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The town is green through the Night Eyes,
and quiet as anything after the Death finds it.

“Don't be fooled, it seems
peaceful now but half these houses have monsters sleeping in them.
All it takes is knocking over one trash can to see.Terence adjusts
his mask in the moonlight. He looks over at us. ? probably shouldn't use that word
around you two, it's just the one I've always used and old habits
die hard. I know how weak that excuse is.He holds up his bare hand,
showing the dark skin. He grins. ?ou don't know what I mean, do you?
I suppose not everything has gotten worse in this world of ours,
just very, very different. So I never asked, what do I call
you?”

“Call Child,Child says.
Terence already doesn't know what to think of her, and I know by
his look that a name like Child makes it worse. I don't blame him
for this- only a few days ago I felt the same way about her. I
still do sometimes.

“Child it is. What about
you?He looks at my ripped suit, held on in places by silvery tape.
The suit wears a story on it, one that I know but others don't, and
when people look at it I see their wanting to know it, too. Before
I can tell him not to call me anything, that he won't know me long
enough to need my name, Child speaks up.

“Call Mother,she
points.

I shake my head, listening
to the houses. ?e're not family.

“What are you
then?”

As I look at Child walking
by my side, I remember something Tom said to me in the room with
the Water and the red Light, when I asked him about the others in
the base. ? keep
her alive,I say, watching Child's face wrinkle.

“These days that's all we
can hope for.”

We walk through my old town, seeing the way
time has ruined it with its rain and its wind and its unstopping
Beasts. The streets under our feet are cracked, and the grass grows
wherever it can.

Up ahead is a bridge choked with cars and
buses from the time of the panic, when everyone tried to leave
because they'd heard about the Change, but all they did was find
the Change quicker, in groups. I was there when it happened, when
Real People started acting like Beasts to each other. But I don't
like to think about it, and I don't like to think about what
happened when the real Beasts showed up.

Terence stops us with his
hand. ? hate to
tell you this but we have to move under the bridge. I know you
don't like it. I don't either, but all those cars tend to have
those, those...

“Munies,I say.

“That's what you call
them?”

I shake my head.
? didn't call them.
That's what they are.”

He nods.
? know it seems strange
that they should sleep above the Water like that, but when the sun
goes down they tend to seek shelter wherever they can take
it.”

“I know.”

At the bridge we go off to the side, where
the ground curves down and we have to hold onto the rocks and
bushes hanging there to keep from falling down to the Water. I've
never been under a bridge before and I don't like the Water that
fills these low places, but the Winged Beasts do, and they show it
by jumping from our feet and buzzing around us.

When Child sees the great distance in front
of us, the ten or twelve concrete legs stuck in the dirty, stinking
muck and Water, she refuses to go further. I try to pick her up to
carry her but she pushes me and backs away.

“The lake is this way,I
tell her, ?e have
to take this and pass it, like all the other things we've passed.
This is what life is.”

The Night Eyes wobble on
her head when she shakes it. ?o want life. No want lake. No want
this.”

I reach for her arm to pull it but she moves
away. Terence says she's doing it because she's tired, and I ask
him what he means.

“Haven't you ever seen a
child throw a tantrum?”

“I haven't seen a child at
all.”

He looks surprised.
?ever?I shake my head.
He stands with his back to Child, talking so only I can
hear. ?hen
children are tired they get cranky, emotional. You have to appeal
to their emotions, offer them something they want and promise to
give it to them after they do what you need. And if that doesn't
work, a slap in the head helps.”

I lean around him.
?id you hear
that?”

She nods and says,
?ear.”

“Do you want to be slapped
in the head?”

“No want.”

“Come here.Child comes to
my side, looking at the ground. ?
don't know children,I say, ?ut you Real People don't know
Munies. We can hear all the things you try to hide from our ears.I
turn and walk, the bridge above me and the Bastard Water at my
feet.

I said ?ewhen I talked about Munies. I
didn't mean to but it happened anyway. As Terence catches up,
sloshing through the muck, I hear him say, ?eal people?”
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Tires stick from the loose Water around our
feet. Other still things, too, like Skeleton Beasts and Fire-burned
garbage and shells of leftover life from the real Times that drift
and float and find their places in the corners of corners.

“Are you alright?Terence
walks at my side, his mask foggy inside.

We Munies. We.

“I feel I should point out
the virus is still ripping through you, even if you did manage to
slow it down. It messes with the mind. Believe me, I've seen it. It
makes for some messy thoughts.”

I stop walking and tell him to be quiet so I
can listen to the Water. There's something moving around and I need
to know what. My eyes close so I can hear it all. Every slippery
Beast sucking in Water to take the air out of it, every tail and
toe pushing in the dark.

My heart goes slow, the world with it, until
I feel it stop.

And then.

Right.

There.

My hand shoots down into the muck and grabs
tight. It pulls up and out with the wriggling mass, the slimy skin
against mine, and I hold up my catch: a Slither Beast, afraid of
the Death. With a twist behind the head the bones crack inside. The
mouth goes loose and I hand it to Child so she can eat.

“You should be careful,I
tell Terence, ?here are more down there.”

He looks surprised.
? appreciate you looking
out for me like that.”

“If we step onto the
island without you, they'll give us the Death.I trail my
fingernails along the surface of the Water, feeling the movements
underneath.

“You don't have to put up
the wall. I can appreciate that you're on a mission but there's
nothing wrong with showing people you have a heart.”

“When I do, they make
Supplies of it.”

He says nothing, but he agrees.

We reach the end of the bridge, where we
spot two Beasts in the Water with long, thick tails of leather and
teeth so big they stick from their mouths. We give them room and
move slow, make sure not to bother them as we use the bushes to
climb back up to the road. As we get near the top Terence turns to
give me his hand, but he looks at my arm like he's seeing it for
the first time.

“When were you
shot?”

I look down at the arm,
the hole closed up and the blood dried. ?efore.I climb the rest of the way
without his help.

“You're lucky you
inherited the fast healing or you might have bled out by
now.”

“Yes,I say.
?ucky.”

With all the running we had to do I'd
forgotten about the gun-hole in my arm, and after that the pain
went away like it was never there. It explains the Cave Beast
coming to see us in the tree.

Minutes later the ground curves down and the
houses sit wider apart, filled in with trees that speak in the
Night voice, leaning left then leaning right, and all the time my
ears are open to what they're saying. For some minutes there's only
the Wood, until the ground becomes loud rocks and we pass some
small buildings with pictures of Water-cars on their fronts, behind
their windows strange poles with machines at the bottoms and thin
string from the tops.

Terence says,
?f you're looking for a
fishing pole I guarantee they have the best prices in town.The
words hit me hard, and I repeat them: fishing pole.

Fish. The Real People word for the Slippery
Beasts, the ones that swim in the Water. Such a simple word and I'd
forgotten all about it. So many words have been lost to me, words
that Real People like Terence could teach me.

The rocks turns to grass as ahead a terrible
danger breathes out of the dark and into the Night Eyes. I feel my
body go still and Child's, too. It's the lake- so much Bastard
Water that the thought of it is like a Beast with teeth at my neck.
Terence senses the Fear but keeps us moving onto the wood lines
that surround the lake and form thin walkways where the Water-cars
are tied.

“This is one of the safest
places you can be,he promises us. ?n all my years I've never seen a
Munie out here.”

“Until now.”

“Yes, I suppose.He seems
bothered by this new truth so he moves on from it, bringing us to
his Water-car, about the size of the trailer, at the end. He gets
in and I hand him Child, her eyes shut tight, then step on with
shaking legs to join them. The Water-car moves beneath us so I sit
on the floor. Child follows.

Terence unties the rope between the
Water-car and the wood and pushes us away, drifting out into the
great, black place.
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With the stars shouting in the sky above we
float in the Night, listening to the Bastard Water impact the
bottom of the Water-car once, then again, then again. What was the
word Terence used back in the town? Peaceful? He would probably use
it here, too. Call it peaceful.

It isn't peaceful.

“The engine makes too much
noise, so we need to put some distance between us and the shoreline
before I turn it on. We don't want any of our friends out there
hearing us.He uses a long stick, the flat end pushed in the Bastard
Water to move us further out.

“Understand.I pull Child
closer.

“So how did you end up
crossing paths with my brother?

“Looking for these.I touch
the Night Eyes and tell him about crossing the moat and climbing
the fence. About what Tom tried to do to Child and what I did to
Tom.

“Tom's dead?His face is
heavy as he watches the stick push through the Bastard Water's
surface. ?hat's a
shame. It was only a matter of time, though. Tom was a problem from
the day we met him, the way he talked to women, always looking for
trouble. I didn't care much for having him in the group but these
days you kick someone out on their own and it's a death sentence.
At least when my time came, I had friends.He looks up from the
Water. ?ou swam
the moat?”

I nod.

“And now you're heading to
the middle of a lake. How is it you can cross Water when most of
them would rather die than stand next to it?”

I think about it for some
seconds. ?'ve
lived my whole life with the Fear. I understand that's what life
is- Bastard Air or Bastard Water, Real People or Munies, it doesn't
matter. The Fear is the Fear.”

“You keep saying Real
People.”

“People from the Real
Times like you, the ones who avoided the Change.”

“I know the world after
the virus seems upside down, like a hellish nightmare complete with
demons, but Munies are just as real as the men and women lucky
enough to not be one. You, her, you're just as real as me,
regardless of how our minds and bodies differ. You just have
something inside you which pulled you into a different link in the
food chain.”

“What food chain,Child
asks.

“What is it? The order of
who-eats-who. You might say it's the thing that makes me smell so
delicious to you.”

Child pushes her head into my arm.

“Don't be embarrassed. God
gave us all appetites, it's what we do with them that defines us. A
cat can get along with a bird, you just need to find the right cat
and bird. Look at me- I'm a vegetarian. I survive on fruits and
vegetables, meanwhile my ancestors were slaughtering pigs.He takes
the long stick from the Bastard Water and lays it on the Water-car
floor, then he goes to the place where the wheel controls
it. ?t doesn't
always take a virus to change us. The strongest changes are made
because our hearts choose them.

He pushes a button. The Water-car growls to
birth.
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Terence steers the Water-car across the lake
while Child and I crouch and shield ourselves from the spray that
comes in. I keep my eyes shut and sway in and out of shivering
sleep, until after some minutes I open them and see the lonely land
being born into the Night with tiny lights on its edges. Terence
aims the Water-car at the lights and slows us down, pushing the
button to bring back the quiet.

A man with white hair and a crushed ear
helps us attach and tie to the wood lines. His face is serious but
he doesn't touch the gun on his belt when he sees us, instead looks
to Terence for his words.

“I ran into
Graham.”

The man is open with
surprise, his chin and neck wrinkled. ?hat happened?”

“I found him attacking
these two. He's still up to all the dirty tricks we remember him
for. When I stepped in he got the upper hand and nearly killed
me.He turns his face to show the damage on it. ?hey came back for me, saved my life
even though they could have left me to die.He meets my eyes.
?hey're looking for
someplace safe.”

“Terence, look, I can
respect what you're saying but I'm having a hard time seeing where
they'll fit in here.”

“To be honest I do, too,
but we'll put it to the group and see what we come up with. I owe
them that much. If everyone decides against it, well, I'll die with
a clear conscience knowing at least I tried.”

The man gives Terence room to jump from the
Water-car to the walkway. He gives us twice as much, pushing his
nose and mouth into his arm to keep from breathing our air. His
eyes say he's sorry but it's hard not to feel like a filthy
Beast.

We follow Terence past the other Water-cars
to land, feeling the calm fall over us, rubbing the grass with our
toes and fingers and making relaxed noises with our throats.
Terence comes back to us with lights in his hands and soft masks
for our mouths so we take off the Night Eyes and put the masks on
and hold the lights in front of us to see where we walk as he shows
us around the land. It brings pictures into my head of Graham
showing the base to me, except when Graham talked it was to sound
proud of himself, like he'd done it alone. When Terence talks it's
to sound proud of his group, like they'd done it together.

He says,
?t's a perfect set-up
right until the cold weather hits.”

“What do you
mean?”

“In winter the lake
freezes over. A few months from now they'll be able to come across
and we'll have to decide whether to lock ourselves inside or find
someplace new.”

I'm not happy to hear this. Munies don't
like the cold and do much to avoid it, but the lack of Supplies
makes them hungry and desperate. The island won't be a safe place
for Child when that happens and I know they won't let her stay
inside with them.

“I'm sorry, I thought you
understood that. Anyway let's get you inside and give you a room,
we'll call a vote in the morning when everyone's awake.”

“You wake in the
Day?”

“Of course. Don't
you?”

“But we're...”

“Munies don't own the
monopoly on the daytime. Mankind's been walking around in the sun
for a very long time and I plan to follow that tradition for a
while longer. Besides, we're relatively safe here. We don't let
what's happening on land sway us from how we live our
lives.”

“But tomorrow. The
Sun.”

“Tell you what- I'll make
sure the meeting room is good and dark before you set foot in it.
In the meantime I'll see if I can get you some new clothes. It
looks like you could use a replacement for those rags you have
on.”

Child steps in front of
me, her face squinted. ?other beautiful.”

I tell her not to call me that, I'm still
not her mother and it's still not my name, but I feel warm the way
she talks about me.
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A big house sits in the middle of the
island, at the top of a hill. It looks the way it did in the
pictures in my head, except all the windows near the ground are
covered with sheets of wood to stop Munies from entering. Terence
says it was something called a hotel. The word is familiar, a place
for families.

The door is blocked by two Real People with
guns held up. Before we get close I can smell that it's one male
and one female, both young.

“Hey, Terence. Who's
this,the girl asks.

“New friends,Terence says.
As they lower their guns I notice something about them.

“Family.I aim the light at
both of them. ?ou
share blood.”

The boy says,
?nfortunately.

The girl says,
?ow the hell did you
know that?

“Your scents are made up
of the same things.”

Their faces are serious,
both looking at Terence at the same time. ?s she a-”

“You have my word they
won't hurt anyone.”

They argue with him for
some time about this. Then the girl says, ?he talks pretty good for one of
them.”

“She talks well,Terence
says.

“Whatever. You know what I
mean.”

“I do. There's something
different about her.”

They calm. The girl says
to me, ?o hold on
a second- you're telling me I smell like this idiot even though he
showers like once a year?”

“It's not you,I tell
her, ?t's your
blood.”

They're both quiet. Then
the boy says, ?hat's so fucking cool.”

She hits him in the
arm. ?re you
kidding me? That's not cool, it's horrifying.”

“Like you know the
difference.”

Terence says,
?ow did you two end up
on watch together?”

“Because my life's a joke,
that's how.”

The boy says,
?ou know how when you
step in dog shit it gets caked up in your shoe, and no matter how
much you rub it in the grass or hit it with the hose you can't
shake it off? That's what she's like.”

They argue more. Terence doesn't bother
trying to stop them, instead points for us to walk on, and as we
turn the corner they're still fighting, with loud voices and
strange words. The house is all dark wood, kept clean by Real
People hands. It's been years since I've seen a place like this,
kept together in one piece and empty of dust and bones.

Terence says,
?hat was Tommy and
Vanessa, the twins. They can't stand each other yet since babies
they've been inseparable, no matter how hard we try. It'd be
heart-warming if it wasn't so damn annoying. The problem is they
need guidance. Guidance I don't have time to give them.”

“The mother and
father?”

He breathes out.
?here was a time when we
were one, big group looking for a place to live. One day we came
across some people on the highway, a nice-looking couple pushing
this little, blue car down the road. We thought it was a little odd
so we approached carefully. As we got close, it became obvious the
two of them were badly infected. They were so far along they could
barely put two words together, but they kept pointing into the car
like there was something they wanted us to see. There was. Two
babies, one boy, one girl.”

There are pictures on the wall, happy People
with smiles and clean faces. Drawings of trees and sun.

“They were staying away
from the kids, making sure they didn't pass the infection to them.
They'd locked them inside and we had to break the door open. There
was a note on the dashboard asking whoever found it to take care of
their children. The couple couldn't even talk as we scooped up
their babies, just kept crying and holding each other. I think to
this day that's the hardest thing I've ever had to look
at.”

We turn left.

“We got two blocks away
before they caught up to us. We thought they'd changed their minds.
Well, their minds were changed alright. They killed three of us
before we were able to put them down. It was either uncanny timing
or the stress of giving their children away, but it pushed those
two over the edge.”

Turning right through the big, clean house
we come to stairs which take us up, then to a room.

“Tommy and Vanessa don't
know the entire story, so don't go telling it. I don't want them to
feel guilty about why they're here.”

The room has a small bed
on one side, a Vision Screen on the other, and a window which he
locks. ?or
security,he apologizes. He shows us the bathroom and the shower. He
tells us they use Water from the lake, even though he knows we
won't use it. Then he leaves saying he needs to ask around for some
clothes.

“These are good people,I
tell Child, ?ry
not to get too close.By the time Terence comes back Child and I
have pushed the bed against the wall and taken all the sheets from
it to make a nest on the floor.

“I just wanted to tell you
the clothes will have to wait until morning, when some of the women
are awake. I did manage to get this.He throws something plastic to
Child. From the strong smell of meat I know it's full of
Supplies. ?e dry
meat to help us through the winter. I may not eat it but that
shouldn't stop you.

I stop Child from ripping
it open. ?hat do
we say?”

Terence thinks I'm talking
to Child until he realizes I'm looking at him. ?ou say thank you.”

“Thank you,I say. Terence
smiles a little and leaves. Then, when the door is closed and the
foot sounds are gone, we tear the plastic open and rip into the
meat.

With our bellies full of Supplies we lay
down in our nest, Child's small body curled against mine. My body
wants Night sleep now, like the People in this house do. Like
Munies do.

It takes seconds for the sleep to take me
down its dark throat.
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My eyes open.

There's a scent in the air- familiar, old.
It's coming from somewhere in the house. I haven't smelled it in
many days yet it never leaves the mind, the Fear of it so deep it
can never be shaken, never be stopped, not by time and not by the
Change.

Smoke.

Child takes only a touch to wake, her eyes
wide and her nose going. When I tell her we have to leave she's
already jumping up and following me to the door, listening at my
side to the angry sound of it in the walls.

“Light,she says.
?ot light.”

“It's name is Fire.As we
put on the masks I can hear it spreading through the house. That's
what it does. It makes Supplies of everything it finds until
there's nothing left. Of all the Beasts in the world, Fire is the
hungriest of all, making Supplies until it kills even
itself.

The door doesn't open. Terence locked it
behind him when he left. The window is locked, too, and the lock
won't break. As I pull at it screams come from inside the house,
the panic in their voices, and I pull harder but the lock won't
move.

I'm learning that the things Real People do
for safety always want to give me the Death.

The Fire is growling. Back at the door, I
press my ear to it and find it hot against my cheek, which means
the Fire is closer and our chance of escaping it smaller.

Take the sheets into the shower. Soak them
with Water and wrap the sheets around you.

It's been a while since I've heard my
mother's voice. But I can't think about that now, I have to do what
she says. So I do. I take the nest apart and bring the sheets into
the bathroom, throw them in the shower and turn the controls, and
when the sheets are heavy with Bastard Water I pull them out and
put one around Child, then the other around me. The feeling is
terrible, like being wrapped in the Fear, but I understand that
Fire doesn't like Water so it may be the only way to avoid the
Death.

Now break the door down.

Smoke is sneaking into the room, turning the
air black. I step back to where the bed is and run at the door,
impacting with my shoulder and feeling it through my body. I do it
again, then again, and then again but the door doesn't move. Child
looks up at me like a frightened Beast wrapped in dripping sheets
and it hurts me to see this, hurts me to know she's in danger again
and I can't do anything to stop it.

This makes me angry. Angrier than the
Fire.

With a scream in my teeth I run at the door
again, expecting it to stop me, but this time I hear it snap and
feel it move, and I follow it into the hallway where the shouting
Fire is all around me, bright and making Supplies of the walls. The
wet sheets on my back are helping but still I feel the heat on my
face.

Child is behind me. I grab her by the arm
and run.

There might be a quicker way out but I don't
know it so we have to follow the path back the way we came, through
the house and out. First we have to find the stairs that go down.
As we run we pass Real People running the same way, a man and a
woman who look at us strangely. It makes me thankful for the masks
we wear. If they knew what we were, without Terence to explain it,
they might push us into the Fire.

I can see the stairs but the way is blocked
by Fire, and it's so strong not even the wet covers will get us
through. Behind us the Real People are catching up to us. Behind
them the Fire is catching up to them.

“We're trapped,the women
cries.

“There has to be a way.The
man looks around at the doors, then at me, wanting to ask who I am
but having no time.

Child pulls on my arm and points to her
nose. I close my eyes and smell the air to see what she means- the
voice of the lake, whispering over grass. But it brings with it
other scents, mixing somewhere, and I understand that we have to
find that somewhere for us to escape.

The woman screams for help
as the man tries the doors. I ignore them both. ?hat are the other scents,I ask
Child.

“Beasts with
Death.”

I turn to the man shouting
at the Fire. ?here are your dead Beasts?”

“Are you insane? What are
you talking about?”

“A way out.”

He looks in my eyes and I
see he understands. ?ou're changed,he says. ?ow did you get in here, did someone
let you in? Did you do this?”

The woman shakes him, her
face wet. ?ho
cares, they're trying to find the way out!”

He nods, thinking.
?he library. It's right
under us, with a door that goes outside. One of these rooms
overlooks- this one!He runs toward the Fire to one of the doors and
kicks it in, the wall on the other side of it covered in books, and
at the end of it a railing stopping the fall down to a big room
filled with more books. Between them hang the heads of dead Beasts
with frozen faces, the way hunters like them. We run in.

“It's too far down,the
woman coughs.

The man looks at Child,
then at me. ?ive
me that blanket,he shouts. He takes it from me and twists it, then
he takes Child's and does the same, joining them together and
making rope. Behind us the Fire is almost into the room, so I close
the doors. The man ties the rope to the railing and throws it over
the side.

We climb down the rope, first Child, then
the woman, then me, then the man. We cross the room and burst
through the door, into the beautiful air, coughing and falling onto
the sweet-smelling grass. The sound of the house collapsing and
burning comes from all sides.
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Real People spill to the grass. Their
clothes are burnt and their faces black as the house crackles and
falls in front of their wet eyes. Others shout and try to bring
Bastard Water from the lake to throw onto it, trying to stop the
Fire, but the flames are too bright and the hunger too strong for
them to fight. It's like they're doing nothing at all, like Winged
Beasts buzzing in the face of a great Beast. The Fire turns night
into day all around us, something I wish I could do.

“Hey you!Someone shouts at
me. It's Tommy, the boy twin, with his sister right behind him
spitting black into the grass. ?ave you seen Terence?”

I shake my head.

“Shit. We need to find
him, can you track him?”

There's too much smoke in the air, too much
fear and screaming. But then I hear something. Foot sounds, very
fast, not going back and forth between the lake and the house to
get Water for the Fire, these foot sounds are running away. Away
from the house and toward the wood lines. If I say the truth, if I
say the things I sense now without being embarrassed, I know
exactly who it is. But I don't want to say it.

“No go,Child says, her
face lit by Fire.

“Stay here.”

She shakes her head.

“You're not following me.
If you follow me we won't speak to each other ever again,
understand?She doesn't answer. I shake her by her arm and
shout, ?o
you?”

She nods.

I run away from her, away from the house and
away from the Fire, toward the lake where I know I'll find him. My
feet are strong, thumping the ground and gripping the grass. Behind
me I hear the woman from the Fire asking Child for her name,
telling her to stay put. I'm happy Child is safe with them but I
don't like this woman talking to her, taking care of her the way I
should be.

Close to the lake it gets hard to see. I
didn't realize until now the Night Eyes are back in the room. After
we went through so much for them, they're already gone. Strange how
I had one pair of eyes for years but these I only had for hours.
The difference between life inside and life outside.

I squint at the wood lines as I come near.
The man who ran here stands on them, and by the scent of him I know
it isn't the one with the white hair and crushed ear. His scent is
still here but faded, and covered by the scent of blood.

The man here- it's Graham.

“Look how you've
changed,he says, smiling by the sound of him. ?t's amazing how fast it's happening
now, isn't it?”

“Why did you come here?I
watch his shadow against the lake, follow the sound of the wood
shifting under his feet.

“And you're still talking
in full sentences. You really are something special, but I bet
that's nothing my brother hasn't been telling you.He stops
smiling. ?ou and
I had a deal, remember?”

The lines sways beneath
me. ?ou will
never get her,I growl. ?
would take the Death before I let that
happen.”

“You see that? That's why
I like you. You have passion, and passion is something that can't
be taught. That's why I decided I'd rather take you than that
dirty, little shit you've been hiding from me.”

A croak starts in my stomach.

“This is my new offer,he
says. ?f you come
with me right now I'll tell everyone the younger one is dead.
They'll believe me, they always do. Then you stay on as our new
tracker and it...she gets to live. See? Everyone wins.”

The croak grows in my stomach.

“What are you mad at me
for? This is your fault for letting me live. If you really wanted
to protect her you would have taken me out by now. Killed me where
I stood.”

As I move slowly forward I feel the croak
push up through my chest and into my throat.

“You should be honored, I
burned that place to the ground just to get you out of it. All
those deaths are on your head and anyone left alive has you to
thank for making them lose the only home they had left on
Earth.”

Something floats on the Bastard Water.
Something with hands. It's the man with the crushed ear, his mouth
open and his eyes watching the moon. The smell of blood is strong
now, and in the dim light I see it covers my hands.

“His name was Ernie, Ernie
Sanders. He was too trusting. He'd be alive now if you'd listened
to me in the first place.”

“You gave him the Death.
You put Fire to the house. You did these things.”

“When those people back
there are standing over the bodies of their loved ones, who do you
think they'll blame in their hearts? Me? A human being? Or the
dirty, rag-wearing monster with the bad temper?”

He starts to laugh behind his mask. It puts
a feeling in my skull I can't explain and can't stop. All I can do
about it is scream and run at him, run the lines and jump at him
with my nails aimed at his eyes, wanting so badly to pull them from
his head, but when my feet leave the wood he pulls something out
and fires it at me. It hits me in the shoulder. My body explodes
and I fall to the wood like lightning has struck me, my arms and
legs frozen and my teeth grinding.

I can't move. A spike is buried in my
shoulder.

“You see? Bad temper.He
puts away the strange gun and drags me off the lines into a small
Water-car. I can't do anything to stop him, can't move a single
part of me as he puts his sticks with flat ends into the Water and
moves us away. Foot sounds and shouts come from land. People
looking for me, Real People, and above them the sky
burning.

The Water-car moves into the Bastard Water
like a voice. My mouth won't work. My body won't work. But I feel
something in my fingers and toes, like Winged Beasts running over
and inside them.

“Picturing you trying to
explain how you didn't set Fire to the hotel is very amusing, but
you're my ticket home.”

As he talks I feel my arms and legs being
born back to me. I let him push us through the Bastard Water until
my body is alive enough. Then, fast as I can, I scramble to the
side of the Water-car and pull myself over the side. I feel his
fingers grab at my feet as I splash down.

I slip into the cold black.
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Someone down here is screaming.

Slippery Beasts- fish- dart and push out of
my way. They choke the lake. There aren't hunters of fish anymore,
not like when I was a child. Their poles sit behind the windows of
stores back on shore. I swim against the fish, their sharp bodies
slicing at my skin where the suit doesn't cover it.

If I found the Death itself, slit its
stomach open with my nails and crawled inside it, that might be
close to what this feels like.

I don't remember how to swim. My hands push
and pull at the Bastard Water but I can't see if I'm moving. My
lungs are reaching and my throat is taking in Bastard Water and
more than anything I need my mother right now. More than anything I
need my mother. More than anything. Anything.

It's okay. Calm down.

I can't swim, mother, I can't swim.

Yes, you can. You've done this before.

But I don't even know if I'm going up or
down.

Stop moving. The air in your lungs will lift
you up, and then you'll know which way is up.

It's the truth. It works.

Now, calmly push your hands together like
you're praying, the way your father showed you, then push them out
in front of you, and when they can't go any further take them apart
and bring them toward your feet, hard, palms back like you're
pulling yourself through the Water.

I try it, and that works, too.

Keep doing that until the air in your lungs
runs out, then pull yourself up to the surface the same way.

Thank you.

Just stay calm. Always stay calm.

When the air runs out I swim to the surface
and breathe, finding myself a small distance from the Water-car.
Graham is faced the other way, the panic in his moves as he looks
into the lake, trying to find me. The other way is land, where
flashlights are bouncing like Winged Light Beasts at the shore. I
shake off a shudder and swim toward them, splashing in the Water
and hearing Graham shout for me to stop but I don't, so he puts the
flat-end sticks in the lake and follows, and when I get close
enough to the land I hear another shout, this one from land,
someone saying they see something in the Water, which is me. When I
turn one more time to see where Graham is, I see he's stopped
moving the sticks, his eyes on the flashlights. His face is
serious, the look saying he knows he can't follow me any further
without risking the Death.

He stands in the
Water-car. ?emember what I said- I don't go away.”

I don't answer him. I keep moving toward
land, past the floating, staring body of Ernie Sanders and onto a
place where I can let the shouting flashlights pull me up. Child is
with them, but I don't let her touch me because of the Bastard
Water. Behind her are the man and woman from the Fire and some
other people, Real People with blaming eyes, the ones past them
still trying to put Water to the Fire. People of different years
and hair, of different clothes and face.

The hotel flames have mostly gone down, the
building collapsed into itself, glowing orange and red. Fifteen
people are scattered on the grass, choking and moaning, and in the
middle of them Terence pushes on the chest of an old woman laying
on the ground, putting his mouth to hers and breathing air into
her. It looks like what I did to Graham back in that terrible room,
but I know it's different. Terence is trying to give life to her,
not take it away.

He does this for some minutes. The woman's
eyes stay closed, her face still and her heart silent. When someone
from the crowd finally pulls Terence away from her, both of their
eyes are wet.

“That's her,someone
points, ?his is
her fault.”

Terence wipes the Bastard
Water from his face. ?he's a friend here.”

“Don't be blind, Terence.
She's infected, and that kid is full-monster.”

Terence goes to this man
in the crowd, his face angry. ?hey use fire to kill now? Come on,
we both know if this girl wanted to hurt one of us by now she would
have.To the others he says, ?he happened to have saved my life
back on the mainland. Besides that, the fire started on the
opposite side of the house.He looks to the smoking pile.

Boyd, the man from the
burning hallway, puts his hand out. ?ate and I would be dead meat if it
wasn't for her. We were trapped and she found the way
out.”

“See? Why would she help
them if she was trying to kill them? I'm not sure how this fire
started but I'm sure it's just a coincidence.”

I step forward with the eyes of the crowd on
me, and I tell Terence it isn't.

He shakes his head.
?ou didn't do
this.

“It was
Graham.”

A quiet goes into the
crowd. Then someone from the shore shouts, ?ome quick! There's someone in the
Water!We go down to the dock where two men are pulling the body
from the lake. When they see the cut in his throat they turn their
stares to me.

“Graham gave him the
Death. He used the Fire to bring me out of the nest.”

“What does he want from
you,Boyd asks.

I tell them how he keeps Munies locked up,
how he's used them to find Supplies ever since the base started
running low. How he wanted Child at first but now he wants me and
how he almost had me but he didn't expect his strange gun to wear
off or for me to jump into the Bastard Water.

A short man with no hair
says, ?ow do we
know you're not making this all up?”

I point to the
body. ?raham told
me his name. Ernie Sanders.”

“That's supposed to be
proof? You could have forced it out of him before you slit his
throat.”

“My nails are long, sharp,
the nails of a Munie. They could give a man the Death easily, and
have, but they didn't give it to him.

I don't know how to make them understand
this. They start shouting at me and each other, their home turned
to smoke behind them and their anger on me. I can feel them ready
to grab me and drag me away when Terence tells them to stop, his
voice louder than any of theirs.

“Don't do this,he
says, ?e're
better than this, better than Graham. Don't you see this is what he
wants? Us tearing each other apart, it's what he always wants. I
know him better than any of you but you lived with him for years,
you've seen how he manipulates and corrupts everyone around him. He
gets them to fight each other and then he positions himself at the
top of the heap.He comes close to me, close to Child.
?t's easy to see these
two as the outsiders, the danger, but I'm telling you I've see the
good in them. They care about each other. They may be infected but
that doesn't make them monsters. It doesn't make them like the
savages we've seen out there mindlessly killing and eating. Don't
turn on them. Either help them or let them go, the same as you'd
hope for in their place, because like it or not they're just like
us: lost and scared and clinging to each other.”

The crowd is silent now,
looking at each other. Boyd says, ?hat are we supposed to do, Terence?
Our home is gone. We have nowhere to go.”

He turns to see the
smoking pile. ?he
hotel was always a temporary solution. Now we have to find a new
home, somewhere permanent. You know I've always believed we should
find somewhere colder, somewhere those things might stay away
from.”

“But the trip
alone-”

“I know, and heat is an
issue, but we have to try something. Staying here out of
sentimentality for the past has become more and more
foolish.”

I touch the suit, feeling for the small
pocket and what it hides inside. It's still there, even after the
lake. It didn't fall out and sink into that terrible dark. This
must be what people used to talk about when they talked about the
god, when impossible things were hoped for even when it didn't make
sense to. Child watches me. She knows when there's a picture in my
eyes, like I know when there's one in hers.

“You can get the base
back,I say.

All the eyes are on me.

“I'll help you. Then
you'll let Child have the small building inside the fence.Child
complains to me, but I quiet her.

“It's not possible.
There's no way in unless they let us in, and believe me they
won't.”

“With my help it's
possible.”

“With all due respect,
there's not much you can offer us except an extra hand, and we
can't claw our way in.The other Real People agree, nodding their
heads. I tell them to follow me to the shore. We go where the rocks
become smaller and smaller and then sand, and I find a stick to
make a picture. With lines that impact each other I draw the word I
saw. It's a word I don't know, like I don't know all words, but I
know the kinds of places I've seen this word, so I think I know
what it means.

When I'm finished I step
away. ?hat does
this say?”

Terence says,
?hy?”

Boyd leans in.
?xit,he says. I breathe
when I hear this.

“What's this about? Where
have you seen this word?”

From the pocket inside the suit I take out
the small key, the one Graham dropped on the floor of my mother's
house. It's the key that goes with the word on the ceiling, the
ceiling in the room where Graham kept the tracker Munie. Behind
that word I could hear the empty place, like a hallway or cavern,
something that went up into the mountain. I tell them this, and as
I speak I see their faces in the moonlight. It's as if something
inside them changes, a feeling I know as much as anyone can know
it.



Terence wipes the word
away with his foot. ?hat's all very promising but we would need time to come up
with a plan. Maybe in a week or so we can think about making a
move.”

“No.I shake my
head. ?e move
now.”

“That's suicide. We're not
prepared and the sun will be up by the time we get
there.”

“Without me Graham can't
go back to the base. This means the people don't know the key is
gone.”

“I understand what you're
saying, but it's a tremendous risk for us to try something like
that. People can die without a proper plan. Simple as
that.”

Boyd says,
?he's right.”

“Boyd...”

“Listen to me. If we wait
too long, Graham might realize it's gone and try to warn them as a
way to win back their favor. Or they may take his not coming back
as proof he failed and seal up this secret entrance as a
precaution. Hold on- does anyone other than Graham know about the
door?”

“The Rachel
woman.”

He frowns at
Terence. ?ithin
twenty-four hours she'll have herself elected leader. She'll do
whatever she can to shut Graham out, permanently. She did it to
you, and you she actually liked.”

“Don't rub it
in.”

Boyd faces the
crowd. ? know
we're all scared. We're scared of living in here and we're scared
of dying out there, but honestly we may never get this chance
again. This is home we're talking about. Our home. If there's a
possibility of getting it back, the slightest chance, I say it's
worth a shot.”

Terence nods, his face
full of understanding. To Kate he says, ?hen did your husband become such a
convincing salesman?”

“He had practice. He had
to ask me to marry him seven times before I said yes.”

The two of them bring their hands
together.

Terence says,
?e'll have to vote on
it. Who's in favor of using the key to take back the
base?”

Every Real Person puts their hand in the
Air.

“Keep in mind that a vote
for the plan makes you a part of it. That means you come along, you
don't wait it out here until the path is clear. You fight with us,
and there are absolutely no guarantees.”

The hands stay in the air.

“Okay. Then say your
goodbyes to the island, everyone. It looks like we're going
home.”

 


 


**

 


 


We're in the Water-car again. I wouldn't
have come here if I knew it would be like this- back and forth on
the Bastard Water, covering Child's head to keep her from seeing
the lake hostile from the waves of the Water-cars.

Into my arm, Child
says, ?other too
much help Child.”

“I told you not to call me
that.”

Silence.

“It's not too
much.”

“No want mother get Death
help Child.”

“I won't get the Death,
don't think about that.

The Sun is coming, rising at the crease of
the world. It's still a few hours away but already the pull of it
is hard to push back. It speaks to my skeleton, and as I watch
Terence steer the Water-car I can't help thinking how sweet his
skin smells. I shake the picture away and bury my nose into the top
of Child's head.

“Child fear,she
says.

I rub her pink arm with my
pink fingers. ?ore than any other thing, quiet gives me the Fear now.
Sitting in one place. All those years in the trailer I thought I
was hiding from the Death, but really I was waiting for it to come.
Now I see that to keep moving is life. To make it harder for the
Death to find you.”

She closes her eyes against my chest. It
hurts to think I have to leave her alone when this is done, when
her safe place in the small building is sure. But I can't let my
mother see me as a full Munie. To have her know her child is a
thing that makes Supplies of Real People.

The way they made Supplies of her.
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Minutes from land all the Water-cars shut
off. The Real People take out sticks to push us the rest of the
way, staying quiet, watching for moving shapes in the buildings and
between the trees until we reach the wooden lines and attach to
them.

Child and I run to land. We turn to watch
them take Supplies from crates in the Water-car: guns, small things
that explode, masks of all kinds and small machines that go over
their ears and mouths. They speak into them, and I realize they're
speaking to each other this way, which I understand is because they
can't hear each other from distances or pick up each others' scent
trails.

Terence says,
?uckily we leave the
boats heavily supplied. The upside of being thrown out of your
house- the paranoia keeps you prepared.”

Boats.

“What's your
plan?”

Boyd joins us with Kate
behind him, helping to put his machine on over his mask.
?e think it would be a
mistake for all of us to rush into the base. It might start a
bigger fight than we want.”

“Agreed. I want as little
bloodshed as possible,Terence says.

“Then we need to figure
out a way to draw them out, cut them off from the base. The thought
of being outside in the daytime might make them more open to
negotiating.”

“It's a nice thought but I
wouldn't bet on it.”

“How can we convince them
to leave? We can't exactly set Fire to it, as much as we might want
to.”

“I don't want to do
that.”

Boyd smiles.
?o, of course, neither
do I. Look, we need something that can scare them, get them out of
there and keep them out.More Real People gather, all in suits and
guns and talking machines.

“The Change.The masks all
turn when I speak. ?e give them the Bastard Air, push them into the Water room.
One way, in or out.”

Terence nods.
?t's not bad. They'd be
infected, but the decontamination would kill the virus. All we need
then is a way to draw them the rest of the way out.”

“We'll figure something
out. The bigger problem is how we infect every, single one of them,
short of having her cough in their faces one-at-a-time.”

A voice from the crowd
says, ?hrough the
vents.It's Vanessa, the young girl. She points at me and
says, ?he can do
whatever it is she does in the processing room and it'll go through
the whole base. Every room.”

“She's right,her brother
says. ?emember
what happened that time I threw up in the air
processor?”

“I've tried very hard to
forget.”
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We leave the Bastard Water behind. After we
pass the loud rocks and the fishing stores we come back to the
bridge, where we climb down again to avoid the cars on top. I count
eleven Real People with us, plus Terence, all lowering down to the
murk, quiet as the Death so no one wakes the Beasts over our
heads.

I feel the scream in Child's throat ready to
be born, her small arms and legs hard and wanting to run. First the
lake, then the murk, and all on little sleep. She needs to be
calmed but my touch isn't calming her quick enough. I tell Terence
and he watches her face.

“What can we
do?”

“My mother would tell me
stories when she wanted me to calm.”

“Then tell her one.Our
feet splash through the green Bastard Water, the giant bridge legs
on either side of us.

“I told her my
stories.”

“I'm sure you have
more.”

“Not good
stories.”

“It doesn't have to be a
happy story, you just have to keep her mind off what she's doing
long enough.”

I swallow and wipe the Bastard Water off the
suit.

“I see,he says.
?'m afraid I don't have
any good stories for either of you.”

“It doesn't have to be a
happy story,I say.

“Not happy,Child echoes,
listening to us.

Terence watches the Water with his gun. As
long as we don't make a sound, he says, he'll tell us a story. So
we don't make a sound, and he tells us a story.
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There was a time, not long ago, when the two
groups were one. They were friends, better than friends, family,
strong from surviving the Change together. Ernie would tell stories
around the table while Rachel, a mother to them, healed their
wounds. Cruz was the protector. Werner, the crazy uncle. They would
laugh as they watched Tommy and Vanessa play with Neil's daughter
in the control room, pretending to be grown-up things that don't
exist anymore like generals and soldiers. There was trust, and
there was truth, with Terence as their leader not because he wanted
to be but because the group had voted for him. He was proud to be
leader, and he did the best he could to keep all the people alive
and happy. But behind it all, he could feel a river of jealousy, an
ocean of doubt, and the trail, whenever he looked for it, led to
Graham. His own brother.

One day, a man calling himself Vin showed up
at the base wanting to trade for Supplies. At first they told him
to go away, but when he showed them the kinds of things he had,
things they hadn't seen since the Real Times, they let him
inside.

This was a mistake.

During the trade there was a serious talk
about the worth of his Supplies, which became an argument, which
became a fight, and in the end Vin stabbed one of their group, a
young man who got too close. Terence, not wanting any more trouble,
told the man to leave the base and never return. Some of the group
shouted that Vin deserved more punishment than this, but Terence
insisted that no one should get the Death over this fight, that
they should be happy it was all over.

But it wasn't over.

Three nights later, when some of the group
were outside the fence, Vin came back. He was crazed on drink, and
by the time they were able to give him the Death he had given it to
two of their group; a man named Mister Kim, and another named
Derek. Derek was Rachel's husband.

Led by Graham, many of the group blamed
Terence for the Deaths that came to them. They said he failed to
protect them, to punish Vin the way he should have been punished.
They wanted new rules that made the leader responsible, even if it
meant giving the Death. Terence didn't want to do this, he told
them. He would not be an assassin.

Graham said he would.

Friends became enemies. The group was split,
the family gone. Some were killed in the struggle, including Neil's
daughter Abby. When this happened Terence said he would leave,
alone, that no one else should get the Death because of him, but in
the end fifteen followed him through that door, out that tunnel and
away from their home.

Fifteen made new family, and ended up in the
hotel at the center of the lake.
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“Abby was about your age
when it happened. Neil's a good guy, but fear can make even the
best people align with the side.”

I put my hand up to stop him from talking.
Under the wet foot sounds of the group I hear something moving in
the Bastard Water, to the right, something big and slow passing
under the surface with the silent moves of a hunter.

Terence asks me what I hear, but before I
can warn him to pull his people away from the edge the Water
explodes at the feet of one of the older men. The explosion gives
birth to a long mouth full of teeth that grab onto the man's leg
and make him scream and shake.

“Gator! We got a
gator,someone shouts.

“Someone grab
it!”

“Shoot for god's
sake!”

“Oh my god oh my god oh
my-”

“Don't let it pull him
under!”

The Beast thrashes, trying to drag the man
into the Water. A gun is raised. I tell them not to do it but they
can't hear me over the voices of the People panicking and falling
through the muck, so they Fire the gun, the explosion sounding
against the bottom of the bridge above, echoing loud. Then two more
explosions as they Fire again and again. Even though two of the
bullets hit the Beast, one in the tail and one in the back, it
doesn't stop sliding back into the Water with the man's leg trapped
between its teeth. The man reaches his hand out to the others, his
face full of the Fear. They try to grab it, to hold onto him, but
they can't, and they watch the man get pulled into the Water until
only his face can be seen struggling to stay above. Then, that
disappears, too.

One of the women cries like a Beast and runs
into the Bastard Water, but the arms of the group keep her from
going, including the arms of Terence.

“Don't do it,he
says. ?e's gone.
I'm sorry but he's gone.”

“But I can help him.Her
eyes falling with Water.

“Look at them, that's what
they want you to do.He points out into the Water where the tops of
more Beasts poke from the surface. She sees this and stops
struggling, though the Water keeps falling.

“Come on everyone, keep
moving, stay as close to the center as you can. We can mourn him
later when we're safe.He goes quiet when he hears it. I've been
listening to it for the last ten seconds but expecting it much
longer.

Above us, in the fading Night, is the long,
drawn-out croak of a Munie pulled out of its sleep.

Then another.

Then two more.

I gather Child and move her through the
People. On the bridge above us the Munies are crawling from their
car-nests and sniffing the air, their noses confused by the smell
of the murk but not for long. I pass Tommy putting his mask back
on, Vanessa telling him he shouldn't have taken it off, both of
them sweating that same smell, the smell of their parents, the way
I smell of mine and Graham and Terence smell of theirs. We can't
escape these things, the same way the Munies are connected to the
outside and there's nothing that can be done about that.

Our feet splash through the Water, slap,
slap, slap, slap, with no way to keep them quiet. The Munies hear
and hiss over the side, arms reaching down, claws swiping at empty
dark, but they won't come down here into the Water. Not until the
hunger is stronger than the Fear and they have no choice. But we
don't have the time to wait for that.

Here's what I do about the
Munies hearing me: I make more noise. Keep my foot sounds heavy and
my breath loud until they follow, the four of them tracking me with
their faces low to the concrete. I pull them along between the
bridge's cars until I reach the place where the ground curves up.
Here, I slap at the Water. ?o this until the Beasts come
close,I say to Child, telling her to be careful of anything that
moves. She pushes both hands in and shakes them around, splashing
Water and Fear onto her face but still listening to me. I leave her
and climb the curved land to where the bridge meets it, then I move
out and away, holding the Bushes and small Trees to keep from
slipping off and falling down to the Water, where the waves from
Child's hands breathe out into the Night.

The Munies appear from behind the wall,
sniffing and snarling half-blind. My first feeling is to snarl
back, but I fight this because it won't pull them out to me as much
as Real People words will. So I put that part of me away. I put it
away, but I keep it ready.

“Stay away from me,I
cry, ?lease don't
hurt me.”

The Munies pick up their ears, twisting
their heads to hear better. They croak and hiss and push each other
closer. They like these kind of words. The Fear words. They hear
them from Real People who are about to become Supplies.

“Please, don't come
closer.”

The Real People below have caught up to
Child.

“What the hell are you
doing out there,Terence shouts. The Munies come out far enough onto
the curved land for the group to see them. I hear them raise their
guns and push them to ready.

“Don't,I say,
?ou'll wake
more.”

“What do you need us to
do?”

“This.Child shows him,
splashing in the Water. As the Munies crawl out in a line, one
after the other with fingers gripping the Bushes, the group below
joins Child in making noises in the Water. The Munies hear this but
keep coming toward me, and this is what I want so I back up
further, leading them out by staying out of reach

I want all four out here with me before I
start.

“Child, how
close?”

She listens to the Water
and says, ?ere.”

The first Munie is so close I can feel the
heat of his pink skin and smell his rotten tongue as he croaks
hunger. He would have attacked by now if he didn't have the Fear
from the Water below us.

We both have this Fear. But his will come
true.

With a scream I slash my nails across his
throat, warm blood pushed out into the night. The sound of his
croak is stopped short and for some seconds there's only a
surprised look on his face, no sound but the breath escaping
through the new mouth in his neck and hot air making smoke in the
cool. His gray eyes stare at me as he tries to take the breath back
in and finds it won't come.

He takes his hands from the Bushes to wrap
them around his throat, but this makes him lose his grip on the
curved land. He falls, hitting the ground twice and splashing into
the Bastard Water.

The other three Munies watch as teeth appear
from the Water and snap into him from both sides, ripping and
tearing at his arms. He would shriek if not for his new mouth.
Shriek as they pull him down into the filthy murk.

This is why I needed the Water noises. To
call the Gator Beasts in.

I meet eyes with the Munie closest to me.
She croaks, seeing what I am and understanding the danger she's in.
When she turns to leave she finds the others in her way. They all
begin shoving and hissing at each other and the one in the middle,
smaller than the other two, is pushed so much the group of weeds
he's holding pulls out of the earth, roots ripping from dirt. He
tumbles down the curved land, to the Bastard Water and the Beasts
that wait there.

Two Munies left. I go for them, using the
Bushes to come up behind as they try to get back to the bridge. I
slice the leg of the closest. He screams and kicks at me, a Fear
kick that impacts my stomach and stops my Air for some seconds.
When I get it back I move again, and I catch up to them as the
furthest is nearly at the bridge.

I slice again, this time across his back
from shoulder to waist. He screams louder than before and lets go
of his Tree. He doesn't fall, though, instead turns and hisses and
jumps for me, a desperate move over the Bastard Water like this,
which means I put the Fear of the Death in him.

He lands on me, almost knocking me from the
curved land, and bites into the first skin he can reach- my
shoulder, but I hear Child's scream in the Air instead of mine.
She's watching, as much as she can in the dim light, and I refuse
to let her see me get the Death. That will happen away from her
eyes, with her already safe and me giving it to myself. The way it
has to be.

The Anger comes up from inside like a black
Beast ripped from its cave. Before my eyes can make pictures of my
next move I find the Munie's nose between my teeth as I'm biting
in. The Munie roars hot, filthy Air into my mouth and my head fills
with the crunch sound of his nose, then the sweet, warm taste of
his blood. While the panic is still in his body I use my free hand
to wrap around his neck and push him away from me.

He falls to the Water, screaming, and when
he goes under the surface he never comes back up.

One Munie left.

The last had time to reach the bridge, so I
work toward it quickly, Tree to Bush to Tree, my head dizzy from
giving three Deaths in such a short time, the taste of blood on my
tongue and my lungs like machines. I let go of the final Tree and
jump for the bridge, up to the wall and over it where I find the
final Munie crouched by a car. As I fall on him I see his head is
covered with scars, most of the hair missing and the mouth hanging
from past fights. This is a Beast who has lived through many days,
many fights, many touches with Death that could have ended him. But
he won't live through this one.

We pull at each other with open mouths,
rolling on the concrete until we end under the tire of a long car,
one of the buses I see so much in the City. He gets on top of me.
Above his head all the pieces that make the machine move are rusted
and falling apart. He screams, ready to put his teeth into me, but
I take his jaw in my hands and push up hard again and again his
head impacting the pipe above him so strong the metal cracks and
dirt and rust spill out to cover his head and fall down his
shoulders and into his eyes. He screams blind, angry, clawing at
them. I use the seconds it gives me to escape his weight and
scramble out from under the bus.

The car in front of the bus has found the
Death. Back when the Panic came many of the cars became this way:
exploded, burnt and broken from impacts. This one is worse than
some because it was split by the bus, the metal of its body
sticking out like the broken bones of a fallen Beast.

The Munie crawls out from under the bus with
his face red from rust. He wipes his eyes and hisses when he sees
me with my claws aimed at him and my back to the broken car.
There's a picture in my eyes, a plan, but it means I have to move
faster than the Munie, and I don't know if I can.

The Beast charges, eyes open and teeth
screaming. He's fast, too fast, and I hold my feet to the ground as
he passes the bus and crouches then jumps at me. But when he jumps
something strange happens- it feels like my father's watch has come
back to Life on my wrist without it's mind. Time moves so slow I
can see dust as it comes off the Munie's body. I can see the
rippling of the rags it wears as they flap in the air. I can even
see the blood moving through the vein on the Munie's filthy
forehead like a Wriggle Beast through dirt.

My body moves before the Munie can reach it.
He impacts the bones of the broken car with his soft belly. The
metal comes through to the other side and out the back. Blood hits
the concrete and a cry hits my ears.

Watching the Munie dangle on the sharp
metal, I understand it isn't the watch that slowed the Time, it was
the Change, letting me see the danger so I could move quicker than
it. Doing that saved me from the Death, but the Change is the
reason I need to give myself the Death at all, so it doesn't make
me feel better.

The Munie struggles to pull himself from the
car, dirty fingers feeling for where the metal sticks from his
back. I go to him, and with my hands on his shoulder I push him
further onto the car bones. A sucking sound comes from the Munies
mouth, his arms and legs shaking from the feel. There's one more,
violent move. Then he stops.

When I turn the group is with me on the
bridge. Their faces stare full of horror at what I've done.

Boyd comes closer.
?hat was...interesting.
I'm not sure what you did- give me confidence in you or make me
shit my pants.”

Terence has his hand out,
helping people climb the curved land to the bridge.
?he looks after her own.
We may not like her methods but we can relate.”

“I relate alright. I'm
just glad she's on our side.”

They wait for me to say something, but the
words don't come, as if born in the brain but finding the Death
before the tongue.

I have to calm myself so I motion for Child
to come over. Her face is serious, eyes lost in the dark. She sways
on her small feet. Before I can reach her, she falls to the
concrete.

When I pick her up her arms are loose at her
sides.
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The others tell me to calm down so they can
help her. It isn't easy, Child is the one that calms me and she
won't open her eyes right now.

She's breathing, but she won't open her
eyes.

The man they call Doc puts his hands on
Child's face and pulls open her eyes to look into them. Hands hold
me back while Terence tells me Doc knows what he's doing and I
should let him do it. I understand this, and I want to, but I keep
trying to move forward and stop him anyway. He rubs the top of his
head where there are mask straps but no hair and tells Vanessa to
get him something from his kit.

“I've never examined a
young one before,he tells Terence.

“But you know what's wrong
with her?”

“Possibly.He puts his
tired eyes on me. ?ow long has it been since she's had some sun?”

“Some minutes yesterday,I
manage to say.

“And besides
that?”

“Two days. At sunbirth,
three.”

“Under optimal conditions
two or three days without sun would weaken her. From the looks of
her she's been subjected to one trauma after the other. And the
Water?He shrugs. ?he Water alone could do this. Human children have weaker
immune systems than adults, it stands to reason she would as
well.”

“She's stronger than
most.”

“I don't doubt that, but
just look at her.”

Vanessa appears from the crowd with a
leather bag. He takes small machines from it, including one that
pulls blood from her arm into a glass bottle. He adds colored Water
to it from another bottle and puts it to the side. Then he opens a
tiny plastic under her nose, and the tingling smell inside it is so
strong that her eyes explode open. She sits up from the concrete so
fast it almost pushes Doc onto his back. I calm her before she has
a chance to attack him.

“You fell,I tell
her. ?t's good to
see you get back up.

She pushes her face into my side.

“It's just like I
thought.Doc holds out the bottle of Child's blood, darker
now.

“It should be almost
black,Boyd says. ?he barely has any virus in her.”

“For you and I that would
be good news, but for someone who's gone completely through the
changes...His words fade before he finishes talking. When I ask him
to finish them he just looks at Terence, who calls me over. After I
make sure Child won't fall again I go to the side of the bridge and
look over the side with him, at the Gator Beasts fighting over the
last pieces of meat.

Terence leans close to me
so no one can hear. ?he can't live like this for much longer, you know. Neither
can you.”

“I won't.”

“I'm thankful for your
help in this, maybe more than you can ever understand, but when it
comes down to it this isn't your fight. If you need to walk away
right now I say do it. No one here would blame you.”

“I can't. I need to find a
safe place for Child.”

“Give me the key and come
back in two days time, when all the fighting is done. I promise you
she'll have a place waiting for her in the guard's
booth.”

“If I leave you for two
days there won't be a guard's booth.”

He smiles.
?ou're that confident we
need your help?”

“Your group is made of
good people. Too good. I don't think you'll give the Death if you
need to.”

“We're capable of more
than you realize. We've been doing this a long time.”

I say nothing.

He says,
?o I have to worry about
you?”

“Yes.”

Doc joins us, his face wet
with sweat. ?he's
very weak. I gave her some food but I don't think it will help
much. She needs...”

“Munie
Supplies.”

“Yes, and soon, before I
get my fat fingers too close and she decides to take a
bite.”

“Come on now, Doc, show
some respect,Terence says.

“He says the truth,I
say, ?'ve thought
of making Supplies of them.

They both look at me very
serious when I say this. I return to Child and look at her arm to
make sure Doc didn't hurt her. Terence looks around at the group
and says, ?kay.
Werner, we need you to take a handful of people to the warehouse
and get the cars. Can you do that?”

“Of course,a big man with
glasses says.

To Terence I say,
?ars?”

“You didn't think we were
going to walk the whole way, did you? Alright, you two, take
inventory on weapons. See what we have, make sure it's working and
make sure it's loaded. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Doc, do you think you
could cook up some explosives with what we have?”

“How big do you need
them?”

“Enough to scare some
people. I think the greatest challenge we have is getting them away
from the base. We all know that's a long, safe tunnel to the front
door, so we have to make it as unappealing as we can. Get them out
of it and past that moat.”

“You.He points to
me. ?ou have
twenty minutes to kill. I suggest you spend them
killing.”
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It only takes me ten minutes, ten minutes to
find a Slither Beast and give it the Death. It's easy when they rub
their dry, loose skin against the rocks. It can be heard from very
far away, and when they're half out of their old skin they can't
move as quickly as normal.

I strip the meat from the bones with my
nails and hand a small piece at a time to Child. As I watch Terence
he walks over to Boyd.

“I need you to come with
me and our new friends to the second entrance.”

“Why me?”

“I believe we might need
your particular skills when we reach it.”

“I gave that up,
Terence.”

“You know I wouldn't ask
if it wasn't completely necessary. I don't enjoy making a man go
back on his promises, but this would be for the right
reasons.”

Boyd looks at the ground.
He looks at the sky. Then he says, ?ate comes with us.”

“I'd rather she stay with
the group.”

“And I'd rather her stay
with me where she can help me remember why I'm doing this shit in
the first place.Terence puts his hand on Boyd's shoulder. Boyd
says, ?'ve been
thinking- how do we know they won't retreat back inside once we run
out of Fireworks?”

“I have no idea. This
whole plan is too last-minute for my tastes, but under the
circumstances it's all we have.They stand in silence trying to
figure this out. Suddenly a small voice at the side of them stops
the quiet, and they turn to see it. It's Child.

“What did you say,they ask
her.

“Moat,Child says, her
hands and mouth full of meat. ?ut Fire moat.”

“Set Fire to
it.”

She nods.
?eal People no want
Fire.”

Terence looks at
Boyd. ?e'll need
gasoline. A lot of it.”
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The others come back with the cars, five of
them. It's been years since I've seen a car moving around, heard
the sounds of its machines working and smelled the stinking breath
it pushes out. They were such a big part of the world back in the
Real Times but now I know them as holders of nests and not much
else. It's strange to see them alive again.

Werner pulls close and
leans his big arm out the open window. ?ould you know it? Right where we
left 'em.”

“Is everything in working
order,Terence asks.

“Purring like newborns
thanks to me. You can thank me later by giving me the biggest room.
That used to be yours, didn't it?”

Terence nods quietly.

“Just messing with you,
buddy. Trying to keep morale up.”

Terence walks away to the
people putting guns and other Supplies into the cars. Werner shakes
his big head. ?e's got a lot on his mind right now. Seeing his brother
really did a number on him.”

“Why?”

He breathes out.
?here do I begin? Graham
betrayed him, for starters, and they already blamed each other for
the death of their mom. You can't even imagine what losing her did
to him. We're talking total meltdown. The man you see now is a
hollow copy of the one he used to be.”

Like the skin shed by the Slither
Beasts.

“He loved that woman, I
tell you. All of us did.”

“How did she find the
Death?”

“No one knows exactly, no
one except them two and they've never wanted to tell. The only
thing I know is that three of them were riding in the same car, got
separated from the group, and by the time we saw them again there
were only two of them left trying their damnedest to pull the life
out of each other. It's been like that ever since.

“Will Terence give him the
Death?”

He chews his lip, thinking
about it. ?e's a
good man, Terence, but I couldn't say what he might be pushed to
under the circumstance. I'll tell you this, though- I wouldn't want
to be in the same car with him at a time like this.”

Terence takes the
attention of the group.?lright, everyone, it's time to head
out. You know what you have to do and you know what's at stake.
There's a chance we're going home this morning, but it won't be
easy. So let's do this, and do this right.He points to me and
says, ?ou're
riding with me.

Werner shrugs.
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As the cars roll through the town we stay
quiet, pulled into our seats to not wake the Munies sleeping behind
the walls of houses. Once, we have to go around a skeleton laying
in the center of the street, because the bones would be too loud to
drive over.

Terence drives with pictures in his eyes,
the wheel squeezed tight between his fingers. In the front with
him, Boyd talks about where the secret door should be. He guesses
this by the shape of the base and what I told them about where the
secret room was and what I could hear above it. On his legs is a
bag full of machines Terence handed him before, which he doesn't
look happy to see.

Behind Boyd is Kate, Boyd's wife, who agrees
with what Boyd is saying but doesn't do it with words. Instead she
nods and watches the town go past and scratches lines into her pale
arm with her dull nails.

Between us Child's body is pulled into a
ball, her eyes closed. She's trying to save all the strength she
has from the Slither Beast meat.

Boyd jumps when I touch
his shoulder. ?hat are you,I ask him.

“I'm not sure what you
mean. I'm just a man.”

“She means what you
do,Terence's says.

“Oh. I can tell you what I
did. Do you know what a hacker is?”

“No.”

“Okay, I'll start earlier-
do you know what a computer is?”

“The vision
screens.”

“Well I used to do, let's
say very bad things with those vision screens. I stole money from
people, even ruined a few of their lives. If you'd asked me then,
I'd have said I didn't care. See I could talk to those vision
screens the way I've seen you talk to the wind, the way you know
what's coming just by listening to it. I thought I was a king of
men in those days. But I was only a thief.

Kate says,
?ou're being rough on
yourself.”

“Not rough enough, my
love.He turns in his seat to me. ?
used computers to be a bad person, a very bad
person, but then the virus came and all the computers were taken
away. Just like that the satellites were space junk and the
networks became ghosts. And you know what it felt like? Like I was
being taught a lesson.”

“By the god?”

He thinks.
? don't know the answer
to that. To be honest I don't have to know who's doing the talking
for me to listen, I just have to understand what they're telling
me. I had a chance to start over, so I took it. I walked away. Not
that I had much choice but I did it happily. And wouldn't you know
it? Not two months later I met the lovely lady sitting just behind
me.”

She touches his neck.

“Will you be able to do
what you need to when the time comes,Terence asks him.

“Will you?”

“I've always done
everything I can, with everything I have.”

“Yeah, well look where
that's gotten us.”

Kate says,
?oyd.”

“No, he's right. I'm
responsible for all of this, which is why I'm trying hard to make
things right by everyone. And when it's all over, I'm suggesting to
them we hold a new vote for leader. I've held the weight of it for
long enough.”

All are quiet. We leave the town.

The road that goes through the Wood, I
remember it from when I was small. The last time I was on it my
mother was to my left with a serious face, the trees going by so
fast and her hand shaking on the wheel. Now to my left is a window,
and outside it the Trees, and behind us the other people in the
cars trying to keep up with Terence.

Child begins shaking in her sleep, legs
kicking, face squeezed in, but before I get a chance to calm her
Kate puts her hand on Child's leg and tells her it's okay, shhh,
it's okay. She takes her hand away when she realizes the croaking
sound she hears is coming from my throat.

“I was just trying to
help,she says soft.

I show her my teeth. She doesn't say
anything else.
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In a place where the road becomes two we go
to the left, the rest of the cars go to the right. Boyd tells them
through the machine in his ear to stay in contact, to use the
protected line, and good luck, and when he says this everyone's
heart goes faster and they smell of the Fear.

We take the road as far as it goes, until it
curves up and up and goes to dirt. Then the mountain becomes too
much for the car and we have to get out and climb. Terence and Boyd
are good climbers, and they keep up without breathing heavy. Child
does the best she can being a child and being sick. But Kate is
weak, and she shows it by not keeping up and by breathing heavy.
She has to be helped up the steep by Boyd, and it slows us
down.

Terence stops
climbing. ?nything?”

Boyd checks the machine in
his hand. ?o
signal yet. I have a feeling what we're looking for is somewhere up
there.He points through a hole in the leaves to a deep line higher
up on the mountain, big enough to walk on. I can see it because the
sun is being born and the sky is brighter above us, which is good,
but also bad.

We keep climbing. It takes some minutes but
we reach the deep line, and we walk along it looking out over the
tops of the trees while Boyd uses his machine. Finally it starts to
make noise. He holds it to the rock and we follow him, listening to
it go louder and louder until it seems to be screaming, and he
turns it off and puts it away.

“Look for a keyhole,he
says, feeling the rock, ?omething that doesn't
belong.”

All five of us push and
pull on the mountain rock, even Child, though she doesn't
understand why, trying to find anything that might have been made
by Real People. It seems like there's nothing until Kate calls for
us to come look. She pokes at a piece of the mountain sticking from
the wall the size of her head. She says, ?t's not real.”

Boyd feels around its edges for some seconds
until something clicks. Right to left the rock moves out of the
way, behind it a face of metal with a hole in the middle. He asks
me for the key and I give it to him, and he slides it in and turns.
The metal face opens to show a vision screen with an outline of a
hand, like a shadow. Boyd presses his hand to it and the screen
turns to blood.

Terence says,
?s it bad?”

“Nothing I can't
handle.”

“How long do you
think?”

“Five minutes. The
most.”

“That's it?”

“There's a reason you
brought me instead of Werner, and it's not because he talks too
much in the car.”

Boyd takes out more machines from his bag.
As he uses them, Terence comes to speak to me.

“How's she holding up?He
nods to Child.

“Better with the sun
coming.”

His eyes move to the
sky. ? wish I
could say the same for the rest of us. Listen- I need you to
understand that things might get ugly pretty soon.”

“Things are ugly
now.”

“What I'm trying to say
is, if this turns into a fight I need you to stay focused. Remember
who's side you're on.He looks over at Kate, standing at the side of
Boyd. ?he didn't
mean any harm. People get emotional when they see children, even
Munie children, more-so when they've been through the kinds of
things she's been through.

“I can take care of
Child.”

“I see that, but an
important lesson I learned a long time ago is being a family isn't
just offering help, it's accepting it.

“We aren't
family.”

He nods, his face
serious. ?'d
settle for knowing you won't attack any of my people. I don't think
that's too much to ask. What do you say?”

I look at Boyd and Kate. I
look at Terence. ? say keep them away from Child and I'll keep away from
them.”

Boyd finishes with his machines. A piece of
the mountain taller than him pushes forward and moves to the right,
opening to show a mouth, and behind it a low, deep tunnel with Real
People lights in the ceiling and a metal path in the floor.

Without any more words we walk through the
mouth. Into the mountain. Into the dark.
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