took Iris’s hand and led her down the gangway and onto the dock towards the canoe. She didn’t need to explain things now, Iris had seen it, too.
“Excuse me, is that boat available for rent?” she asked the grizzled man.
“Rent?” he laughed. “What are you going to do: Go sightseeing?” He shook his head while he glanced at both females derisively.
“No. Escape,” Judy said.
She didn’t have to sleep with him, but she did give him $100.
He stuffed it in his shirt pocket. “Not that I need it now. Money’s as worthless as eye shadow on a peacock. Too bad you don’t have any gold. Gold is the only thing people trust.”
Judy twirled her wedding band and Iris noticed.
“Well— Thank you so much for your help. I won’t be able to bring the boat back,” she said to the man, and he chuckled.
“No worry. Someone will. Things are probably no better over there, so they’ll take it and bring it back here. Then I can sell it again for cash I don’t need.” He gave them a casual salute. “Good luck, ladies. You’ll be needing all of that you can get from here on out.”
“Anything we should know before getting out there.”
“Nothing I can think of,” the man smiled.
They set out into the bay as the sun was beginning to fall lower in the sky, soon to be sunset. Iris sat in front, paddling, Judy steered from behind. There was little room for them, let alone their backpacks, but somehow they managed.
They slipped out of the small harbor, passing no other boats, into the open bay, where the waters were far choppier than they expected. Iris looked back and said, “Fog’s coming in, Mom. Look at the bridge.” Sure enough, the Golden Gate was blanketed in white and clouds obscured the sun.
“There goes our light,” Judy said. “Let’s go faster. Try and make that island by the Bay Bridge. That isn’t far.” The fog drifted slowly. There was little wind, but the waters churned anyway, and it was hard to keep going straight as the current pushed them further back towards San Francisco.
“I’m getting tired, Mom,” Iris said. “My arms are killing me.”
“We have to fight this current,” Judy said, as a few traces of the early fog swept past them. “We’ll go north, around the island instead.”
“Okay,” Iris agreed and they steered to a new direction and powered the little canoe as hard as they could.
Looking back over her shoulder, Judy felt a fresh alarm and a new wonder.
“Iris, look at the city,” she said, and her daughter turned around.
“Holy God!” she said.
San Francisco was on fire. The skyline was backlit by flames; a shroud of smoke drifted eerily over and in front of the tall buildings.
“We got out just in time,” Judy said.
“Yeah,” Iris agreed. “Now we’ll just freeze to death.”
They kept paddling into a darkening night.
The fog was now all around them, though not yet thick. There were few lights to navigate by, mostly those on the deck of ships on the far side. The bay was devoid of any boats, and the water was becoming blacker and colder by the minute.
Still, Judy had to wonder where all the boats had gone.
For a moment, Iris stopped paddling.
“Mom, is that a ship or an island or what in front of us?” she asked. Judy looked up and couldn’t quite tell. It was just a shape, unformed but somehow unsettling. It seemed to be moving. She thought she saw a light.
“I’m not sure,” Judy admitted. “Let’s take a rest. Let her drift for a bit. Stay low in the boat.”
They came to a stop and the tides moved them towards the south a bit, but their angle still faced what they believed was the opposite shore. Far off, she could see car and truck lights on a highway and was glad she spotted them.
“You know, a few days ago, I might have said, This Sucks,” Iris announced. “But right now, as bad as it is, I wouldn’t trade this experience for much of anything. Except a nice bed, I guess. And some food.”
“Trade for what?” Judy laughed. “The fog and the uncertainty and the hunger and being isolated in the wild waters, not knowing if we’ll see morning, and all this with me?”
Iris smiled beautifully.
“Yeah, Mom. You nailed it.”
“And you’d trade all this for just food and a bed?”
“In a heartbeat, Mom,” Iris laughed.
Judy was analyzing the dark shape through the thickening fog when she was suddenly nearly blinded by a light that shone directly on them. They held up their arms to shield their eyes when a garbled voice called out.
“You in the canoe. Come alongside this craft,” a woman’s voice said through a speaker. “This is the Coast Guard. You are in violation of maritime curfew. Do not attempt to escape. You’ll be fired upon.”
Judy and Iris exchanged disbelieving looks, then began paddling towards the light as fast as possible. Three minutes later they pulled up beside a large white vessel with official markings and a visible crew of five who peered down with interest from atop deck.
“Take this ladder,” a seaman said. “Hand up your stuff.”
They scurried up the ladder and stood shivering on deck while someone handed them blankets and each a cup of coffee.
“Thanks. Do you have any sugar?” Iris asked.
The captain arrived a few moments later.
She was a plain-looking woman in a crisp white uniform. She wore a serious countenance from head to toe.
“Why are you out here?” she asked. “There is a curfew in effect. I could have you run in and jailed for this.”
“We’re really sorry—” Judy began.
“Jail,” Iris interrupted. “Oh, that would be so great.”
“What?” the captain said, and looked at Judy. “Seriously, why would you risk this?”
“We didn’t know. The man who sold us the canoe didn’t mention a curfew.”
“Didn’t mention it?” the captain repeated. “Since day one, all water craft are under the control of the Coast Guard and Harbor Police. We have orders to shoot on sight.”
“What? Why?”
“I don’t know. Orders.” The captain shrugged. “I really couldn’t say.”
“Just seems kind of extreme,” Judy offered.
“Yeah, maybe.” The captain seemed to ditch some edge. “Alright, listen. I’m going to cut you two a break. I’m not going to run you in—”
“Damn,” Iris said.
“Watch the language, honey,” Judy cautioned.
“Look, why is your daughter so anxious for jail?” the captain wanted to know, but she half-grinned.
“Food and a bed,” Judy said.
The captain seemed to lose her professional side for an instant and said, “Ah, of course, I get it. Okay, come inside. I’ve got some bean with bacon soup and some coffee on the stove. You like tuna fish?” she asked Iris, who nodded enthusiastically.
“Not with celery though,” she said, making a face. “Makes me fart.”
By morning, they were far from the bay. They’d run a slow, cautious route northward, then east, and strayed into inlets Judy didn’t even realize existed. Iris had dozed on the captain’s bunk, but Judy couldn’t sleep, so she and the captain, Dianne Hawkes, ended up talking most of the night. They were having coffee as the sun rose before them, eerily orange in the eastern sky. Hawke’s husband was also in the Guard and had been sent to patrol the waters off Port Huaneme, not far from Los Angeles.
“He’s dead,” she said. “Major base, major city; shit, he’d have to have been toasted.”
“Yeah, I know how you feel,” Judy said, touching her hand. “But we were in Hawaii, and I’m certain Russ thought we were killed, but here we are. Not toast. Though toast does sound good.”
They laughed mildly and the sound of it caused all the crew to look over. The last few days had been anything but a chuckle fest, so some of the men, maybe for the first time in awhile, actually smiled, and they didn’t even know why.
“Well, I’m a realist,” Dianne said, rising. “And I just get the sense that Derrick is dead. What about you? With your husband.”
Judy fondled the cup, cradled its warmth and smiled serenely.
“Oh, Russ is alive,” she said softly. “He’s—”
“He’s just about to make a fire,” Iris said from the doorway. “He’s alright. I know it. He’s going to make fire now.”
Judy rose and offered her seat.
“Want some breakfast? The captain says we can have a bite to eat, then she’s letting us off at some island.”
“Bethel Island. End of the line,” Dianne said. “Lot less manic outside the big cities. You’d almost think it was before the war.”
“That would amaze me,” Judy said.
“Prepare to be dazzled,” the captain smiled.
They pulled inside a marina on the south side of the island, a place that seemed to be ringed by housing, with not much in the middle.
“Do you mind if I ask why here? No offense, but it’s not your standard port-of-call. And dazzling isn’t exactly the word I’d use.”
“Channel is at its shallowest just up the way. We need more depth.” Capt. Hawkes replied. “If you don’t like it here, we towed your canoe. You can go up through here, follow this river for quite a ways inland.”
A seaman appeared at her side and handed Judy a backpack.
“Ma’am, the crew thought you might do with some food and drink to take, so we split our rations up and, well, here’s some grub.”
Judy didn’t know what to say, so she hugged him, then turned to the captain and squished her pretty hard, then kissed her cheek.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “So much. I do hope your husband is okay.”
Hawkes was embarrassed.
“Now, get a move on. I have a ship to sail and a crew to piss off. You get your daughter back home where she belongs. Find that husband of yours. That’s an order.”
Judy and Iris thanked everyone, stepped off the plank and took possession of their boat. They waved, then waited until their rescuers had moved from sight.
They turned to the marina.
“So this is Bethel Island,” Iris said. “Never thought I’d see this day.”
Judy put her hand on her daughter’s shoulder.
“Know what Bethel means?”
“What?”
“Bethlehem.”
“Isn’t that a treat?” Iris nodded, looked around, then said, “Well, we’ve seen Bethel. Let’s go.”
“You sure?”
Iris put on her impression of a snotty teen, which she did quite well, then surprised Judy when she said, “I care about Bend, not Bethel, Mom.”
Judy laughed, “You’ve changized!”
Iris looked anything but childlike at that moment. There was a depth to her gaze, a seriousness Judy hadn’t seen before.
“Time for me to grow up, Mom. This is a serious situation.”
“So all the izing stuff is gone?” Judy wondered. “No new language?”
Iris patted her mother on the shoulder.
“Mom, play time is over.”
Russ, Daria and Leo made it back to the lodge, breathless and afraid. When they reached the main gate, Perry locked it back up. They knew Paden, in his boat, wasn’t bringing the Rose Society to the Temple Lodge to have tea. Even if the others weren’t bad guys, they were carrying rifles. They all could see that.
“What can we do?” Daria asked, pacing, as she always did when she was nervous. “We have no way to defend ourselves.”
The situation seemed bleak.
“Have we checked around here for weapons?” Leo asked.
“Of course, we have,” Daria yelled. “You think I’m a fool?”
“I didn’t mean that...” Tabor started to reply, but Russ interrupted.
“I didn’t say anything before, because I don’t like guns,” Perry said. “But I found a cabinet, the place where I put the cocaine. Inside was a rifle and a handgun. There are about ten shells for the rifle, maybe two dozen for the pistol.”
Daria practically beamed. Leo looked relieved.
“You a good shot?” Leo asked.
“Never fired a gun in my life,” Russ answered.
“Good thing I have,” Leo said.
“Me, too,” Daria added. “I think.”
Bolt told Paden and Calderon to row the boat close to shore, while he set out on foot, following the tracks of the people they’d seen on the beach.
Bolt could easily track the footprints in the still damp mud. He could see that the three people had retraced their own steps but, while the tracks leading to the west were close together, meaning they were ambling, those headed east were far apart, which signified they were running. To Bolt, this meant they were afraid of him and his men.
A perfect situation.
Bolt could see Calderon and Paden struggling to row fast enough to keep up with him. They were fighting the current and lagging behind.
“Come on, you pansies,” Bolt called. “I don’t want to lose you two. Yet.”
Calderon called back: “We’re okay!”
Bolt knew both men were idiots and without him around, the whole group would starve. He traced the footprints for almost an hour until he came to a road littered with destroyed cars and trucks.
Behind him, Bolt could hear his men yelling to him and he whirled around. Calderon and Paden were pointing to a sign. Bolt looked but could only see the back side.
“What’s it say?” he called to them.
Bolt didn’t catch their words at first, as both men yelled at the same instant, but the second time, Paden called that it was a sign for the Temple Lodge.
“My hotel.”
They were near.
Bolt waved them ashore but the men had trouble getting the boat onto the beach, until Bolt grabbed the towline and pulled them in as easily as if the boat was empty, then beached the craft.
“Up this road,” Bolt told them, pointing. “Fan out behind me. You take that side, Paden. Calderon, over there.”
They walked carefully up the road, looking into the cars for usable items but saw nothing worthwhile.
“Where are all the bodies?” Calderon asked. “Kinda thought there’d be some dead guys around.”
“Probably washed away,” Bolt said, shrugging.
“Maybe they were buried,” Paden added.
“Fat chance,” Bolt replied, always getting the last word. “Think anyone’s gonna spend time putting people in the ground? Hell, my guess is scavengers took them. Coyotes or wolves or something.”
Both Bolt and Calderon had primed their rifles, but Paden had nothing. The other guns were back at the camp in the hands of men Bolton actually almost trusted.
“What about me?” Glen asked. “If there’s shooting, I won’t have nothin’ to shoot with.”
“Shit, you couldn’t hit the ocean with a hand grenade,” Bolt told him. “You just stay back and let the men handle the rough stuff.”
Paden bit his tongue. In the past, had anyone talked to him like that, he would have started a fight, but Bolt was a powerful adversary and probably felt Paden was the weak link in his gang. Paden was seriously thinking about leaving the convicts anyway and going out on his own. Only the threat of starvation kept him in Bolt’s camp.
They reached the main gate and found it was locked from the other side. A long, high fence ringed with double barbed wire surrounded the perimeter, but Bolt wandered along its edge until he discovered that the fence simply ended a few hundred feet up. He and the others walked beside it and into the woods until the fence gave out, then followed back the other way until back at the gate again.
They walked up the curving road.
And then they saw the lodge.
“Well, I’ll be fucked by rabid dogs,” Bolt said, and laughed. “You see this fuckin’ crib? We’ve been sleeping on hard ground while these assholes have the run of this place? Shit, I should kill them just for sleeping well.”
“I’m thinking Posturepedic beds,” Calderon nodded lamely. He was thinking about a warm bed and some liquor when he saw a tall man step onto the porch.
“Boss, look,” Calderon said to Bolt, and pointed.
The man stood on the porch with his arms folded, a pistol in his hand.
“Gentlemen,” the man called out. “What brings you to our neck of the woods?”
Bolt turned to Paden.
“That’s Perry, right?”
Paden nodded.
“Yeah, that’s him.”
“He doesn’t look very tough,” Calderon said. “I could kick his ass blindfolded.”
Bolt laughed at him.
“Won’t be necessary,” Bolt told him. He lifted his rifle and took aim.
Paden was astonished.
“I thought you were going to save him?” Glen said. “Why shoot him?”
Bolt made a noise that sounded mocking.
“He ain’t as pretty up close. Just gonna wing him,” he said. “Besides, I can always—”
Bolt’s words ended when a shot suddenly rang out from within the lodge. Paden saw a light flash and a puff of smoke come from an upstairs window as a bullet slammed into the ground near Bolt’s feet and kicked up dust. Both Paden and Calderon jumped back, but Bolt acted like nothing had happened. He didn’t even twitch.
From the porch, Perry called out.
“Let’s not be making hostile moves, friend,” Russell yelled. “Just lower the rifle and we can talk.”
Paden saw such anger on Bolt’s face that it frightened him. Even a bullet landing two feet from him was less scary.
“I don’t talk, Perry. I do things,” Bolt answered, his voice even and forceful. “I get what I want. And I want that place. I’m the new landlord.”
Perry didn’t say anything for a long moment. In fact, Paden could see he hadn’t moved an inch, even when the rifle was aimed at him. But then Russell called out to Bolt.
“You put down your guns and send Paden up to see me. Unarmed, hands above his head,” Russell said.
Bolt looked surprised.
“What do you want with this piss-ant?” Bolt asked him. “I’m the man you want to talk to.”
Perry seemed to converse with someone behind him, but then he turned back and yelled to the convicts.
“Fine, same deal,” Russ said. “Put the rifle down, walk up here with your hands over your head.”
Bolt took his time considering it. Finally, he handed his rifle to Paden and turned to Calderon.
“Stick the twenty-two in my back waistband,” he said to Calderon, and the Mexican turned his back so Perry wouldn’t see, then put his pistol in Bolt’s back waistband. Paden doubted Perry could have seen the action.
“When I start shooting, you get the guy upstairs with my rifle,” Bolt said in a low voice. “Anything goes wrong, you go get the boys and come back. Got it?”
“Yeah,” Calderon said.
“Got it,” Paden added.
“Don’t shoot your nuts off,” Bolt said, then started up the road, hands above his head, a strange and malevolent look in his eyes.
Over his shoulder, Perry whispered to Daria.
“Tell Leo to change positions. If anything goes down, tell him to shoot at the guy coming up the road. You fire at the others. They’re in range for your pistol, I think.”
“Okay,” she said. “Your gun isn’t loaded is it?”
“No, it’s not,” he replied. “Shells are the wrong caliber. Get upstairs. Take my room. It’s got a good angle and some protection.”
“I’m on it,” she said, heading out. “Be careful.”
“Good idea.”
He turned back to the man walking up the road in the bright orange uniform of a ward of the state. The man was no bigger than a tractor. He looked to Russ like Brutus, Popeye’s nemesis.
A can of spinach might come in handy, Perry thought.
When the man was fifteen yards away, Russ told him to stop.
“What’s your name?” Perry asked.
“Bolton,” the man replied. “Everyone calls me Bolt.”
Russ nodded. He’d read about him.
“Edgar Bolton, right?” Perry said. “I’ve heard of you. You’re supposed to be a dangerous hombre.”
Bolt smiled unpleasantly.
“I am.”
“So what do you want, Bolton? We’ve got some meat we can give you,” Russ offered.
Bolt laughed with genuine glee.
“I want your meat alright,” he said. “But I want everything else, too.” He started to lower his hands.
“Keep your hands high,” Russ said. He waved his unloaded pistol in a casual way at Bolton’s chest.
Bolt’s eyes narrowed. To him, being ordered around was the worst thing a man could do. Bolt kept a mental list of all those who had tried, but most were x-ed off as he paid them back. Perry was now on his “A” list.
“I’ll put my hands where I want to,” Bolt said with his teeth clenched.
“You move them again, you’ll have an extra hole in your midriff,” Perry told him. Then, for effect, he lowered his aim.
“You cocksucker,” Bolt said.
Perry sighed.
“Look, stop talking tough,” Russ said. “Here’s the deal. We can give you some food and a few sleeping bags, but you aren’t staying here and you’re not taking the lodge over.”
Bolton laughed meanly.
“You haven’t got the guns to stop me,” he said. “I’ve got others back at camp if I need them. You’ve just got three. I saw you on the beach. One of you is a girl. In my mind, you’ve got nothing.”
When Perry also laughed, he saw that Bolt’s reaction was predictable; getting angrier by the second. He didn’t like to negotiate.
“You only saw three, it’s true,” Perry told him. “But do you really think we’d leave this place unguarded? Would you?”
Russ could see almost Bolt’s brain churning, probably recognizing that Bolt himself would never leave his own camp unguarded, especially not a prize like the lodge.
“So how many you got?” Bolt asked.
Russ shrugged.
“Enough. Look, do you want the meat or not?”
Bolt shook his head slowly.
“Don’t need meat.”
“What about the sleeping bags?” Perry went on.
“Nope.”
Again, Bolton started to lower his arms.
“Turn around,” Perry told him.
“What?”
“Turn around or I’ll kill you,” Perry said. He managed to make his voice sound ice cold. Inside he was shaking.
Bolt thought it over. His eyes were challenging.
“Better shoot me then.”
Not knowing what else to do, Russell lifted his gun with an abrupt move and pointed it at Bolt’s head, while also clicking the safety to make noise.
It worked. The action was so sudden that Bolt wheeled around and Perry could see the gun tucked inside his pants.
“Hands down inside the front of your pants,” Russ told him. “Way deep. To your knees.”
Bolt reluctantly stuffed his hands as told but shook his head slowly and angrily while he did. Bolton hated being trumped. He knew he’d have to bide his time and come back another day but felt that Perry meant business. That wouldn’t save him in the future.
Russell took possession of Bolton’s gun and slipped his own back in his pants.
“I guess that ends our little powwow,” Russ said. “Feel free to never come here again. Next time, we’ll shoot on sight.”
“So will I,” Bolton said, removing his hands from his pants, facing Perry.
Then, after a long, menacing glare, Bolt turned and walked off down the road.
After watching Bolton and the others disappear, Russ went back into the lodge.
Daria and Leo greeted him as they came down the stairs.
“That was extremely cool,” Daria told him, giving him a short hug. “You were very brave.”
“Nice work, my friend,” Leo added.
Russell held his hand over his heart, patting it.
“Do you think it’s too early for a drink?”
Three HumVees cruised through open country, along deserted roads, under a bright blue sky. The terrain was mostly rolling, rocky hills covered by high, brown grass. Grant was a little surprised that, once they left the confines of the northern Rockies, the land leveled out. He had seen only a smattering of houses, and no people, in the four hours since they’d left the compound.
Peter was in the lead vehicle, along with Sgt. Meadows, driving, with Cpl. Sinnott and four privates in back. Hitchcock and Dancey, following behind, had similar complements in their rigs, each towing a boat behind the Hums.
The sergeant pointed.
“Colonel, I think I see a gas station up ahead,” Meadows announced, and Peter looked up from his map. A Shell sign poked up above the far horizon.
“Check it out,” Grant said, then used the walkie-talkie to inform the others behind them.
“Excuse me, Colonel, may I ask a question?” Sinnott said in his Arkansas drawl from the seat behind him.
“Sure.”
He leaned forward and draped his hands over the seat. “Well, I was thinkin’ about our HQ. Seems to me there was a couple of places like that that I seen in movies? One in North Dakota and a big one out in Colorado? How do we know they didn’t make it through?” he wondered.
Grant thought it was another fine question from the corporal. Despite his hillbilly accent, Sinnott had a pretty sharp mind. Only one other person had asked him that question since his arrival in Idaho, and that had come from Thomas Warner, now the president.
“Both the op centers you mentioned were well-known, corporal,” Grant replied. “When I was engaged in risk analysis, we determined that the homes of SAC and NORAD would be targeted by no less than fifteen warheads each. Even if they somehow survived within their compound, they’d never get out. Those sites probably look like the Grand Canyon about now. But the truth is, they were both moved or closed a long time ago.”
“So those boys are history, huh?” he asked.
“In all likelihood, yes.”
“What about them subs the prez was talkin’ of?” he continued. “Think they’re still out there?”
Grant nodded absently. They were coming up on the Shell station, just around a bend in the road.
“Yes, Corporal Sinnott,” he answered, “I think they are almost all operational, even if their warheads are spent. With luck, they have enough in the tank to keep them at sea for years. Other vessels might have made it, too. Just depends.”
“Depends on what?”
“Where they were.”
They pulled into the station.
“Here, folks,” Meadows said into the walkie-talkie. “But it don’t look like they’ll do you an oil change right now. Lead vehicle will do recon; you others stay in the HV’s. Don’t want to take no chances.”
There were two old pickups and a Toyota sedan parked by the pumps.
There were also four bodies lying on the ground.
Meadows said, “Corporal Sinnott, check out the station. Corporal McKendry, you take Geiger samples. Wilcox, you do air analysis. Martin, take the bodies.”
Grant and Meadows watched as Martin first checked the dead, then looked back to the HumVee, shook her head, then sliced her neck with a finger. The others fanned out around the station; Sinnott cautiously entered the mini-mart.
“What do you think, sergeant?” Grant asked.
“About what, Colonel?”
“This, our mission, the state of the world,” Peter said.
“Well, sir,” Meadows replied, sticking a toothpick in his mouth and moving it around. “Do you want the truth or a quick lie?”
“Truth.”
“The truth is, sir,” he answered, “that it all sucks like a high-powered Hoover vacuum cleaner. And I think we will be lucky to make it to our destination, let alone make it back.”
Grant sighed, then said, “You’re more optimistic than I am, sergeant. I think we’ll be lucky to get to Oregon and that’s about ten miles away.”
“Glad to hear you look on the bright side, like me, sir,” Meadows countered.
The soldiers hustled back to the Hummer, took off their masks and piled inside.
“All dead, sir,” Martin said. “They were shot.”
“Shot?” Grant said, surprised.
“Yes, sir. Close range. Back of the head,” the corporal added. “From the look of it, I’d say they been dead about a day.”
“Readings are normal,” Wilcox said. “Minor radiation. I don’t think there was much fallout here.”
“Then why are they dead?” Meadows asked. “Who the hell would shoot them?”
Sinnott shook his head. “Don’t know, Sarge. Tell you this: Ain’t no cigarettes, beer or soda pop in there. Ask me, I think they was robbed.”
Judy paddled all day, Iris right there with her, cruising upriver towards the main road: Interstate-5. The shores along the waterway were peppered with houses, most looked abandoned. Aside from a boat that passed them to port and two elderly people who happily waved to them, they only saw a few other; all of them from a distance.
They pulled to the bank twice to eat and relieve themselves, thankful to the Coast Guard crew for granting them food and drink. This one spot looked a bit like Italy and they spread out their blankets and took out a couple of sandwiches, a pickle, a bag of Lays’ potato chips and a warm Diet 7-Up, then shared the food and the view.
It was a beautiful day. No clouds.
“This is nice. Remember when we were in Mexico and went on that picnic?” Iris said. “It was so pretty there. Those lush trees, the mariachis, the green lake. The food was amazing.”
“All those mosquitoes thought so too.”
“Excuse me?”
Judy, nibbling half of a corned beef sandwich, laughed through her nose.
“You got eaten alive, Iris. You looked like you had measles.”
Iris laughed back as she pushed her mom away.
“I did not!”
“Yeah, you did. Used up like three bottles of Calamine lotion and a ton of foundation to hide it. You bitched about it all the way to Guadalajara. And you hated the mariachis! They annoyed you.”
“Well, for your information, I was remembering how fun it was! You didn’t have to turn it into measles!” she said.
Judy stopped laughing.
“Are you serious?” she asked.
Iris looked hurt for a moment, then batted her eyes. “Mother, I am surprised at you. Here I was trying to relive this close mother-daughter bonding thing—
Judy looked skeptical.
“So you aren’t serious.”
Her eyes betrayed her. Iris couldn’t get away with squat with her mother.
“Of course not!” she laughed. “I thought you knew me better than that! I hated that picnic. And the one in London, when I was eight? All those snooty English girls. This one is way better.”
“Surprise, this was the highlight of the trip!” Judy joked. “Glad you like it. It may be our last for awhile.”
“Yeah, I imagine so. Look, I was doing some calculations,” Iris said, then pulled out the map and sat closer.
“Oh right, you are so good with math, I forgot,” Judy said.
Iris ignored this. “See, we’re about here. I saw a sign for Wheeler’s Landing about a mile back, so that puts us here, sort of, and I figure if we go to the end of the waterway, about here,” she pointed, “well, that’s about ten miles from the road. We could make it by nightfall tomorrow. But we’ll be out of food by then.”
Judy rubbed her bangs playfully. “How’d you get so smart?”
“Good genes,” Iris smiled. “You know.”
Judy put down her sandwich, wiped her mouth and turned to her daughter with outstretched arms and eerie, wiggling fingers.
“Well, young lady, I think I do know you well. I know the one thing that scares you the most is the—”
Iris pulled back. “Don’t you dare!”
“But I must.”
“Stop! Mo-ther! You know I hate that!”
“Attack of the tickle monster!” Judy screamed, then wiggled her fingers on Iris’s tummy and rib cage with rapid movements, knowing just where to strike.
Iris, quickly in hysterics, turned gleefully resentful while trying to slap her mom’s hands away and laughing til her sides hurt.
“Stop that! Mom!” she yelled.
“Not until you bring back the Izings!”
“What?” Iris laughed, head flipping back.
Judy stopped tickling, but residual laughter carried. Iris looked at her mom, trying to determine some truth, snorting laughs now.
“Bring it back.”
“What do you mean? Bring back the Izing?” Iris asked.
A range of thoughts and emotions marched across Judy’s face. She suddenly began to cry, then dropped her head on her daughter’s shoulder and bawled.
“Go back, Iris. I need normal,” she sniffed. “Back a year, back before this. Back when I was strong and sure and confident and the light of your life. Me and Russ. Your world.”
Iris, surprised, stopped laughing, then held her tightly, stroking her mother’s hair.
“What do you mean?” she asked softly.
Judy wiped her tears off with one hand and touched Iris’s cheek with the other.
“I don’t want you to grow up yet, honey,” she said with more tears. “I still need my little girl to be twelve.”
Iris let her go, then put a hand under her mother’s chin.
“Listen to me closely. I’ll always be your little girl, Mom,” she said. “Okay? Even when I’m really, really, really old, like you, I’ll always be little girlized.”
Judy, dazed for a moment, turned suddenly happy again, smiled broadly and kissed her daughter all over her face.
“Welcome back, sweet cakes. I’ve missed you.”
“I know, Mom. I missed me, too.”
They reached the end of the inlet when it turned into little more than a stream. They grounded the canoe, packed up and climbed a small hill. At the top, endless fields of what might have been rice paddies, deep in water.
“Well, this sucks,” Iris said.
“We may need the boat again,” Judy said, studying the scene. “That water looks waist deep maybe.”
“Only one way to find out,” Iris said, then ran down the hill and jumped in, landing in a belly flop, laughing hysterically. “It’s like an inch deep, Mom!”
Judy loved this moment; burned it into her memory banks. Iris was a kid again, being silly, getting wet and not caring.
She grabbed their things and trotted down the hill, stuck her foot in the water. “It smells,” she said, bending over and sticking a hand in it. “Yeah, you’re right, way less than I thought.”
Iris, still acting goofy, flopped around like a seal, saying, “I could just live here! So refreshing!” getting the giggles, even without a tickle.
“Let’s start walking,” Judy told her. “It’s a long trip.”
Standing up, sopping wet, Iris marched forward and joined her mother, then slung a dripping arm over her shoulder.
“This’ll be a cinch,” Iris said. “How far is it to Bend?”
“Six hundred miles,” Judy said. “As the crow drives.”
Iris slung the backpack over her shoulder, took one of the blankets.
“Piece of cake,” she declared. “We should get there in about a month. Thank God I’ve got good shoes.” Judy looked down at her feet. They were both wearing worn-out Converse with holes in the side.
“Okay, darlin’, let’s move,” Judy said. “As someone once said, Feets don’t fail me now.”
“Who would say that?”
“Haven’t a clue,” Judy admitted.
They walked north, through the rice fields, until night was about to fall. Now Judy’s concern was that they would wear out before they reached any kind of a roadway. They couldn’t very well sleep in an inch of water, so they pressed on, legs aching, calves burning up, cramping.
Then, just as the sun was about to set, Iris stopped and pointed.
“Don’t you just love a happy ending?” she asked.
Judy looked up and saw the highway rise above the fields.
“All roads lead home,” Judy said.
At the Temple Lodge, Russ and the others had decided that only one person would survey the area, leaving the other two back at the lodge, for safety’s sake. At first, they thought they might split the surveying duties, but then Leo suggested that he complete the mapping alone.
“That way I won’t have to come back here at night,” he explained. “I’m the only experienced woodsman here. Likely come back in a couple of days.”
“And if you don’t?” Daria asked. “Should we come looking for you or just call the cops?”
Tabor smiled and shook his head.
“If I don’t come back in three days, assume I’ve met up with Bolton and his men or that a bear gobbled me up,” he replied.
“We’ll call the police,” Russ grinned.
Leo set out to map the territory, while Daria continued to smoke some of the more questionable meats and Russell finished going through the cars.
Russ found less usable stuff in the vehicles than previously but still managed to find ten pounds of coffee beans, some apples, an entire box of vegetable seeds, plus a large container of his favorite food, peanut butter.
There were cans of Boost and Ensure, hair dryers and stuffed animals. He found an unopened deck of cards.
It became clear to Russ, after he took measure of the haul, that every one of the now-dead escapees had taken what they thought they would need to survive should they live through the war.
A lot of objects had been rendered useless when hit by the flood. Some items were broken, some were repairable; others wouldn’t work after having gotten wet.
But Russell’s best find was actually in the last vehicle he checked, a rented Ryder 18-footer that had two empty barrels. Heavy and awkward, Russ was determined to get them back to the lodge, though he doubted he could do it alone.
Then Perry did something he hadn’t thought to do before: he checked to see if any of the vehicles had keys and still worked. But the Ryder truck had a dead battery and didn’t make a sound when he turned the key; an old Ford was also a bust. He thought the problem might have been the electromagnetic pulse from the bomb, so he unhooked the battery cables and reattached them, but to no avail.
The lion’s share of the vehicles were perched on their sides, pressed against the trees. Of those he could enter, that might conceivably still operate, six still had keys in them. One by one he tried the engines. A Mazda, a Thunderbird, a Cressida, a Miata, all of them failed.
But an old, beat-to-hell Jeep started up right away. Russell let out a victory cry, then shifted into gear and started up the road. About twenty feet up, though, the Jeep began to sputter, then stopped. What Russ knew about cars wouldn’t fill a paragraph, but he thought it seemed as if something was clogging something.
Russ popped the hood and found mud and all kinds of twigs and torn branches strewn about the engine. He carefully removed everything, then checked to see if there was oil, found there was, then tried to start it up again, leaving the hood up.
There was momentary success but then the sputtering started again and the jeep shuddered to a stop. Perplexed, Perry walked around the vehicle and looked in the tailpipe.
Problem solved: a stone was lodged inside. He got a stick and loosened it, then pulled the big rock out and tossed it in the air. It landed in his palm and he heaved it away and into the lake.
“Adios,” he called out to the rock, then hopped back in the driver’s seat, turned the key, roared the engine and drove up the road, making hooting sounds as he rode. When he got to the fence, the old Ford truck was in the way, so he pulled over and went to it, put it in neutral, undid the emergency brake, turned the wheel hard to the right, got out and pushed it backwards. Being on an incline, the truck fell backward and off the road almost at once, away from the Jeep, but close enough to its front bumper to give Russ a slight panic, then slipped over the side and onto the edge of the burial field.
Russ swerved open the gate, then drove the Wrangler up the road to the Temple Lodge, parked and honked the horn. A moment later Daria emerged, wiping her hands on a towel.
She almost skipped over to him, her broad smile intoxicating.
“Wow, you got it to run!”
She smiled beautifully.
“Genius runs in my family. You should meet my daughter,” Russ joked. “Hop in. We’ve got a manly-man chore to attend to.”
He roared off, Daria howling like they were on a wild Friday date, the Jeep kicking up gravel while Russ drove comically back down the road. The swerving around and his adolescent driving made Daria laugh wonderfully. Hearing her laugh inspired Russ, so he kept up his shenanigans until she finally begged him to stop, though she was holding her sides from laughter.
“Cut it out, Russ,” she called out over the loud motor. “I think I’m going to be sick. You drive like a geek.”
He slowed down and braked at the Ryder truck. They hopped out and went to the rear.
“What’s here?” she asked.
“Take a gander,” he replied, opening the doors.
Her eyes went wide.
“Jeez, you’d think I just won a Grammy,” she said. “This is exciting.”
Russ climbed up and extended his hand.
“Give me a hand with these barrels,” he said.
They struggled with the weight and position but somehow managed to lower the big cylinders into the rear of the Jeep. Russ backed down the hill, then maneuvered into position and filled almost a full barrel from three cars using a rubber siphon. The accomplishment left them both feeling exultant and they high-fived each other, then hugged for a long moment.
It was the first time they had really embraced for any extended time. The action felt odd to Russ, but was also extremely comforting, as though Daria was, for that moment, a combined reincarnation of his wife and daughter.
They stood in the roadway, hugging, for a long while, until the barrel was full and started overflowing. Then they abruptly withdrew from each other and quickly moved to salvage the spilling gas by shifting the tube to the second can. After capping that, they drove up the road to the lodge, each with a satisfied grin on their faces.
Leo was enjoying himself. Though he liked both Russ and Daria, Tabor was by nature something of a loner and he relished the chance to be away from other people, at least for a while. His life had been so connected, so social, so regimented by lusts for power and money that his personal vision was skewed.
Here he felt true freedom.
As it was, he had covered a lot of ground and was making notations of anything that looked like a landmark on a memo pad he’d found at the lodge. Using a compass as his guide, he drew a rudimentary map of the land he traversed.
He was scouting the eastern and southern areas, following the course of the new lake the entire day. It was a huge body of water. In most places, the width was more than a half-mile across; in others spots, much further. Though Leo kept hoping to find a narrowing or a link to the other side, he never saw one.
Aside from a few birds, Leo noticed few creatures. But he knew he wasn’t exactly silent in his travels, so he assumed they were either hiding or nocturnal.
Finally, after surveying until almost nightfall, Tabor made camp ten yards back of the water and built a small fire. He ate some of the smoked meat Daria had packed for him, as he made adjustments to his map in the low moonlight.
While listening to the crackle of the fire and the boom from a far off thunderstorm, he also noticed that the night animals were beginning to make their own unique sounds.
One by one they cawed or oohed or growled.
Sometimes they just breathed.
Then Leo heard a noise that made him perk up abruptly.
A human voice called out from a distance: “Hello… You with the fire... Hello.”
Leo scrambled to his feet. He peered into the dark night but couldn’t see very well. Finally, Leo was able to make out that, far across the waters, a man was waving his flashlight back and forth in the air like he was announcing a movie opening.
“Here!” Leo called out, excited. “Who are you?”
Tabor went to the water’s edge, the lake lapping near his feet.
“Park ranger,” the man called back, his voice barely audible. “Name’s Montgomery. What’s yours?”
“Leo Tabor.” He heard his own voice echo.
“Have you found the lodge yet?” Montgomery asked.
“Yes,” Leo yelled. “Three of us are living there. Do you need a place to stay?”
The ranger mumbled something Leo didn’t understand as a thunderclap rumbled closer and covered up his words. Knowing this, apparently, the ranger repeated himself.
“I said, could you take on some other people?”
Montgomery seemed to be losing his voice; Leo wished his cell worked.
“Yes. What about you?” Leo yelled. “Are you okay?”
“Fine, fine,” Montgomery called back. “My wife and I have a cabin but there is not enough room for these people. Not enough food. Do you have a boat?”
“A what?”
“Boat. Do you have a boat?”
“No,” Leo yelled.
“I’ll bring them over in the morning. Okay?”
“Sure thing. I’ll wait here for you.”
Leo waved, then watched the ranger disappear, his torchlight dancing on the trees far across the way.
Tabor hoped he had done the right thing. He obviously hadn’t consulted with his fellow lodge partners but felt both would accept new people into the fold. It was almost a mandate.
As it was, Leo could barely sleep and awoke at daybreak. He stood at the water’s edge until fairly late in the morning, rigid as a guard at Buckingham Palace, when finally he noticed a boat heading his way, coming from the south.
After a moment, the ranger came into view and then so did his passengers.
For an instant, Leo’s jaw dropped, but he closed it quick and pretended nothing was bothering him when the ranger and his charges beached the boat and climbed out.
“I’m ranger Errol Montgomery,” he said, reaching to shake. “Monty.”
The ranger was a tall and muscular black man with a pleasant smile. He gave Leo a solid handshake and didn’t look any the worse for wear; his clothes were neatly pressed and his shoes were shined.
“My wife and I live on the next hill over,” the ranger said, pointing. “We have enough supplies for us, but not for these people. I figured someone was in the lodge because I saw a bonfire burning the other night further up lake. Glad I spotted your campfire last night.”
“I’m glad, too,” Leo said, then cast a glance at the others. “And who are these folks?”
Montgomery turned and motioned for the others to join them. There were four of them, a man and woman, a boy and a girl. The boy was around six, the girl closer to eleven.
“Henry and Song Wing and their kids,” the ranger said. “They don’t speak much English. Well, the little girl does but she hasn’t said but five words since I found them. Traumatized, I guess.”
Leo nodded. He reached out to shake the hands of the grownups. Montgomery was eying him when he did.
“You wouldn’t be mad at them because of the war, would you?” Montgomery asked. “Them being Chinese, I mean?”
Tabor made a face and shook his head emphatically.
“Of course not,” Leo answered. “I doubt these people had much to do with it.”
Montgomery looked slightly embarrassed but was clearly pleased that Leo wasn’t a racist.
“Sorry,” the ranger said. “The look on your face when you first saw them... well, it gave me pause.”
Tabor ignored the comment, then crouched to one knee and looked at the young girl.
“You’re a lovely one,” Leo said to her. The girl’s eyes were blank but, at the same time, very expressive. “What’s your name?”
The girl didn’t answer but instead looked over to her parents. Suddenly, both adults started saying things to her in Chinese, their tones sounded almost angry. Then, all at once, the adults stopped talking and bowed curtly to Leo, then to Montgomery, and started walking towards the lodge, as if they knew exactly where they were going. A few yards up they stopped and waited, yelling again at the children.
The boy and girl ran to them and, while Leo watched, he saw the girl turn back and look at him. She silently mouthed, “Ling,” and Tabor smiled.
“You sure, you’re okay?” Leo asked the ranger.
“I’m fine,” Montgomery said. “I just knew they’d be better off at the lodge. I’m glad someone was using it. If we get desperate, we’ll come join you.”
“Good,” Leo said. “That would be fine. You have any idea what happens up this way?”
He pointed to the east, and the ranger’s eyes followed.
“Yeah, it peters out. When you go maybe six more miles, there is a sheer face straight down.”
“What about the water? How is it being held there?”
Montgomery scratched his head and made a face.
“Best I can tell is that sediment started dropping when the water hit the foothills. Some of the basalt and rocks from as far north as Coulee came with that wave, plus the sides of the surrounding hills collapsed when the wave hit. Basically, we have a couple of earthen dams to the east holding back the water.”
Now it was Leo’s turn to scratch.
“Think the lake will ever go down?”
“Guess is as good as mine,” Montgomery said, shrugging. “Tell you one thing, there’s fish in these waters. Caught three salmon just the other day.”
“Now that,” Leo said, “is good news.”
“You like to fish?” Monty asked.
Leo slapped a hand on his shoulder.
“Does Yogi Bear like Pic-i-nic baskets, ranger?”
“I’ll get one,” Wire exclaimed. “You watch.”
He’d discovered that big fish were swimming in the north lake but none of the convicts had a pole, so Wire and Burgess had gone fishing using a big stick. Paden tagged along.
“Saw this in a movie once,” Burgess told them. He stood perfectly still in a small and calm inlet. When he finally spotted a fish, he raised the stick, then dropped it hard. When it hit the water, it missed the fish but splashed him sopping wet.
Wire laughed uproariously at this, which embarrassed Burgess.
“What movie was it,” Wire laughed. “Loser?”
Burgess gave him a hard look and said, “You know, we could just as easily eat fried Alaskan asshole, if you like!”
At that, Wire stifled his laugh.
“Now, get your ass over here and help me out,” Burgess ordered. Wire complied, but only because Burgess was twice his size, which was impressive in itself.
Ten minutes later, what the men thought were a pair of trout swam around their legs; Wire bonked one on the head, reached down and held up his prize.
“I got one! I got one!” he cried out, but he’d spoken too soon, as the fish was dazed but not defeated; abruptly jumped from his hand back into the water and swam away.
“Shit!” Wire exclaimed, then had to listen to Burgess laugh. This went on for a few minutes, until two other fish entered the area and both Burgess and Wire slammed their sticks into the water simultaneously; and by sheer force managed to not only knock two fish out but, in one case, to sever its head completely.
“Motherfuck, we got trout!” Wire screamed.
“Shit, yeah!”
Back at the camp, the fishermen brought their fellows what they thought were six trout of varying sizes.
“This ain’t no trout, you morons,” Bolt told them, holding one up, snickering. “This is a salmon. And he ain’t too old either. Should be tasty enough. Let’s gut them and then fire ‘em up.”
They cooked the salmon by lancing them with sticks and turning them over in the fire. They ate in silence, aside from their grunts and chomping sounds. Then, after finishing up, Bolt took out a stick and drew a map in the dirt.
Bolton outlined a detailed plan in the plainest English possible. Everyone but Paden was all for the strategy, though Glen didn’t tell anyone he opposed it. Instead, he spent the night trying to figure out how to stop them or to get away.
He decided that nothing short of going to the other side would do it.
Still, Paden knew that Perry and his people wouldn’t believe him, would think it was a ploy, so he felt stuck. The idea of simply stealing the boat had occurred to Paden, to make it impossible for Bolt and the other cons to get across the lake, but he knew he’d never get away with it. For one thing, if he tried to sneak out at night, one of them would hear; at least Bolton would, as his hearing was acute. During the day, a theft would be tougher still.
Glen had no idea how to play it. It would probably be several days before they actually carried out Bolt’s plan, so between the present and the plan, Paden might figure a way out.
He managed to sleep, though never without fear.
The next morning the cons packed up camp and headed east. They walked the entire day. It was rough going and they ran into places where they would either have to swim or take a detour. Burgess and Calderon were in the boat, following the crew, but lagging well behind.
“I don’t like walking,” Cassidy said. “Why can’t I be on the boat? I can row as good as Pancho can.”
Bolt shot him a nasty look. Then, without warning, he grabbed Cassidy by the neck and tossed him to the ground hard, his face landing near the water.
“What’d you do that for?” Cassidy whined, but before he could get to his feet, Bolton reached down and grabbed his hair and slammed Cassidy’s head into the lake. Bolt held his face underwater for a long time, then finally pulled him out and almost spit in his face.
“His name’s Calderon! Comprende?” Bolt screamed. “Call him anything but that, I’ll rip your fucking lungs out!”
Cassidy gasped for air, then turned silent. Neither Wire nor Paden said a word, afraid of catching Bolton’s hell. The day before, Wire had made a crack about not liking cats and Bolt had punched him so hard he was knocked out cold for five solid minutes. Since witnessing that, all of the men were careful what they had an opinion about. Cassidy should have known better, Paden thought, as everyone knew Calderon was Bolton’s cellmate and more.
Being in the same cell made the men very close and it was evident to Paden that they enjoyed pretty rough sex together. Twice before, Bolt had taken Calderon into the woods after dinner. They went far off but Paden still heard the sounds of the men having brutal sex.
He preferred the sounds of owls.
Or chain saws.
The cons traveled up the shoreline until just before sunset, then made camp in a clearing back from the lake. Far to the east, they could see the sheer face of Temple Mountain, Paden realized that somewhere on the ledge was where he had watched as the flood had raced through.
All of that seemed so long ago.
Sometimes Glen would sit by the lake and think, remembering all that had been before. He’d been dense about what had been going on in the world. He didn’t know the U.S. and China were heading for war. He’d never even met a Chinese person. Southern Oregon was not exactly a Mecca for foreign-borns.
One night, Paden caught himself crying, which he hadn’t done for years. He’d never cried when his father hit him with a belt, didn’t cry when his mother left them, didn’t even cry when she came back.
And when his mom killed his dad with a kitchen knife, not one tear was shed. Paden thought his soft sobs likely went unheard, as they were infrequent and late at night. They were always for one person: his sister, Claire.
For her, he mourned.
Not that her probable dying in the war was a bad thing; in a way it could even be considered good. If Glen hadn’t been able to pull together the abortion money, she’d have a child out of wedlock, and being only fifteen, that might have ruined her life, especially considering the circumstances.
But that night, when all of the tribe had gathered and gnawed on a deer they’d bagged, Cassidy asked Paden openly why he’d been crying the night before.
“Heard you weepin’ last night,” Cassidy chuckled. “Afraid of the dark, Paden? Need a night light?”
“Afraid the bears might get you?” Burgess added.
“It was for my sister, okay?” Paden said. “Sue me.”
Bolt laughed hardest. He’d probably never cried in his life, Glen thought. Knowing him, Bolt probably had others cry in his stead.
“Ah, little baby wants his sister to hold his pecker,” Wire teased.
But Paden would have none of it. It was one thing to make fun of him, quite another to say something about Claire.
Glen suddenly launched himself across the campground and grabbed Wire by the neck. He got a good hold on him, too, but Wire was both strong and quick, and quickly flipped Paden onto his back. Glen came down with a thud, the wind knocked out of him; next thing he knew, Wire had him by his neck with one hand, was punching Paden in the face with the other, time after time.
The beating only stopped when Bolt intervened. The others were egging Paden and Wire on, but Bolt stepped up and grabbed Wire by the collar, lifted him in the air, and tossed him across the camp. Wire landed near the fire pit and had to scramble around and jump out before he got burned. He was okay, but Paden was bleeding from several places.
“Listen up, then,” Bolt said. “No one jokes about Paden’s sister. But him and his sobbing are still fair game.”
Glen would have said thanks, but he had passed out.
Russ and Daria missed Leo. They were especially keen to tell him about the gas cans and could have used his help lifting the damn things.
After getting the Jeep up the hill, they weren’t really sure what to do with the gasoline. The tubs were far too heavy to carry and knew they needed Leo’s added strength to lift it, so they left the Wrangler parked at the side of the lodge and went inside.
“Leo’s about the strongest man I know,” Russ said, chopping baby carrots. “That guy could bench press a trailer park.”
She seemed distracted. “Yeah. You mind rice again tonight?” Daria asked.
“What, you never heard of potatoes?”
Daria had suddenly become fond of rice, had been making it the last couple of days, perfecting her technique. She had no explanation for this desire, but all she wanted to eat was rice. “I have brown and long grain.”
“You choose. I’m sure it will be great.”
They had no fresh vegetables, just the canned ones, a few semi-frozen lima beans and corn and succotash starting to turn, so she mixed in some of that with slices of leftover beef and they ate that.
It was not her best meal.
They hadn’t touched the wine for days, or the marijuana either; they may have needed the trio of them to feel comfortable. Leo wasn’t here to share it, so why waste it?
After cleaning up, they collapsed in front of the fireplace.
“When Leo gets back, let’s all take a day off,” she told Russ. “Maybe smoke a little. What think?”
“Sounds good,” he replied.
Perry rubbed his eyes. Tired, he felt he really needed a full day to recuperate from the unending physical challenges they faced. He’d been a newspaper reporter, worked mostly on the phone or sitting at a keyboard or having coffee with leads. The closest Russ ever got to physical labor was yard work on the weekends, raking leaves. Now and then he played racquetball or golf, though golf was really just a stroll with a whack, even if he did feel soreness in parts of his body he didn’t even know had muscles two days later.
Still, the grind of the physical had resulted in a little more tone and definition on his body. He’d walked by the mirror the day before and had to check twice to see if those were really his muscles. Russell’s belly was not quite a six-pack, more like a quart of malt liquor, but at least he was on the road to buffness.
Buff but beat.
“Maybe we should have a picnic by the lake,” he said. “Or up on the north ridge. We never go there. Can you make some more of that bread?”
“Yeah, sure,” Daria said in a quiet voice.
“I love your bread.”
She seemed lost in thought, absently chewed on the end of a pencil. She made notes on what supplies they had, like a shopping list in reverse. Daria was the closest the lodge members had to a computer and they were relying on her talents to keep them all abreast of where they stood. So far, she’d figured out ration portions for the three of them and concluded they could go until late fall on current supplies.
She had also determined that they had enough for about fifty reefers. To test her theory, Russ began to roll some. When he got to the tenth one, however, its pull was too strong and he lit one up.
He passed it to Daria and she smoked it lazily.
“Russ?” she said quietly, after a long stretch of silence. She spoke in a hushed tone one might use in the Library of Congress.
“Mmm-hmm.”
“I have a confession.”
He looked up, had to adjust his eyes.
She was flicking her thumbnail on her front teeth.
“I don’t think my name is Daria,” she told him.
He cocked his head. “No? What then?”
“Rebecca Chase,” she answered, then she looked at him as if to confirm she was right.
“Oh?” Russ replied. “Why do you think that?”
“I saw a picture on a magazine cover. I found it in the basement. Looks just like me,” she said. “I’m Rebecca Chase. Did you know that?”
Russ had inhaled but suddenly laughed and coughed out smoke at the same moment. It was the equivalent of having milk come out his nose.
“Daria, I have to say,” Russ admitted. “I have no idea who Rebecca Chase is. I’ve heard the name, but that’s about it. Are you famous or something?”
Her head bounced up and down, as did her hair.
“I was a singer. Had some hit records not too long ago,” she told him. Her eyes showed no excitement, just confusion. “Any memories I have are coming to me backwards. I remember meeting Paden and then you, and I kind of remember being in a car and driving.”
“And before that?” Russ asked.
“Before that, just dribs and drabs,” she replied. Daria looked nervous and bit her fingernail hard. “Could it be true?”
“Do you think it is?” he said.
“You tell me.”
She reached down beside the chair, then pulled up a six-month old People magazine.
“Is this me?” she asked.
He took the magazine from her and saw what she meant. There was a woman on the cover, smiling hugely, with big shiny lips and a puff of high hair. This cover was probably the reason Russ had found her face familiar. Judy had carried a subscription to People and, while he sometimes glanced at it, he seldom actually read the thing, unless he was in the dentist’s office or at the barber. Gossip held little interest to him.
“What do you think?” she asked.
Russ stared at it some more. He had long thought there was something vaguely familiar about her face but he hadn’t known why. Now he wasn’t even sure what to call her, Daria or Rebecca. They were identical.
“If it’s not you, it’s a dead-ringer,” he answered after a moment. He held the reefer out for her, then slapped his head. “Wait a second. Holy shit. Rebecca is Not A Slut!”
“Excuse me?”
“A headline on my daughter’s magazine. We had a brief exchange. She said— oh, never mind. Yeah, it looks like you. Smile for me.”
She did. He’d made her laugh, so it was a genuine smile.
“Solved that case, Watson,” he said. “New name. New identity. Wait til Leo learns about this one!”
She sat straight forward, took the joint from him and inhaled it, looked towards the fire but not into it. Instead, she was falling into a zone of remembrance, anxious to explore the possibility of recovery.
“It’s maddening not knowing who you are. You’d think if you’d slept with this movie star or that athlete, you’d remember.”
“Can you recall anything of your former life?”
She bobbed her head around, noncommittally.
“Just stuff. Images, mostly. Someone gave me money. Having sex with another guy. Getting drunk. A crowd of men. Flying. Being in a boat. A hotel room with a chandelier.
“My oldest memory is someone saying how pretty I was, how young to be so pretty. Then, all I remember is a bathroom, then a lot of water and watching it rush beneath me. Wandering into the camp where Paden was. That’s about it. Poof. Oh, and I think I smoked. Been dying for a Winston.”
Russ blew out some air.
“Not much,” he said, laughing lightly. “And you think you’re rock star? Maybe all this was just a dream.”
“Look at the story,” she told him. “See what you think.”
Perry picked up the magazine again, flipped the pages. Inside, there were three pages on why Rebecca Chase was such a swell role model with oodles of talent and a nice girl to boot, though apparently not a virgin, having coupled with several of Hollywood’s brightest lights. Next stop: The Grammy’s, where she was expected to win Best Newcomer and possibly Female Vocalist.
Russ put down the magazine and grinned.
“A real pop princess,” he said. “Or at least you look like her, right? Tell me, where did this Daria personae come from?”
She played with her lower lip, gave it thought.
“I’ve been going over that a lot. I saw it on a license, at least I think it was a license. Daria Lane, and it sounded familiar.”
“Lane might have been like a street. Anything else?”
“I think it came from when I met Glen Paden,” she answered. “He was sitting there and certain words he said stuck in my mind. He said I dare ya’ and food and TV. I think I just strung words together so I could make sense of the world again.”
Brows furrowed, he leaned forward.
“So you don’t really know Sara Butters?” he asked solemnly.
“Apparently not,” she grinned
“Instead you’re a pop idol adored by millions?”
“Especially by kids.”
He leaned back in the chair.
“That’s a relief,” he replied. “I love kids.”
Rebecca stared at Russ for a long moment. As he caught her glance, he noticed a curious look in her eyes.
“What is it?” he asked. “I forgot to brush my beard, didn’t I?”
“Would you like to sleep with me tonight?” she wondered, voice leisurely and slightly drawled.
Russ was stunned.
“What?”
“Sleep with me. Like in the same bed. You. Me.”
Russ smiled, blushed and tried to figure out a reply but only knew one: The truth. He shook his head, then held up his ring finger.
“Married,” he said.
“But for all you know—” she began.
Russ’s eyes narrowed and his voice became taut.
“I’m married. And I’m in love,” he said. “With my wife.”
Rebecca said nothing back, just began to cry.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s been tough on us both.”
“I’m sorry.”
Ling walked with her family though the dense forest. Confused and frightened, she pretended to be calm, reasonable, accepting of her new life, but in the back of her mind ran the endless question: What event could have caused such unbelievable misery and death?
In a painful flash, Ling’s world, never on solid footing to begin with, had been annihilated. Now she and her family were having trouble adjusting to a new life, and not for the first time, either.
Ling’s vision: a bright light, a giant bang, the massive cloud that followed; these haunted her day and night. Clouds frightened her. Lightning and thunder made her cower. Ling worried that another explosion might come at any time, so she seldom slept well.
But she had also found bewildering benefits. She was extremely perceptive now. Almost psychic. She felt she could see problems before they emerged. Ling had known, for example, that the road they traveled the first day would peter out because of a mudslide. She knew, as well, that smoke would rise from a cabin and they would be saved, and it had happened like that, at the ranger’s cabin.
Her father had argued that the smoke was the beginning of a forest fire, they needed to get near water, but Ling ran off, away from them, and found the cabin, while the others had to race to keep up.
Now Ling felt something unique and horrible might happen again. Evil in the wind. Her vision made her shake. The problems the Earth was having were far from over.
But Ling also reasoned that every problem has a solution, and sometimes the best course of action was none at all.
So she walked silently with the others towards the lodge, holding a pleasant face for her now-mute brother, while obedient and attentive to her parents’ needs. Ling treated the bai ren, Leo, as her father had asked, like a guide, though she liked the man. She liked his wide face and his happy eyes; she felt safe with him leading. Her father on the other hand was arrogant and unforgiving. He had slapped all three of them often since this ordeal began. Ling felt his leadership of their family’s affairs had been strange during this period.
Poor decision-making. Not listening to reason. Fierce bouts of rage.
And now, for the first time in her life, Ling felt she could not trust her father to do the right thing.
She felt something about him.
His destiny would be revealed soon.
When the bomb went off, her family had been miles away, but had felt its impact as if it exploded on top of them. Fortunate they were far from the blast; favorable winds had saved them.
Ling knew of the effects of radiation. She had read Hiroshima as an extra credit assignment and had been frightened by it. But to have something so awful happen so close made her fearful.
It had such a simple beginning.
Her father and mother had taken a long-planned vacation to the mountains of Oregon and had stayed for several days at Timberline Lodge. Though Ling had been mostly bored, she enjoyed swimming in the pool and playing with her brother, Yan, until one night when some college boys wearing American flag t-shirts drank too much and harassed them, calling them Chinks and pushing her father. Two of the boys tried to goad him into a fight and the only thing that saved him was the intervention of the hotel security men. They booted out the boys but still looked at the Wing’s as if they had instigated it.
Her parents irrationally feared for their lives. As the hostilities between America and China grew more tense, her father did not think Vancouver would be spared in the event of a war and would not go back; he felt they should find refuge not far from where they had been staying.
They drove south.
Ling had been a remarkable student and quite precocious. Her talents were endless. She longed to be a newswoman, a reporter or anchor, but now doubted television would ever exist again. She also liked to sing but had never been able to rid herself of her accent. Her voice, while lovely, held both trill and tremolo, and the one time she had performed in front of an audience, they had laughed at her.
The experience had made her shy.
It was following the nuclear explosion that she had withdrawn into silence, much as her brother, Yan, had done. But Ling knew that the task of connecting with others outside their immediate family had fallen on her shoulders and she made an effort, though she found actually speaking difficult.
Her inability to speak was not a physical response but an emotional one. Ling conserved her vocal expressions by answering only those questions she deemed most valid. Otherwise, she kept her mouth closed. This was compounded by her father’s distrust of bai ren, whatever their color; he instructed her not to speak to them, which gave her more reason to remain mute.
Yan wouldn’t talk at all. Weeks before, he had been a typical chattering five-year-old. He could speak English better than he could Mandarin, but after the explosion, he had gone silent and not uttered a word since.
The ranger and his wife had taken them in. The Wing’s were wandering through the forest, half-starved, had nearly frozen to death the night before. Then Ling had her revelation and followed the smoke and the Montgomery’s saved them. Unfortunately, the house the ranger’s lived in was small, built for one, really, and food supplies were scarce.
Now the family was in the care of the new man, Leo, and while Ling wanted to talk with him, her father still forbade it unless to answer a direct question. The instruction confused her and she privately wondered how long she could stay silent. She felt now that she wanted to talk, that she had things to say.
They walked through the dense woods all that day. The bearded man had offered her some kind of meat but she had declined it. Her brother hadn’t eaten at all, nor had her parents. Ling was hungry, she longed for rice, hoped her parents would soon give up and allow her normal discourse with him.
Leo walked in front, leading the way. Ling understood that they were heading for some kind of lodge and hoped it wasn’t where the college boys had almost attacked her father. Though she liked the place called Timberline, her memories would make staying there difficult.
As night came close, Ling felt a fear coming on. She didn’t know what the feeling was about, only that it was strong enough to taste.
“Father, something is wrong,” Ling said in Chinese.
“All will be fine, daughter,” he told her in his normal, gruff voice, as though he was forever admonishing her. Though his words were reassuring, his tone was not. “You worry too much about that we have no control over.”
“But something will happen, father,” she protested.
“I said silence,” he barked back.
At that moment Leo looked over his shoulder at the Wing family to see what their argument was about and to make certain the family was keeping up with him. Tabor felt their procession had the wrong makeup, as the father walked right behind him, trailed by the young boy, whose name he didn’t know, followed by Ling and then her mother. Had it been Leo’s choice, the father would have taken up the rear, to provide strength in the back.
Leo knew they were close to the lodge and would reach it by the time complete darkness fell. He wanted to keep moving.
But, abruptly, the Wing family stopped walking, the father bellowing out commands in Chinese that made the others sit on the ground at once.
Leo halted, too, then turned back to Ling, knowing she was the lone person to whom he might speak.
“What’s going on here?” he asked. Leo didn’t really think he’d get an answer but the girl surprised him.
“My father says we should rest,” she said in near-perfect English. “He believes we will save our strength this way. In the morning, we can move forward.”
Leo wiped his forehead. It was humid and the long walk had made him perspire.
“Could you tell him we’re almost there?” he asked. “Another hour or so, we can rest in warm beds.”
Ling shook her head sadly.
“You do not know my father,” she said. “He will not change his mind. You would be wasting your time.”
So Leo gave up and sat down hard on the ground. Anyone looking could see he was upset, but what they couldn’t know was that he shared Ling’s fear. It was irrational, as there did not seem to be a reason to be afraid, but it was precisely for that reason that he was concerned.
What was unsettled in the back of his mind was the sudden lack of game and smaller forest creatures. The first day or so, Leo had seen more animals than on display at the Oregon Zoo. But, on this foray, he’d spotted only a few rabbits and one small doe in daylight.
And, at night, when the nocturnal beasts came out to forage, he heard even fewer sounds. There had been owls in the woods just a day before, but now the woods were silent.
It made him feel uneasy.
Where were all the animals?
The problem of limited wildlife was acutely plaguing the convicts on the opposite bank as well. Since they had engineered their escape, they had the pick of the forest. They often bagged deer, even got an elk once, though it tasted awful. Rabbits had been abundant, so were birds, but the men often didn’t know exactly what they were eating and they tended to fancy the venison most of all. Still, not one deer had been spotted since they made their new camp.
As it was, Burgess’s club fishing was paying off for them best, but they were all getting sick of fish.
“I want me some chicken,” Cassidy had declared when Bolton was gone, so as not to rile him. “Lemon, with some rice. Or maybe just some KFC.”
“No chicken left in the world, I’d say,” Wire told him.
“They got chickens someplace. The whole fucking world wasn’t blown up. Bet they got chicken up in that lodge,” Cassidy said, pointing with his chin.
“Maybe so,” Paden told them. “We’ll know soon enough.”
By now they had traversed the hard woods until they’d arrived at a spot opposite the high cliff near the lodge. They’d camped there for two days, with Bolt taking the metal boat out in the morning to search for something, though no one knew what, until that afternoon when he came back with news.
“Boys, boys, boys,” Bolt bellowed upon his return. “Found the answer to our prayers. Can’t see it so well from here, but I found a fucking solid patch of land in the middle of this lake.”
The men all gathered at the shore and squinted their eyes as they peered at the lake. Bolt was pointing but no one could see where it was.
“I don’t see nothing,” Calderon said. “Just water. What are we looking for?”
Bolt looked proud of himself.
“There used to be a hill out there, before the flood drowned it,” Bolt answered. “Now it’s just a little slip of land. We’ve got us a tiny island.”
The men all looked at each other. They didn’t know why a plot of land the size of a Persian rug would mean anything.
“So?” Burgess asked. “What can we do with that?”
Bolt shot him a look, then shook his head in pity.
“From there we launch our attack,” he told them. “Remember the plan?”
Few did, of course. Planning was something Bolt did, the others just played along with his schemes. Lone among those who grasped Bolton’s mean idea, Paden had the biggest clue why the tiny island was critical. He’d been hoping that this, or something like it, didn’t exist, but here it was, likely sealing the fate of those in the lodge.
Of course, had the island not been there, Bolt would have gone to a backup plan but, now, with it fully formed, Bolt could launch his attack not in a few days, but in the next twenty-four hours.
Perry and his crew were goners.
Every day, some of the men had gone hunting but seldom came back now with more than a couple of squirrels and a few birds. Burgess continued to supply them with fish, though, so they weren’t starving.
At least not yet. The fish, too, seemed to be dwindling.
After Bolt pointed out the island, they all went back to camp and Bolt gave them assignments. Some were to find thin but sturdy reeds, while others had to find long branches that had some elasticity to them. Paden located the best of these and got a slap on the butt from Bolton, his sign of endorsement.
Then Bolt set about the business of whittling the wood, until the shape was right, and cutting the ends so the length was correct. He found stones and shaped them into arrowheads, which was a long and arduous task.
Soon, they had six bows and twenty-eight arrows. They searched for spruce trees, which were not plentiful, and used the roots as string. They attached them to the poles, pulling them until they were as taut as possible.
Bolt was as happy as anyone had ever seen him. He called the group together and took them over to where Burgess was fishing. Burgess was having no luck, hadn’t snagged a single fish.
“Stand aside, assholes,” Bolt told them, and they did so quickly. Bolt took one of the arrows and stood in the water. After several minutes, he spotted a fish lazily patrolling the little inlet; he took aim and fired.
The bow held, as did the line, though it unfurled a bit, and Bolt waded out and retrieved his arrow. He had successfully speared a large trout, though the tip had come off on impact. Not one to waste things, Bolt handed the arrow and fish to Calderon, then put his hand deep into the water and felt around until he retrieved the point.
“Now that’s fishing,” Bolt said, laughing, then motioned with his hand. “Let’s go see if we can find some game and save our bullets for people.”
They hunted until close to dark, but found nothing living to shoot at, though they all carried bows and arrows and walked gingerly through the woods, careful not to step on things that might crack and alert the creatures.
After a long search, they finally came to a clearing and saw all the game they could ever have wanted to find.
“Holy Jesus H,” Burgess said.
All of the creatures were already dead.
It was a mass graveyard.
“Jesus, this is amazing,” Cassidy said. “There must be a hundred of them.”
What had killed the animals, or even when, would remain a mystery to them.
“Let’s not drink from this water,” Paden suggested, and each of the group nodded in agreement.
Endless nothing.
“What the hell kind of people live out here, anyway?” Major Dancey asked as they got out of the HumVees. “Exiles and hermits?”
They’d traveled many miles of even more unforgiving land, as if that were possible. No human beings in sight. More frightening, they had not seen a bird in 200 miles.
“Not many people ever did live here,” Hitchcock said, “but their numbers do seem to be thinning.”
“Never seen land so barren.”
The major was a native of Kansas City, a sprawling metropolis in the center of the nation. Had Dancey ventured even fifty miles in any direction from KC, he might have seen equally lonely stretches of land, but none so unpopulated. Peter thought he was kind of a dim bulb.
The expedition had yet to encounter a single living person, but they had found nine other dead bodies along the way. Now and then they passed a store or a gas station, but all were deserted. Still, at each stop, at least one corpse. Grant had presumed that a radioactive cloud had passed this way and they had died of the poison it would have carried and dropped to the ground.
Nevertheless, that didn’t explain the four shots in the heads at Grangeville, which looked like nothing less than execution murders. Grant found it troubling in a way he couldn’t put into words, nor would he try. Reflecting on the found bodies, one was Asian, the rest were Latinos. This only added to his disquiet.
They had stopped at a Chevron station near the border, where a bridge spanned the deep Snake River and crossed into Oregon. There they were able to fill their tanks, while Dancey and Meadows made contact with the Compound. They each gave their reports to the president while Grant and Hitchcock sat on the ground, staring at the beautiful, if spartan, rolling foothills of the Blue Mountains.
“I wonder why they call them the Blues?” Hitchcock wondered aloud.
“I think they get a blue cast to them as the sun sets,” Grant answered, knowingly. “Or maybe someone just thought it was a cool name.”
He was surprised when she laughed. It seemed genuine, and real levity was something rare with this woman.
Then they sat in silence for a long period, listening to wind and trees and soldiers working in the background.
“Hitchcock, let me ask you something,” he said a moment later. “What was your reason for being at the Compound? What was your area of expertise?”
She looked at her boots and seemed bemused to consider the question.
“I’m afraid that’s classified,” she told him.
“Oh, come on,” he started to say.
“You’ll find out soon enough,” she said. “Let’s just say, I will lead by example.” She stood up and brushed off her pants.
“Well, aren’t you just the cryptic one,” he replied, also rising. “Are you always so mysterious?”
“Yes,” she said, as she began walking back to the HumVee, “I am.”
Major Dancey was having a smoke away from the gas tanks, and Grant decided to spend some time with him. So far, their exchanges had been limited to official business, with no personal interaction at all.
“What’d the president say?” Peter asked.
Dancey shrugged as he took a drag.
“What you’d expect. Lot’s of ‘counting on you boys’ and audio high-fives,” he answered.
“You don’t sound impressed with the man,” Grant said.
“Not my business,” he replied. “The American people elected him as the understudy, with a little help from the electoral college.”
Peter sized him up. They were about the same size and equally fit, though Dancey probably bench-pressed his own weight. He had sandy-colored hair and a near-perpetual sneer.
“You sound like you’ve been taking tactical lessons from Hitchcock,” Grant said, joking.
Dancey dropped his cigarette and crushed it underfoot.
“I should. She’s been my C.O. for three years,” he replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get us ready to roll on. Meadows seems incompetent.”
Something suddenly struck Grant; something about the tone the major was using, not to mention the substance of his response.
“Dancey, let me ask you a question,” he said, not waiting for a reply. “Who hand-picked these soldiers? Meadows?”
Major Dancey turned back and laughed, but it came off like a snort.
“Meadows? Hell, no. He was the only one we didn’t pick.”
“We? You mean you and the president?” Peter asked.
Dancey shook his head and smiled to himself. “Me and the colonel,” he replied, then grinned more broadly and moved away.
Janine Hitchcock was becoming more of an enigma with every passing second.
Being armed to the teeth and as high-tech as any outfit in the American armed services had ever been, gave the force some advantages. For one, they were constantly being tracked by the president and the senior personnel back at the Compound, thanks to the GPS gear they carried with them. For another, their firepower was greater than they would likely ever need. Unless they came face to face with a battalion of aliens, Grant thought they could face-off against the roughest crew imaginable, short of a Marine contingent. Lastly, back at the compound was a Chinook helicopter capable of sending reinforcements. The only reason they hadn’t selected that option was that the bird could only fly so far without refueling, and gas for the Hummers was easier to locate than the nearest airport with aviation fuel.
They drove on through the Blue Mountains, south towards Burns, still not finding survivors. With each passing mile, Grant was concerned that they would find no one, ever.
They had made decent time but were still not near the town, when it finally became apparent that the sun would set before they reached the place. They pulled off at an Oregon state rest area and decided to pitch tents in the picnic area alongside the rest rooms til sunrise.
Although Dancey and Meadows had made the initial contact with the president when they were still in Idaho, this time Grant insisted on being the one to make the connection. While Meadows prepped for the call, Hitchcock said she was going to send out five men to recon the perimeter while it was still light.
“Good plan,” Peter said. “Have the others set up tents and have Derringer get grub out.”
“Will do, Colonel,” she said, then mock-saluted, underlining that those orders had already gone out, by her command.
A few moments later, the president would be on the radio and Grant was going to tell him what he knew.
So far, it was a grim picture.
President Thomas Warner had never aspired to his position. He had not sought the vice presidency either, but had been content to be the first black senator from his state. That the party had chosen him as the running mate had been based largely on a speech he’d given four years earlier that electrified all those who heard it. In truth, had the party bosses known they might win, Warner’s chances of nomination would have been remote.
He now ruled what had been the mightiest nation on Earth, but instead of 300 million Americans, his charges, as far as he knew, numbered less than seven hundred.
And some of them were in the field.
Earlier, the brain trust had fixed whatever glitch had caused the electronics to stop functioning, and they now had many of their systems back online.
Warner took a seat at the primary console, above the fray. From there he had a clear view of the main room, where all the data the techs could muster –especially from satellites still responding– would again give them a clear picture of the globe. Many of those stationed at the consoles were scanning radio frequencies, trying to make contact with someone, anyone.
Most of the monitors were operational; not so for the satellite feeds, which were intermittent. Monitors went off, then back on.
As he waited for the call from the expeditionary force, due in less than four minutes, Warner studied the central digital map in the middle of the wall. It showed a dark world with only sporadic lights. As far as anyone knew, Lima, Peru, was the largest inhabited city on the planet.
Surprisingly, even San Francisco was dark, a troubling new development. The president worried that he’d sent his finest team on a wild goose chase.
He was studying the board when another unexpected development occurred. He heard a distant pop and the motherboard suddenly went black. One by one, the panel displays shut off again.
“Damn it.”
His door flew open and Major Lewis Moss raced into the room without knocking. Before Warner had a chance to reprimand him, the major screamed, “Sir, we have a problem. A big one. We’ve discovered something about Hitchcock and now three more HumVees are missing—”
Within this announcement, a mere instant later, President Thomas Warner saw a brilliant flash of light.
No contact.
“What do you mean?” Grant demanded.
“I mean, I can’t reach them, sir,” Meadows insisted. “The line appears to be down.”
“How can that be?” Peter wanted to know, but before Sgt. Meadows could answer, there was a sharp crack from a distance. Grant turned to the source. When he looked back, Meadows was holding his head, blood gushing out.
“Oh, my God!” Grant screamed, lurching forward, trying to reach his sergeant and somehow stop the bleeding. But before he could, he heard another crack and watched as the side of Meadows’s head vanished in a spray of blood.
Grant, in shock, mumbled, “What just happened?” He stared at the fallen, tried to get a grip on this, when Lt. Col. Janine Hitchcock suddenly appeared, standing above him, her right hand gripping a pistol. Small puffs of smoke wafted from the barrel.
“How did this—?”
“Colonel Grant,” Hitchcock told him, slipping the weapon into its holster, “I’m relieving you of command.”
The morning brought the promise of rain. Russ stood ready with the Geiger counter.
“Clouding up big time,” he told Daria. Even thinking that he had to adjust to a new name caused Perry discomfort. He liked the name, ‘Daria,’ and wished he’d never learned she’d been some huge rock star in a previous life.
She came over, draped an arm over his shoulder.
“Looks bad out there. I hope Leo gets his butt back here before this storm hits,” she said, peering at the angry-looking sky. “Could be a whopper.”
“I have a feeling he will, Daria,” Russ said. “Wait, I’m sorry. Do you want to go with Rebecca now?”
“I’m not sure, I think I’ll need some sign from God or something. I like Daria okay.”
The first drops began to fall.
“All the cans and pots in place?”
“Ready to catch the rain,” she replied.
Russ laughed. “And mud.”
They made some breakfast and sat by the window. They watched the storm slowly come in and waited for Leo to return.
Ling woke up first, the sun routinely ten minutes behind her. This day she knew would be stormy. The clouds were the color of pewter and were pregnant with rain.
Ling prayed no thunderstorms would pop up.
She rubbed her eyes and yawned, then looked over at the others. Leo was five feet from the family, sleeping under the lightest of blankets. He seemed to be shivering. He’d given his sleeping bag to Ling but she handed it to her mother, who unzipped it and draped it over all of them.
Ling’s family lay beside her and she had to sit up straight to see them. They had all slept together like sardines, her father and mother like spoons. Her brother always took the outside, acting manly, as if to protect his mother.
But when Ling looked up, Yan was gone.
She screamed.
“Where’s Yan?” she cried out. She bolted up, and ran around the camp searching for him. “Where is my brother?”
The others were awake in no time.
“Where is my brother?” she repeated in Mandarin.
Leo was on his feet first, but had to shake his head to clear it. He’d been in the middle of a bad dream and awakened to another, though this one was real.
The Wing’s were all running around the makeshift camp, searching for Yan. Ling looked wide-eyed and afraid but stood very still and bit her quivering lip, tears streaming from her eyes. Her parents were arguing nonstop in words that Leo could not understand.
Tabor stepped to the spot where Yan had been sleeping and peered at the ground, trying to discern what had happened, but failed. He wasn’t experienced at reading track, and the movements of the family had obliterated any clues from the immediate area.
“Everyone calm down!” Leo barked, and the Wing’s fell silent. He turned to Ling and said, “Tell them we will search. We’ll each go in a different direction. Can you tell them that?”
Ling nodded, then spoke a flurry of words to her parents. Ling’s father screamed something in an angry tone, but Ling surprised everyone by yelling back.
The Wing’s looked startled that their daughter had spoken with such force. Her father came over to her, his arm raised as if to strike her, but Ling held her ground, said something confrontational and her father’s hand lowered. Ling’s mother was more hysterical.
Leo stepped in and held Ling by the shoulder.
“Look, you go that way,” he said, pointing towards the lodge in the west, then in other directions. “Your mother goes there. Your father there, and I will go back along the trail. Spread out and walk slowly. Look at the ground for signs of movement or footprints. Listen closely.”
Ling nodded, then relayed the information to her parents. Though her father glared at the young woman, he nodded curtly and set off, while first hissing something to his wife.
The Wing’s went their separate ways, staring at the ground and all around for signs of the little boy.
Leo had only the vaguest idea of what might have happened. His guess was that Yan had probably had to pee and got lost, or was nearby, perhaps hiding as if it were a game. Leo preferred not to think otherwise, because the alternatives were too frightful even to contemplate.
Ling walked near to the water’s edge and stared at the lake. Her hands were shaking , she felt cold. Her newly developed senses were seemingly failing her now, useless. She felt she should try to calm down, get in touch with them, so, rather than peer at the ground, she closed her eyes, stood motionless and listened to the wind, then felt it.
Images passed before her mind’s eye, unrelated to reality, until something tangible stuck and she abruptly turned from her place and began running back to the camp. Ling raced past Leo, who was crouching down, inspecting a marking on the ground.
“Come,” she said anxiously.
“Where are you going?” Tabor called as Ling ran past.
“My brother,” she yelled back. “This way.”
Then, in Chinese, Ling began to shout to her mother, who suddenly appeared from the bushes. The mother seemed flushed and nervous and Leo thought she looked ready to faint from simple grief. Her lips were trembling.
“Come, come,” Ling called, and the three raced into the trees in the direction of where her father had gone.
The forest became sparse, and they entered a place where the flood had ravaged the terrain; trees were uprooted and had formed a small glen. Ling seemed to instinctively know where she was going, so Leo held her mother’s hand as they tried to keep the girl in sight.
Suddenly Ling stopped. She looked back to her mother and Leo, then pointed ahead of her, past some boulders. Her gaze was direct but her hands shook like she had a nerve disorder.
“There. Behind the boulders,” she whispered loudly.
Leo followed her line and saw what she meant, then withdrew his pistol and started to move forward cautiously.
“Wait,” Ling said.
“But I can get a clear shot!” Leo protested.
“Wait.”
The little boy was laying on the ground, his father just a few feet from him. The father was down low, staring face to face with a large brown bear. The man held a small hunting knife in his hand.
All at once, Wing dove forward, just as the bear stood on its haunches and roared. He stabbed the bear in its side, then jumped back and away. To Leo, it seemed as if the father was trying to simultaneously attack the creature and draw it away from the child.
It seemed to work. No one had any idea of how badly, if at all, the stabbing had hurt the bear, but it lashed out at Wing with its huge paws and caught him on the arm. Blood sprayed from his bicep as the sharp claws shredded his clothing. Wing jumped back, then turned to Ling and yelled something in Chinese.
Ling suddenly bolted across the grass and raced to her brother. Her movement caught the bear’s attention and it whirled around, apparently thinking it was being attacked on a second front or that its prize was being taken. Its roar passed through Ling’s body.
She stopped and turned, holding her ground, reaching down for Yan while simultaneously bowing to the bear.
Ling’s eyes looked neither afraid nor threatening and she managed to catch the bear’s gaze and held it.
“You are such a strong animal and this one is so small,” she said to it, showing her limp brother, cradled in her arms. “You have injured him. We need to get him help. Perhaps another day I might provide you with something you need? You do not need this little one—”
Henry saw that his daughter had somehow stopped the bear. It was standing on its haunches and had its front paws ready to attack, but still it just snarled as she was speaking.
Seeing opportunity, he leaped forward, swiped the blade, screamed, and stabbed the bear in the back twice. He quickly backed away and hid behind some boulders.
His tactic gave Ling the chance to run. But the wounded bear noticed and, ignoring its own pain, turned to Ling and swung a huge paw at her, missing her face by an inch.
She moved quickly, ran away, the bear chasing her in a lumbering but surprisingly agile way.
Henry appeared again and attacked the bear. He dove into the air and landed on the animal’s back, furiously stabbed it again and again as the bear roared in anger and pain. Then the beast suddenly halted, turned around and raised a paw to take a swing at him. Had the blow connected, Wing would have been ripped apart.
Leo knew he finally had his chance so he took aim and fired his gun three times at the massive bear, missing twice. One slug hit the creature in the shoulder and fur and blood splayed out. The bear cried out a terrifying roar. It knew well the sound of gunfire and stopped its movement. It stared momentarily at Leo, seemingly unfazed by the bullet wound, so Tabor fired the gun again but his shot was off, the distance too great and the bear’s motions too quick to score a hit.
The beast looked around him and appeared to give up. It loped into the woods while Ling’s mother ran to her children, and Leo raced over to Wing.
The father was bleeding pretty badly, his sleeve ripped away. His arm streamed blood so badly that it looked like a Halloween costume. Leo pulled off his jacket, then tore off a shirtsleeve and tied it around Wing’s arm. The father appeared ready to pass out, but regained strength, got up and walked hurriedly over to his family.
Mrs. Wing was inconsolable, holding her limp child and rocking him, all the while uttering soft words in Chinese, though they were unintelligible between the sobs, even to Ling.
Ling had tears in her eyes and wiped them, only to be replaced by fresh ones.
The father tried to comfort his wife and attempted to hold his son, but Mrs. Wing screamed at him and Wing dropped his head sadly and backed away.
Leo went over to Ling, whose shoulders were low, her head bowed.
“Is your brother okay?” Leo asked.
She looked up at him, her eyes puddles of tears.
“I don’t know,” she said softly. “The bear bit him badly in the shoulder. The wounds are deep.”
“I’m sorry,” Leo offered.
She shook her head.
“He would have lived a difficult life,” she said. “Maybe it is a blessing.”
Leo nodded, knowing there was truth in her words, but knowing, too, that the girl didn’t believe it.
“I think he’ll be fine,” Leo said.
Then the rain began and the skies poured tears down from the heavens.
Russ and Daria stared in amazement at the rain, falling like a Shower Massage set on high. The area around the lodge was soon covered by inches of water; it seemed as if they were harbored in a boat and not in a lodge.
“This is amazing,” Daria said. “I’ve never seen rain like this.”
Russ looked at her.
“Where are you from again?” Perry asked her casually.
“Florida, maybe,” she answered after a moment; then she smiled. “I don’t know, really. It sounds right.” She kissed his cheek. “Thanks for helping me at least try to remember. Hell, it might be Nova Scotia for all I know.”
He blushed, grinned, then said, “If you’re from Florida, you’ve seen rain like this before. I worked in Miami for six months once and it was like this almost every afternoon. Except there we got lightning with it.”
As if on cue, lightning struck nearby and the boom that followed made them both jump.
“Why don’t you just shut your mouth,” Daria teased. “Next time say it rained chocolate pies instead.”
“IT RAINED CHOCOLATE PIES!” he yelled to Heaven. They searched the skies but no pastries fell, but they both laughed.
Her head suddenly plopped on his shoulder, arm draped around the other.
“I meant what I said,” Daria told him. “Last night.”
He took her hand.
“I know,” he said. “It was the greatest compliment I ever got.”
She lifted her head and her eyes brightened. “Really?”
“Absolutely.”
She leaned back and twirled her tight neck.
“My best compliment was a guy in Chicago who said I deserved the ten grand for—” Daria said, abruptly stopping. “Oh, my God. I remember something.” Her hand went to her mouth.
“Ten grand for what?” Russ wondered.
She blushed. “That’s not important, what’s important is that I remembered something.”
Russ didn’t know what to say. He had a vivid imagination and the way she said it— ten grand for what?
“I remembered,” she said, dreamily. “I really do.”
Russ took some Geiger readings in the rain. The levels were higher but still safe, if Leo’s guidelines were accurate.
From the porch, Russell could see down the road and his eye caught sudden movement. Several humans, obscured by the downpour, were coming up the road.
Perry ducked into the lodge and called out to Daria.
“We’ve got company,” he said.
She appeared at the door to the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel.
“Who is it? Leo? Paden?” she asked.
“Can’t see clearly,” Russ replied, picking up the rifle with the scope from the cabinet by the door. He opened the weapon up and checked for shells. Loaded.
“Are those the people with Paden?” she pressed.
“Daria, I don’t know. I’ll go find out.”
He went out the door cautiously, then raised his rifle and peered through the scope. After a moment he was able to make out the faces.
“I’ll be damned,” he said softly. Then he ducked back into the lodge and called out to her.
“It is Leo. He has people with him,” he said, putting the rifle away. “Someone looks hurt. Boil some water, will you?”
She was already back in the kitchen but called out that she was on it, then started up the stove and put a kettle on. From there she went to the closet and got some white towels and clean rags.
Russ pulled on a too-small raincoat and found a barely workable umbrella and dashed out to help.
Perry waded through the water, which was now about five inches deep, and caught up to Leo and the others. He didn’t immediately notice that Tabor’s companions were Chinese, but saw that a woman was holding a small boy in her arms. Russ handed the umbrella to the young woman, who used it to shelter her mother.
“We were worried,” Russ said to Leo. “Now I see we had reason to be. Are you alright? Is the child okay?”
Leo was drenched and shaking.
“The boy’s hurt pretty bad,” he said. “God, I wish one of us was a doctor.”
They made it to the lodge, where Daria greeted them, showed them inside. She tried to take the child, but the mother wouldn’t let go.
In the main room, Mrs. Wing laid the boy on the rug in front of the roaring fire. It had been a cold morning, and Russ had started the fireplace early. The father and mother were weeping, but the father still took one of the rags and wiped dripping blood from the boy’s neck.
They were all sopping wet and pink puddles formed beneath their feet.
Ling stood off to the side, alone with her thoughts.
“What happened?” Russ asked Leo.
“Bear got him,” he replied softly. “Apparently took him in his sleep. It’s a wonder we weren’t roused. Sneaky bastard.”
“Did you get the bear?”
“Not entirely,” Leo answered. “But when the rain stops, I’m going after him.”
Daria returned from the kitchen, a heavy tub of hot water in her hands. Russ helped her put it on the floor. The father nodded thanks, then dabbed at the boy’s wounds with damp towels and ignored his own.
“Will he be okay?” Daria asked anyone. When no one answered, she turned to Ling. “What’s his name?”
“His name is Yan,” Ling told her. She stared straight ahead, her arms crossed, her body shivering.
Daria didn’t press the girl, but instead went off to get as many towels as she could find and came back and draped some over the girl, and on the older woman, whom she assumed was the girl’s mother.
“He has lost blood,” Ling told Daria.
Suddenly, the Chinese man shouted out something forcefully and Ling replied in Mandarin. Then she turned to Daria.
“Do you have needles?” she asked. “Or pins?”
The question surprised Daria and it took her a moment to think.
“There is a sewing kit upstairs. Perhaps in there,” she started to say.
“Get them please, then place them in boiling water,” Ling said. “Also, have you any herbs?”
“A few, not many,” Daria nodded.
“Show me when you return, please.”
The girl’s calmness and authority impressed Daria. She wasn’t even a teenager, yet her countenance belied her years. Daria still couldn’t recall much of her own life, and had no idea how she would have reacted if her own brother had been injured so severely. As it was, she didn’t even know if she had a brother.
She found the sewing kit and a range of needles of varying sizes, along with quite a few pins. She put them in some boiling water. Then she grabbed tongs and took the pot to Wing, kneeling by his child, wiping his forehead with a damp cloth.
“Herbs?” Ling reminded her in a quiet voice.
Daria nodded. “In the kitchen, yes.”
“Would you show me?”
“Of course.”
While the two young women went to the kitchen, Leo came down from upstairs. He had gone to the bathroom and brought back some bandages and witch hazel, which he handed to Wing.
Henry Wing used the bandages to cover his son’s wounds. Then, he removed Yan’s clothing as his wife helped him. They turned the boy over so he was lying on his stomach and Mrs. Wing used the tongs to pull the needles from the pot, one at a time, as Wing placed them in his spine.
Russ and Leo just watched, feeling helpless.
“What’s he doing?” Leo whispered to Russ.
“Clueless.”
“Why doesn’t he just sew him up?”
At that moment, Ling and Rebecca came back from the kitchen, carrying some of the few herbs they had found; Ling answered his question as she handed them to her mother.
“Acupuncture and Chinese medicine,” she said. “This is what my father does.”
The men nodded in near-unison, then watched as the elder Wing placed the needles in particular places on the boy’s body. Some went in his spine, some in his feet. When one of the needles was placed in his hand, the boy’s body jumped. This caused a flurry of talk between the parents, though none of the words were understandable to the others aside from Ling, who held up her hands near her face, as if praying.
“What’s going on?” Daria asked.
Ling started to cry.
“I am needed,” Ling answered.
“To do what?”
“Magic,” she replied.
Ling stood behind Yan’s head, towering over him; his face upside down. She stared at her brother a long minute, hands clasped before her, muttering words no one understood; then, eyes closed, she placed her hands on his head and pressed.
Her mutterings became louder, less comprehensible. Even her parents looked at one another.
Ling slowly raised her hands away from Yan, then spread her fingers as if to expel something from him, into the air. Her arms outstretched as if to accept something from above, then she repeated the process, touching his wounds, lifting her arms and spreading the wound into the sky.
She stopped, bowed to her brother, bowed to her parents, bowed to the others, and stepped back towards Daria.
Daria just looked at her, thinking, What the fuck, but Ling seemed to read her mind.
“He might live, this is what matters. Not what you saw. Not what I felt, not what I said,” she explained, then began to cry, bawled copious tears, as she rested her head on Daria’s shoulder, and was held in a tender, sisterly way.
“It’ll be alright,” Daria said, hugging her, then was suddenly unable to hold back her own tears. “Really. You’re home now. This is home now.”
“I hope and pray,” Ling cried.
“What’s he doing?” Leo asked. “It’s weird. I’m used to scalpels and MRI’s and shit, but this seems, I don’t know, too easy.”
“I’m not giving up hope yet,” Russ said. “These people have 3000 years of history doing this kind of medicine.”
“Guess that’s enough time to get it right,” Leo said. “Hope the kid’s okay.”
They watched in silence as the father used the rest of the needles, then sat back on his feet as his shoulders visibly fell in exhaustion. Mr. Wing looked at his wife and they exchanged glances. Finally, he removed the pins and everyone waited.
A moment later, Yan moved a little. Then his big eyes opened slightly and he tried to get up on his knees. His mother shrieked and cried tears of joy as the father carefully held the boy to help him sit straight.
Yan looked doped up, his eyes seemingly unfocused. He turned his head and looked at his mother as though trying to remember who she was, then did the same to his father.
Eventually, the boy looked at Ling and raised his arm to point. His eyes were almost crossed and he blinked several times.
Ling held her hands to her face.
“Yes, little one,” she said, her voice clogged with emotion. “We are all here.”
But the boy shook his head and wiggled his finger at Daria. His eyes focused clearly on her.
“Becca,” Yan said in a small voice.
The family looked at Daria, who looked stunned.
“Becca,” he repeated, pointing harder.
“Yeah,” she told the boy, and then kind of giggled, though her eyes welled up. “I guess I am Rebecca Chase.”
The Wing’s stared at her for a long moment, then simultaneously said something to Ling, who turned to Daria.
“Your music is now welcome in our home,” she said. “Before it was not. It was, how you say, crap?””
Against all odds, everyone laughed.
“Guess we solved that riddle, Rebecca,” Russ said.
“I guess we did!” she almost screamed, the felt a tap on her shoulder.
“May I have your autograph?” Ling blushed. “For my brother.”
“Who’s Rebecca Chase?” Leo asked.
The rain fell hard on the convicts; they had no shelter, aside from the branches of the big trees above them.
“This sucks,” Cassidy said. Bolton was still out on the lake, and when Bolt was gone, Cassidy complained.
“Just shut your mouth,” Wire said to him. “We’re all in the same boat as you but we ain’t squawking every ten seconds.”
Cassidy glared at Wire.
“Maybe you’d like to make me?” he said. “We could dance some if it suits you.”
Paden held no love for either men, but it was Wire who’d banged up his face. Glen knew he was no match for any of the cons in a fight. They knew moves he’d only seen in kung-fu films. Paden had, for the most part, been silent the last day and kept his distance.
“I would like to make you,” Wire answered. “But Bolt would kill me, so I’ll just wait til after.”
“Til after what?” Cassidy sneered. “Hell freezes?”
“No,” Wire explained. “Until after Bolt is dead.”
Laughter engulfed the camp.
“Hey, Wire,” Calderon called over. “You give me your knife or I’ll tell Bolt what you said. Think he’d like to hear you think he’s gonna die?”
Wire silenced himself. In fact, the entire camp went quiet. They all listened to the rain until Cassidy spoke again.
“This really sucks,” he said.
Later, after the rains stopped, Bolt came back. He beached the boat and strode into camp, sopping wet.
“You boys get any grub?” he bellowed.
Calderon shook his head.
“Nothin’ out there, boss,” he answered. “Woods are dead. And fishing in the rain don’t seem to work. I think the fish go to the bottom when the rains come.”
Bolt was displeased. It showed on his face.
“Okay, then, we’ve got to make our move soon or we’re gonna be like them animals in that field,” he told them. “I’ve been out on the lake and something weird is happening.”
“What?” Burgess asked.
“The little island is getting bigger,” Bolt replied.
“Which means?”
Bolt shrugged.
“Well, moron, it means the lake is going down.”
“Is that good?”
“How the fuck should I know?” Bolton answered, almost screaming. “Right now we have to get some food. Grab those bows and shit and let’s go fish and hunt. Gotta be something out there to eat. Otherwise, we’re gonna waste the next man who pisses me off and eat him.”
Everyone laughed, though the laughs were guarded and not authentic.
They gathered their weapons and went to the inlet. Wire, Calderon and Cassidy were sent off to hunt game, while Paden and Burgess stayed with Bolt.
Paden was increasingly nervous. He knew Bolt was planning to attack the lodge either that night or the next morning and it troubled him.
He waded in the lake with Bolt and Burgess. They kept their bows ready and looked for fish. They stood there a good twenty minutes without seeing a single one.
“This water seems warm to me,” Burgess said.
Bolt waved him off.
“Of course it does, you idiot,” Bolt said. “The longer you stand in it, the warmer it seems. Any fool knows that.”
Burgess was unconvinced.
“Where I’m standing, it’s just flat out warm,” he said. “Getting hot.”
The comment angered Bolt. Most things seemed to though.
“Aw, shit. You don’t know squat...” he started to say, but then his expression changed. Bolt looked down at his feet.
Paden felt it too. Burgess looked like he was afraid.
“He’s right,” Paden said to Bolt. “I’m getting out.”
Surprisingly, Bolton agreed, and the three of them darted for the shore. They stood looking at the water for a long while. Then, suddenly, Burgess pointed.
“Look at that!” he called out. “Just look at it!”
Burgess needn’t have spoken, because they could all see what was happening.
The water seemed to be boiling. Big bubbles popped up all throughout the inlet. The air smelled like sulfur.
“What the hell is going on?” Bolt wondered. But an instant later, they had a clue. The ground beneath them began to vibrate, and then swayed back and forth. They almost lost their footing as the ground moved.
“Christ, it’s an earthquake!” Burgess cried out.
Though it had started off slowly, suddenly the power increased, and they were thrown to the ground. All around them, trees rocked and boulders moved; there was a roaring noise in the air. Two big fir trees came crashing to the ground, not far from them. The level of shaking reached ever higher and the water continued to boil.
“It’s a big fucker,” Bolt yelled. “Must be a seven pointer.”
Then, abruptly, the shaking and the noise stopped and the bubbles went away.
“Criminy,” Burgess remarked. “That came out of nowhere.”
Paden didn’t hear him, though, because he was witnessing something of far greater importance.
“Look at the water,” he said, and they did.
All throughout the inlet, fish popped up, dozens of them, laying on their sides. The skins were peeled back, and they seem to be fully cooked.
The men just stared at the sea of dead fish.
“This sucks,” Cassidy said.
“You boys hang tight. I’m going back to the island,” Bolt said.
“Should we get some of these things?” Cassidy asked.
“They’ll taste like shit,” Bolton said, “Fuck it. I hate overcooked salmon. Wasted fuckin’ life.”
They sat down to a dinner of leftover pork, quite a bit of rice, canned green beans, and sautéed onions and garlic.
Mr. Wing took the first bowl and began eating, furiously. One by one the others joined in, even Yan, who ate slowly but couldn’t take his eyes off of the woman now known as Rebecca. Russ, on the other hand, was having trouble adjusting to not calling her Daria.
Ling said, “We wish to thank you for going to all this trouble and preparing this meal for us.”
“Not a problem,” Rebecca smiled. “I love to cook and I’ve been making a lot of rice lately. I hope you like it.”
“I’m sure we will,” Ling said, bowing slightly. Her mother touched her arm and the two exchanged some words. Leo and Russ just stared in fascination, neither of them knowing a single phrase. Rebecca kept eating, but now and then glanced up.
Mrs. Wing was saying, “Wo bu shi huan ju gu mi fan. Hao qu ya,” meaning, “This rice is horrible. It makes me want to gag.”
Ling told her mildly to be polite. “Bu yao shua la.”
Her mother waved her off. “She doesn’t know what I’m saying. She has that silver spoon in her mouth. It’s all so easy for her. How would she know how to cook rice, let alone speak Mandarin?” which sounded to Russ and Leo like, “Ta bu ji dao wo shua la shen ma. Ta you yi gu shiazi zai ta de zue ba. Ta bu ji dao zen ma zuo mi fan, ta yie bu hue ji dao zenma shuo jon wen hua?”
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