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PROLOGUE

	Despite the senselessness of doing so, they went on, surviving. The oceanic air had been easier on the lungs and nose than the air had been to the southeast, on land. The world grew cleaner the further they went. Water splashing over short railings gave off equal parts hope—on the far side of their trek was clean Alaska—and terror. What hid in those droplets, and just how badly would they burn?

	That extended dose of radiation had Gerald Dawson shaky and sick on the deck of the speedboat. It was nearly forty feet in length and too much boat for two men who’d never commanded so much as a canoe.

	Winter Colson sat up from where he’d stretched his frame. His hair had fallen out somewhere between the first and second checkpoints. “How do we know we can even trust that tin can?”

	Gerald was on his side, peering into sun-bleached woodgrains. “What choice we got?” His voice whistled some, he’d lost two teeth four days earlier outside a flooded drug store in some pissant town they’d decided to check out because they needed water and the rations were too bland not to try for something else. A murder of crows, each the size of a typewriter, had attacked the six-member group for their trouble.

	They’d been down to two for the last day and a half, seeing those enormous footprints in a field had sent a third man named Drake Burkowsky into a fit. The prints aligned with his memory and all the extra bits he’d tacked on in his imagination. The fur, those black eyes, the huge hands, Drake Burkowsky had had enough, kicked out a window of a house, grabbed a chunk of glass and let the life from his wrists.

	It hadn’t been all bad—Drake Burkowsky was a talker and his death opened the door to some general respite. Also, the scent of his spilled blood brought out a small lizard. Gerald nailed it with a rock, and never had meat tasted so good; that it was poisonous and mutated mattered none.

	Winter got to his feet, sighed, looked to the dark sky at the shriek of a bird flying beyond the nuclear fog. “Okay, what I do?”

	The shiny aluminum drone had flown into the cockpit and hovered there, above the controls. A voice, male, not a hint of practiced TV tones, said, “This model’s just like a car. You the one who was driving the vehicles?”

	Winter shook his head.

	“What about that other guy?”

	“I don’t think he’s doing so good. Just tell me what I gotta do.”

	The voice from the drone hummed for a moment as if thinking or combing information. “This model has a turbine generator built in. Wind should have charged the batteries constantly. Give that button to your right a push.”

	He did and the engine rumbled gently. Winter ducked and looked around, waiting for one of those snake-like creatures they’d seen—plenty big enough to crush the boat. 

	The voice from the drone said, “Got other eyes on you now, you’re good unless something comes from way deep. Now, to your left, there’s a handle, that’s your throttle. Push that forward to go forward and pull it back to go backward. The wheel steers the boat, simple.”

	“But how’s it I know where I’m going?” Winter pulled the throttle and the boat began backing from the shore where it had wedged in with three other boats. It made a short squealing noise as it freed, but was moving fine.

	“That’s up to you. Like I said before, you can either listen to what I say or you can test your luck on the open seas. Let me warn you, try to keep dry. That water is not nice to people.”

	“Already sick.” Winter automatically touched the gaping sore under his eye. It was hot and cold simultaneously. 

	“But you could be sicker. You could be dead.”

	Winter backed up far enough that he could steer in any direction. “Where I’m going? Where I’m going, come on? This gotta end. Where I’m going?”

	“It’s already set. See the red light?”

	“Uh, yeah.” 

	The drone emitted a beam onto the left side of the console above the steering wheel.

	“Steer until that light is dead center.”

	Winter spun the wheel. That did nothing. He pushed the throttle and the boat began turning. The light shifted. He yanked the steering wheel when he’d gone too far.

	The voice from the drone said, “It’s open water, easy enough to correct and watch out for icebergs, that’s what got the Titanic.”

	“What the hell’s a Titanic?”

	“Never mind, there hasn’t been ice where you’re going for decades. Good luck.”

	“Wait, what happens if the engine stops or something? Yo! Hey! What I do if something goes wrong?”

	The drone was silent.

	Winter looked back from the cockpit. Gerald was out and his body had slid closer to the gunwale where the propeller fired water out the back. It looked as if there was once a door over the opening, but something had broken it off…or torn it off. 

	Bow facing again, Winter tried pushing the throttle. The boat sped. Ahead were other ghost boats, hundreds of them within eye’s view. The further out he piloted, the blanker the ocean became. The waves grew higher as well, so he pulled back on the throttle some and let go of the wheel. It moved gently, back and forth, but wasn’t up to much, so he risked leaving the cockpit.

	“Easier than it seems.” 

	He crouched down to look closer to eyelevel with Gerald. 

	“Yo.” He shook the man gently. “Yo, wake up.” He shook harder. “Yo.” Still nothing. He squat-stepped closer and pushed again. The man rolled from his side onto his back. Something crunched behind his head.

	Winter flipped him onto his stomach. Collector card-sized crustaceans scurried from out of Gerald’s seeping skull. 

	“Uck, come on.” He back-stepped all the way to the cockpit. Inside, he slammed the door and took the wheel. He’d hide in there until the end of days if he had to. 

	The red light was six inches from center and he focussed on holding alignment. This simple act had a calming effect. Being alone in the Western Wastes was a terrifying thought, being alone in the Pacific where it spilled over the Western Wastes was infinitely scarier. 

	The red light slid back and forth, almost hypnotically. The thought of an iceberg popped into Winter’s head like a bad memory and his chin lifted. He gasped and tightened his grip. The grey hump jutting out of the water had to be at least as long as a school bus. There was no time to avoid it. He pushed the throttle all the way down.

	The thing rose higher, bringing an eye above the surface—tiny and reflective amid the huge mass. The speedboat hit the thing and took to the air. It landed, cracking in a splintery eruption of destruction. The floor gave way under Winter’s feet and the black, irradiated ocean sucked him down.

	He thrashed and paddled his arms and kicked his legs. The water was like the wound in his face searing and freezing. An orange and white ring bobbed and he grabbed for a rope connected to it, dragging it close. A lifesaver performing one last duty.

	Fear stole in as he looked around the horrid blank canvas that was the Pacific Ocean. There he bobbed and watched, clinging to that foam ring. His skin burned and his legs became rubbery, but he persisted, trying to move, unsure of which way took him to shore. 

	Directly beneath him, something very, very big was rising, and it was hungry.

	 

	


CHAPTER ONE

	Apollo Williams crouched amid the shadows between a former Shoppers Drug Mart and the former Sng Salon. Both were from the old days. The before times. The buildings were stone and in the modern world, stone was old hat. Stone crumbled. Stone cracked. 

	Of course, Apollo was too young and ignorant to know much more than what he’d figured out during his life as a scavenger, existing somewhere in the middle of the two worlds.

	The authorities frowned upon visits beyond the final checkpoint and demanded a pass as well as training. There was also the radiation proof suit to rent and the tour guides. If it didn’t pull in so many credits and create jobs, the government would’ve outlawed it entirely.

	Scavenging the outskirts was illegal, as the outskirts were too close to the contamination line and brought too much of the past into the future. Apollo knew this, but life was life and he only did as his mother and grandmother had. 

	Picking through discards for crumbs of value was in his blood. 

	Twice the authorities had caught him. The first time, he’d burrowed into the former MTS Center arena and discovered a wealth in body protection. He didn’t know what hockey was or that the blocky white thing he’d draped over his head and let fall to his shoulders would not stop bullets unless they were rubber. The sticks lining the walls and the protective goodies in the stalls, it looked like a police locker for cops who couldn’t pass the grade at the firing range. 

	High and low, digging through gloves, skates, elbow pads, cups, shin pads, and helmets he sought the guns he assumed must exist. They had to be there, what could a force needing bulletproof body armor do without the matching weaponry?

	Dressed as if about to begin the 2119 season—a season that had never happened, and was only forty years later than the last NHL season—Apollo bent over a bench, shoving around fallen ceiling debris. He stopped and sniffed. The air was different. Everything in the old world was musty or dusty. Smelling grease and steel was a curious change.

	“Citizen, you are in the forbidden zone. Hands over your head. You are under arrest.” The voice boomed and echoed. Most of the ceiling was still seemingly miles overhead. “I will now approach and apprehend you. You will have a court date set for six days from now and if you cannot afford law representation, law representation will be afforded to you.”

	On the repeat of the word representation, Apollo was moving. His legs were strong. His mother used to say it was the Métis in his bones. The Métis had to grow light bones when the white man came. Apollo couldn’t remember the rest of the story and didn’t know if his bones were light or not, but he knew he could run as fast as anyone he’d met. 

	Which was good. Rumor was that the security detail blew off heads without worry, but he had the gear and he felt like a warrior and a red fox pressed together in a single fleshy shell. 

	Twenty feet away, the Jumbotron had fallen and crumbled into a heap of electronic discards and glass. Apollo would get on the far side of the smashed mess, use it as protection, and work his way through to the maze of hallways and dressing rooms.

	He took three steps and the cotton and plastic of the left arm of the goalie equipment he wore exploded. Blood mingled with the floating and falling bits. Flesh burned and partially detached, bones broken, tendons severed, limb dangling like a pendulum ball, Apollo screamed. The world went grey and he blinked at the tall, slim robot leaning down over him.

	“You are under arrest for trespassing and resisting detainment.”

	Three years after that, Apollo was back in the former Winnipeg and not far from the MTS Center. Scavenging had become significantly more difficult since that day. He had a new nickname at some of the trading posts, but he laughed it off. One Arm was better than most of the names the filthy bottom of humanity had at places where the old world met the new world.

	Losing a limb made everything tricky, from zipping his pants, to climbing a ladder, but it also made him a smarter scavenger. Before, he sought the big and shiny things, looking for museum exhibit items to sell for instant retirement coin that refused to come. 

	With only one arm, he couldn’t carry big things and learned to look differently. 

	The word RECHARGEABLE became his goal. The words SOLAR and PANEL became his glory. In prison, that’s what he did and that training carried into the real world once he got out. Everybody used electricity and some people wanted to do so with no trail of purchase or government request form reaching back to them.

	In the caved in mall, the skinny brown man with long rusty black hair tied in a ponytail with a scrap of copper wire straightened his back, smiling. The world was being good to him for once.

	Trapped in a time warp, the last days of the old world, before things went sour with quakes and nuclear snafus that destroyed more than half of North America, solar stores made up two of every five storefronts in the malls around the globe. Carbon exploration was a thing of the past and the Earth had been healing itself for more than a decade; harnessing the sun had not only become necessary, but fashionable. Wealthy people donated power instead of cash, the tax write-offs remained the same, and no matter how poor a body was, they had all the power they’d ever need—even for the ancient Apple and Microsoft products that munched energy like pigs at a slop trough. 

	These were things they taught Apollo in prison. A few bits stuck, but not in the way they were intended to. The idea of teaching in prison was to enlighten minds, not show routes to illegal creds once released.

	The sign for the place had fallen, draped across a table, protecting the stock pushed below. Apollo bent at the knees and lifted the first of what appeared to be dozens of solar rolls. They were thin polymer and steel, each weighed four pounds and would fetch him enough to live for a week. At a glance, he guessed there were more than fifty rolls. That’s a year’s earnings in a single haul.

	“Citizen, you are in the forbidden zone. Hands over your head. You are under arrest.” The voice was muffled in the closed space of the caved in building. 

	Apollo hadn’t smelled the grease or steel, too interested in his find. His hand went above his head, solar roll gripped tight. He pleaded internally for them to let him keep the rolls, arrest him, but let him realize the value of this trip underground; pleaded internally to keep his remaining arm. He said nothing.

	Robots had no hearts. 

	“Open your hand.”

	Apollo was too scared to think straight and released his grasp. The solar roll did a half-spin before colliding with his eye. He dropped and awoke in the grasp of the robotic security unit. 

	Eighteen more months in labor camp custody soldering government solar panels ended and Apollo left a man in need of money. The government offered him a living and he’d tried that route, but he was a bird, as well as a fox and a warrior, and though he’d never admit it, one unlucky dumbass.

	One-armed, one-eyed, long rusty black ponytail dangling behind him, wearing coveralls paled to blue grey, he scavenged from a quick fill battery location on the eastern edge of Winnipeg. Apollo was back in the city, looking for an El’ Dorado, still thinking he might revisit that one special place just for a peek. Once he was back into the groove of scavenging. 

	This time he smelled the security before it got close enough to arrest him, and from where he hid in that dirty alleyway, he listened. He wore a messenger’s bag and a backpack. In the backpack was a spool of copper, and in the messenger bag were three bottles of murky water—filters were expensive and looks weren’t everything, even when it came to ingesting those unsettling looks. Apollo knew nothing in particular about radiation, but knew if he bottled water in the city and drank that water, he’d carry a sickly gut and become thirstier than he was before drinking. Radiation did things to people and he had enough strikes against him. 

	But a man had to drink. Just as Apollo had to scavenge.

	Silent and without telltale scents lingering, Apollo stood and stepped out into the grey morning, hand in his bag, feeling for a bottle. It was December in Winnipeg and that meant the temperature would reach into the high forties in centigrade. Apollo knew zilch about old world Winnipeg or the thousands who’d frozen to death on her streets in the Decembers stretching back into the late nineteenth century. He might’ve laughed had anyone ever told him such a thing.

	Sweat dripped into Apollo’s eye and he rubbed his face on the small portion of limb he had just below the shoulder. At least he could still do that much.

	Suddenly, he stiffened, was about to leap back into the shadows, but it was too late.

	“Citizen…”

	“Damn you.” Apollo dropped his gaze and lifted his right arm, lifted the nub of his left as well.

	—

	Hospitals and factories, most things could be automated, but life was nothing without tasks. Walter ‘Doc’ Coleman sat in the lunchroom thinking that if it wasn’t for a few little jobs that took a human touch, he’d be obsolete. Even then, if you could train a machine in compassion, maybe he’d go out to pasture—not that those who had slotted him in his position did so for the sake of compassion.

	The hospital cafeteria covered two meals a day and Doc was on his lunchbreak, spinning noodles in broth and carrot slivers with engineered beef. He had no way of knowing if the stories the government peddled when he was a kid were true. Did engineered beef taste better than real beef? His grandfather, a man who’d spent most of his life eating real beef had an opinion, but at sixty-three, Doc Coleman didn’t recall what it was.

	Not that it mattered. Cattle were rare, and travel shows suggested that only third world barbarians still kept the beasts at all. As animals, they polluted too much and the meat caused heart problems, and real leather hadn’t mattered since about 2045.

	He was the only one working this shift in his wing of the hospital and had the breakroom to himself, not that he would’ve minded some company. His day job was nothing short of monotonous, bordering on painfully so. He didn’t keep at it for the job description.

	Finished, he recycled the paper bowl and paper spoon, and took a sip from the water fountain that jutted from the wall like a hillbilly under bite. Door locked behind him, he took his time getting to what passed for his office. The halls were empty and devoid of decorations or warmth. The rooms were full. Nearly everyone was asleep, four hundred patients, but only one mattered that night.

	Doc pressed his thumb to a pad next to the door. It opened. He entered and the scent drove a shiver through his bones, like whiffing smelling salts. Bleach and ammonia. He dumped degreaser into a yellow bucket, lifted the bucket to the big sink, and filled it until the bubbles reached for the bevelled lip. Mop stuffed into the squeeze tray riding above the belly of the bucket, he rolled it to the door on silent castors. It was important to be silent. The folks in that part of the hospital were only delaying the inevitable and that might make anyone mighty irritated over just about anything.

	“Aren’t we all delaying the inevitable?” Doc whispered, thinking about his years and that he was about the same age as some, younger than most, but older than a handful on his wing. Life was funny like that, no matter how young or old you were, someone beat you to any age. You’re never first or last, you’re just one of a huge number on an endless conveyor of experiences: love and pain and hunger and frustration.

	For years, he’d bounced from hospital to hospital. His given name changed with every new job, but folks who arranged his arrival all knew him as Doc. It was a joke, funny forty-one years ago when he’d rested his mop against a wall outside the door of that first patient he’d visited. Since then, it was just who he was.

	Back with that first one, things were simpler. The world hadn’t yet recovered from the great change and access was easier. Now, there were steps, but those who kept him in business knew to cover the particulars. The system was flawed, but in every system were working parts, all trying to do their best.

	Into the elevator, he mopped with the well-squeezed spaghetti head. The surfaced shined, but would dry long before he finished the floor; before any of the daytime employees or the rare visitors arrived. 

	Like any other night, he started at one end and ran the mop over the stone flooring, walking backward. It took him nine minutes to reach the stairwell where the camera was blind. It took him nineteen seconds to race up the steps. Old as he was, he was still fit when it mattered. Through the door and onto the sixth floor. The nearest camera had malfunctioned sometime after supper and was on an electrician’s to do list. Doc donned a glove on his right hand. It had a set of fingerprints built into the surface and he pressed his right index against a lock pad. The door opened and he entered. There were nine small tents over beds. Told by the party passing on a message, the patient was the fourth down on the left side: Lydia Jokinen, early onset Alzheimer’s, unresponsive to treatment. She was in a tent because she’d tried to take care of herself, but nosey neighbors called the local security. The cuts grew infected. Two days in the hospital and she tried to hang herself with a bedsheet. A doctor stopped her. Four days after that, the morning Doc got word of his newest patient, Lydia had drunk all the medications, water, and blood dangling in transfusion bags above the beds of her sleeping roommates. 

	It was amazing that she’d kept it all down. The doctors and nurses were surprised that she could even get out of bed. A trooper, a sign that she needed to soldier on and live because the world liked survivors and a strong headcount. 

	However, it took a great deal of effort to save her after drinking what she had. Word was, nurses requested they leave her next time. The doctors consulted with shadier higher ups on this, but every death had come to cost more; society needed moving bodies to kick as long as possible. It was of utmost importance that the doctors didn’t let the dangerous precedent return—suicide was not okay, even if a body became a mindless vegetable. All must have a chance to survive, because what if, what if, what if.

	Doc read Lydia’s name. Tubes ran down her throat. Her pallor was greenish. Her hair matted to her head. Her wrists had thick bandages. Marks circled her neck like the rings of Saturn. 

	“Soon,” Doc said and removed the tube from her throat. The glove snapped off his hand as he bent down. “Your pain is over.” Flesh against flesh, Doc felt Lydia’s tongue jut out against his palm as he pressed against her face. He pinched her nostrils and her legs flailed a little, as did her arms. “Go now.” His voice was the voice of Death in moments when Death was a friend.

	Every single time he did this, he thought of his sons.

	She ceased movement. Dead. 

	Doc rammed the tube between her lips and down. He exited the room in a sprint, went down the stairs, and took up his mop. He rounded the corner, and the scent of grease and steel filled the corridor. 

	“Citizen, you are in violation of the law of life. Hands over your head. You are under arrest.”

	He’d known it was coming, eventually. “And if I don’t, will you kill me? Will you end me?”

	“Citizen, you are in violation of the law of life. Hands over your head. You are under arrest. I will now approach and apprehend you. You will have a court date set for six days from now and if you cannot afford law representation, law representation will be afforded to you.”

	“You didn’t answer my question.”

	“Citizen…”

	—

	The former Library of Canada had become a tourist destination and high school class trip mainstay, boring as it was. Even to a historian like Laila Nagano, those musty old tomes really had nothing new to reveal and the museum rooms offered the most tepid of glimpses. All the information was available via the digital highways, pumped right into personal devices. These kids had probably already taken a digital tour in their classrooms. 

	The thing that kept Laila in business was that streaming information directly to the brain had yet to be perfected. Not that efforts hadn’t occurred. Several hundred zombie volunteers lurked in sanitariums in Kingston, Halifax, Albany, and Gilbert, the last of the bunch being the newest, hoping the cold climate of Arizona would work better than the balmy reaches of Canada and upstate New York.

	Laila used to spend far too much time thinking about the technolobotomized people, wondering if it was a stream so constant running to their brains that they couldn’t process anything else or if it was simply a matter of burning out the organic circuitry. Religious nuts called it God’s will and a punishment for overreaching. 

	It didn’t matter to Laila who might take the fault or to what degree, she worried about the ruined people themselves. Did they still think in there, behind those drooling mouths and shuffling steps? 

	Lately, she didn’t worry much about them or the tedium of the tours, her mind had been elsewhere. On herself and the thing growing in her womb.

	Being forty, and having come to exist with a wildly irregular period, Laila felt free and in the clear after a social dalliance. In youth, concerns about pregnancy came with every sexual escapade. In high school, it made up half the conversations—who missed her period, who was fucking whom, who tried to get an abortion but instead got a court date. 

	She’d never wanted a child and five months after her last period and four months after her last visit to Ottawa’s Karaoke Town, she set an appointment to see a doctor; not only to discover that she was pregnant, but that she was pregnant with a child bearing visible genetic anomalies. Her child, a girl, would live with Prader-Willi syndrome. 

	The news was like a blow directly to the heart and mind. It couldn’t be true. It was hard enough to exist as she had. Freedom was the only benefit she’d ever known. Her wage covered a decent level of comfort, but nothing excessive and little beyond the necessities. A child with needs would ruin her life. A child with special needs would erase her freedom permanently. 

	For months, she’d awakened, panicked and screaming. Her coworkers were almost friends, they offered opinions and tips, but not a one of them understood. She wailed and mourned her impending losses to any listening ears.

	Then it stopped and the little baby mound disappeared.

	She went to work, business as usual, and nobody said anything. Laila kept quiet, her relief was like lifting a lead blanket from her back. She returned to being a visiting teacher and tour guide much earlier than expected. It rejuvenated her and she was happy to lead anyone through a journey into the past. Bubbly and bubbling with information. Her historical knowledge was extensive and the rare interested parties hung on her words as if she spat platinum. Most, though, were disinterested kids and she was but a chatty babysitter.

	Days at the Library of Canada Museum were nice again. They took her back in time, though not for the obvious reasons. Like the pioneer village retreats she’d studied, the building pulled away the curtain and existed in the year 2015. No robots, no specialty devices, and no holograms. No near mishap involving a baby. 

	The stone walls of the great building met thousands of hands every week, people touching bricks and mortar, learning about fiberglass and deadly asbestos insulation. Light again in the role of guide, enthusiasm beaming from her skin, the students basked in the glow from coil bulbs that burned huge amounts of power by comparison to the Sinto Tubes that were everywhere else in the city. They drank in the old timey ways people got information and opened doors, turned on TVs, did away with garbage.

	It had been another good morning in a long string of good mornings. Lunch came and Laila ate her usual; even food tasted better there, where she didn’t think about what happened or what might’ve been.

	After lunch, Laila sipped on a blueberry caffee, wondering if the long gone coffee it mimicked had so many flavor options. The students again filed in, a teacher Laila did not recognize bringing up the rear. 

	“All right, students,” Laila pointed to the first exhibit on the main floor, “who knows what this is?”

	Blank-eyed, almost as if scratching brains with invisible fingers, the students gawked at the Commodore 64—on its screen, the eight-bit title page for the game Swiss Family Robinson awaited a command—and its yellowed keyboard. Running this computer for one day took as much energy as powering a walk-in freezer for a week. 

	“Nobody?”

	“Torture?” one smart-mouthed boy said.

	Laila rolled her eyes. “This is a personal computer and the game awaiting input—”

	Four students, only slightly off unison, said, “Game, start.”

	Laila laughed and the man at the back laughed. “This system was popular with computer owners in the late twentieth century. Though most households didn’t have computers, in fact, most technology worked on analog systems.” Laila was about to explain analog when the students got another, though unexpected, taste of the past.

	Four armed men in black uniforms charged into the space, shouting, “Laila Nagano, on the floor! You’re under arrest!”

	Shocked, Laila put her hands out to block the charging men. The nearest turned his rifle and landed the stock against her forehead. She dropped, unintentionally emitting a steady whine. The blood came out so fast, way too fast.

	The students gawked and the man at the back spoke, a finger pressed against his jaw. Nobody heard him; he was not a schoolteacher.

	“Get your hands over your head, you fucking bitch! Do it!” Another boot landed in her ribs as knees pinned her to the cold floor.

	Laila wailed and covered her face. This was so impossibly terrifying, she’d never been this scared, never even close. These were strong-arm tactics that nearly ended civilization in the years leading up to the great change. 

	But this was the modern world.

	“Why?” she moaned from around her palm.

	Three boots connected and four shots rang out. The students were screaming. Laila was screaming when she had the breath to do so. The bullets were rubber; one grazed her hip, another her thigh. The swelling was immediate. The zip ties cut into her wrists and ankles. The hood over her head reeked of impending demise.

	“Why?” she whined again.

	“Shut the fuck up, baby killer,” said one of the men carrying her. 

	The disgust oozed around the words. Laila heard it, much louder than his words. She wanted to explain that he had it all wrong, but something struck her head and quieted any forthcoming protest.

	—

	The judge sat high above the court in a black robe, her hair cropped short and dyed to a light auburn hue, her lips in burgundy, her cheeks tinted reddish with powder, and her long nails clean and clear. She’d sat quietly listening to the defense bury itself. 

	These particular nuts had denied any professional council.

	“We must not ignore God’s plan, His route. The world has gone to Satan and what we did was God’s plan. He gives me strength enough to hear His voice and act on His commands. We killed nobody. We saved the world from abominations! Those were not people. Those were a scourge on this great world God has bestowed upon the people.”

	The judge put an index finger up to her temple and rubbed in a loop.

	“For God is great and all who oppose Him are minions of Satan. God has birthed me His hand and those who act with me act as His fingers!”

	The judge had had enough. Skye Krug spoke in circles and it was almost suppertime, and damned if this thing was going to stretch out. To keep this going was to give these nuts a soapbox. There was video evidence. There were eyewitnesses. The defendants pled not guilty, but each took a turn confessing before the court, under the guise of righteous authority to act. 

	The hammer landed and silenced the woman. Thirty, wealthy, blonde, idealistic, and a terrorist. Next to her was her husband, Johan Krug. He was thirty-eight and the source of his wife’s wealth. His family money went back to the old world and had managed to retain its place with property location and paranoia—guns and land and hungry followers after the change kept his people riding high. 

	Despite the scary changes to the world, the Church of Jesus Christ, the Redemption and the Light had taken a steady downfall. In the early years after the change, the governments came together and adopted new ways that angered a capitalist minority who had been in charge as long as so-called civilized communities existed on the continent. Everyone ate. Everyone worked twenty-four hours a week, more if they wanted and it didn’t harm anyone else’s hours. The market system was a bad taste that quickly depleted as the sick met treatment and the homeless met second, third, fourth, fifth chances. Most importantly, science reigned and no churches received preferential treatment, instead they met scrutiny and the same treatment once reserved for TV psychics—faith for entertainment purposes only. 

	The world mingled socialism with capitalism, and it worked. A body could still become rich, but it wasn’t easy and birthright guaranteed very little.

	“I’ve heard enough.” The judge sounded part bored and part angry. “You’ve stated aloud your guilt and these statements match the evidence. If I didn’t think it would cause more innocent deaths, I’d recommend treatment, but fanatics are beyond treatment and rather than have your ilk pop up all over thinking terrorism is some kind of joke, I’m going to show you what you’ve done by returning the favor you did to those innocent people. Your terrorism isn’t new and you’re not special. Your actions demand payment.”

	At this, Skye sneered and then glanced over to the third defendant, Langan Gord. Langan was twenty-six, an attractive man, tall, strong, black, and with an IQ of eighty-three. He needed a leader and had one in Skye; she was his salvation.

	A shiv he’d snuck into holding six days earlier, one he’d kept in his asshole since, fell from his suit jacket cuff into his palm. Chains jangled as he broke forward as if to cross the sixteen feet between defendants and judge. A step or two, and airborne shots of electricity pumped a temporarily debilitating pulse into Langan’s chest. It worked a little too well and momentarily stopped his heart. 

	The judge shook her head. “Thank you for proving my point once again. I sentence you to death in the Western Wastes.” A smirk came upon her face. “May evolution have mercy on your bodies and may the families you hurt pull huge bets on your Run.”

	“You can’t do this!” Johan Krug’s voice finally met the indignation he felt at being treated so poorly. Didn’t this judge know him? Didn’t this judge’s ancestors take payments from his ancestors? Didn’t they laugh at the commoners and their feeble attempts at success? Probably. “I am John William Krug. The Krugs have—”

	“Your Krug days are over. Please remove these criminals from my court. I don’t want to see them again until radiation has their hair falling out.”

	They struggled and swore God’s vengeance. Skye took it further. She promised retribution. She promised an uprising. She promised they’d reach the Promised Land and rebuild God’s world and His sword. She promised to smite… The swinging courtroom doors cut off Skye’s righteous tirade as the security robots dragged her and Johan out. Langan draped over the arms of another security robot, like a lover crossing the threshold of a new home.

	“Who’s next?” the judge asked.

	The stenographer lifted his head and pressed a button. He was redundant and unnecessary, but work was work and work was good for a sense of purpose. The button sent the information to the judge’s bench-top. She read the information about Wayne John Hicks: fifty, four times guilty of theft, and now charged with scavenging the western-most outskirts. A dangerous combination that was bound to harm innocent people. If he brought back radioactive items and good citizens grew sick and died… She was in a bad mood and watched the footage of Wayne’s crime as the defendant was paraded in.

	The judge looked up at the appointed representation. “How does he plead?”

	“Guilty on the grounds of need. You see he’s begun to assist with a periphery family—”

	“Guilty it is. Wayne John Hicks, for the crimes of scavenging, trespassing, and endangering the lives of countless citizens, I find you guilty. I sentence you to death in the Western Wastes.”

	“What the fuck?” Wayne’s voice was high in surprise. “That ain’t right! I just went looking for some aluminum. Damn you!”

	“Watch your tongue in my court.”

	 

	


CHAPTER TWO

	Gerry Samson was in a McDonald’s Bar drinking a McMolson 6.0 when her friend, Todd Goldman, plunked down next to her, a glowing McSour in his hand. 

	“Those things’ll give you diabetes,” Gerry said, eyes on the monitor on the back wall of the bar, right above a grinning Ronald McDonald holding up a wine glass. It was a classier joint, much nicer than her local McDonald’s Restaurants. 

	“How’s your horse?” Todd took a sip, halfway to sullen. Just once he’d like some of Gerry’s providence. He’d place a mondo bet and buy something big and stupid.

	The music coming through the stereo was some classic freako punk pop from the ‘70s or ‘80s, back before either of them was born. Most of the patrons were a little older as McDonald’s Bars were not the cheapest choice to have a drink and most of these patrons no longer parented in the hands on sense of having a kid under their roof. Essentially, they had freedom and spending money.

	Gerry was only there because she was lucky, always had been. She gambled every time an instinct rumbled in her belly and five of every eight bets she placed, something bigger than her bet came back her way. The live Radio Run feed was her sport of choice, morbid as it was. It was the biggest and best game in the country. Everybody watched it, even if they didn’t admit it. Though most didn’t watch it like Gerry did. Her viewing bordered on obsessive. Something about the humanity and desperation of the criminals trying to make it to the Alaska Highway in a long abandoned town called Dawson Creek and onto that mythical easy leg of the trek kept her tuned like a cat to a bird feeder. The route moved along a road dripping with radioactivity, but if you followed it long enough, it led to Alaska: New Eden some called it.

	The opening of Radio Run showed images of the former world to amaze the watchers. The world before the quakes rocked the globe to bits, sending oceans on new courses, shifting the axis, and skewing the magnetism of the North and South Poles—which sent all global positioning systems out of whack, and then detonated misguided atomic bombs, mostly in their placeholders or on friendly soil. Those pictures revealed a world of tall stone buildings and overpopulation. 

	Since then, tall buildings existed anew, but they were different and the idea of using stone seemed laughable in the face of energy absorbing synthetics, and the population was one ninth of what it had been. The quakes washed out India, Japan, some of China, and most of the western side of North America and all but the southwest portions of South America. The temperatures flipped and somehow through it all, Alaska became like an oasis. 

	Word was, the local government threatened to take down any air traffic attempting to encroach and it took only one act against The People’s Republic of Alaska to prove they meant what they said. The only way to get there was to master the toxic swatch of the Pacific that refused to dissipate or move, as if set like a wall. Alternatively, a body could make their way over land and water across the former Canada. The trick, according to Arpen Winslow, host of the most important hours of the Run and supreme hunk, was to get beyond the third checkpoint, after that, easy peasy lemon squeezy. From that checkpoint, they could go north by car, truck, or Jeep, and then by boat into the clean waters above the former towns and cities of Whitehorse and eastern Alaska before settling in with a life washed of sins and your record expunged.

	It was why criminals didn’t sit down and die once sentenced to death in the Western Wasteland. Hope got folks up like sex drive. 

	Nobody had made it to Alaska in the last decade, but Walter Oates and Frog Bosch were reminders that miracles did happen. The CBC showed their pictures often enough that it was impossible to forget.

	“Hey, I said how’s your horse?” Todd nudged Gerry with his elbow.

	On the screen, an advertisement for the next cast flared and Gerry felt the beer she’d drunk rising in her throat. They read off the charges and got to Laila Nagano. Gerry didn’t know her name, but recognized the woman from the emergency room one night, only a few weeks ago. 

	“Hey, Gerry.”

	“That’s wrong. They got it wrong!” Gerry jumped to her feet, her bet and her beer forgotten. 

	“What’s wrong?” Todd shouted. Gerry did not look back. Todd picked up the bet ticket, read the name and the checkpoint bet. On the screen, Tuey Okafor was the last survivor from a grueling week. Being alone, she’d lost most of her senses, but she was Gerry’s horse and only had to make it beyond the third checkpoint—pretty much all she had to do was ride the boat to the shore and then stumble along for a few feet. Sounded easier than it usually was. 

	From the sky, a drone with a camera followed Tuey as she paddled a rowboat. The camera turned forward and back to cover the noises chasing behind Tuey’s movements.

	Todd gulped down his drink. This was the most suspenseful part—death impending, competitor exhausted, money riding. The waves lapped and Todd swayed in time, saying, “Do it, go. Do it, go,” under his breath. 

	The boat reached the shore and Todd gasped.

	The short, chubby brown figure on the screen staggered a dozen steps before the word CHECKPOINT flashed in brilliant red. Todd hooted and jumped to his feet, not yet sure if he was happy for himself or for Gerry.

	Almost as if hearing him, Tuey stopped suddenly and looked down. One of her shoes must’ve come off in the boat. She turned around and stumbled back to the wet outskirts of shore. Upon reaching the boat, she leaned over to fill her lungs and slow her heartbeat. The drone had again drifted some to get the entire shot. Most times, drones stayed away. They had a great camera and could be a huge distance and still give nose hairs in HD to the viewing public.

	Those dark lapping waves rocked the boat and the final contestant. Like a lizard’s tongue, an appendage, something resembling a snake’s tail, lashed out and wrapped around Tuey. She looked down, but faced the wrong way for her emotion or reaction to be appreciated by the camera. The thing yanked her from view.

	“Wow.” Todd pocketed the ticket, tipped his whisky glass for ice melt dregs, and then chugged the rest of the McMolson 6.0 that Gerry had left behind. A big part of Todd hoped Gerry might forget about her ticket—unlikely as that was—because he could really use those forty thousand creds. 

	—

	One block away was the local security dispatch. Gerry cleared the robots at intake. A woman typed her name into a computer after scanning her prints and ID cards, and then stepped into a room where nine men and four women sat behind desks. They looked bored and lifted their heads at the noise of Gerry’s entry, anticipation visible.

	“There’s been a mistake.” Gerry was breathless. “The woman, she’s on the next Radio Run. She didn’t—”

	“Whoa now, slow down,” said a big man with huge hands and enormous arms as he rose to his size seventeen feet.

	They chatted and Gerry started with the night in the hospital, when she’d met this woman. The officer listened, though seemed to hold back yawns as every so often tears sprouted in her eyes, and then she got down to it and he stiffened.

	Forty-nine minutes later, they got into a standard blue and white police car. The streets parted, though he hadn’t turned on the lights or siren. Then they were inside CBC headquarters. Gerry had a flute of champagne in one hand and a puff pastry of faux-pork in the other. The cop shovelled the pastries two at a time into his mouth. A pig in two senses of the word.

	The place smelled like cardboard and deep fryer. Gerry didn’t like the dismissive manner the cop had used, once she’d finished her story, and didn’t like the turn they’d taken going to the CBC. Shouldn’t she be speaking to a judge or something, not a TV producer?

	The door opened and two young women in scanty skirts and loose blouses waved for the pair to follow. The hallways were pale blue and the floors were so clean and waxy that Gerry could see up her nose. The angle was all wrong and having her double chin displayed in that way slammed a strike against the confidence she’d charged into the police station with. 

	She had to wonder, was this on purpose?

	Were the CBC folks really that conniving?

	The pair of eye-candy women stopped before a door, opened it, and stood sentry on either side to let Gerry and the cop step into the room. The cop ogled the one on the right, she had a smaller chest and a square chin; another thing Gerry questioned: why this one over the other one? What was it that made one woman better than the other when the obvious wasn’t the correct answer?

	“Welcome!” Arpen Winslow said, his arms spread, pink palms wide, friendly as a former high school classmate at a twenty-year reunion. “Are you hungry? Did you get a bite? We have fabulous chefs.”

	The cop said, “I could go for more of those puffy deals.”

	“Veronica, fetch more of the porcine treats for the good officer here.” Arpen smiled his winning smile. His lips were so kissable. Gerry couldn’t help but run her tongue against her own and play out a very short fantasy.

	She nearly melted when his smile stretched, as if he could read her mind. Arpen Winslow’s pearly teeth were the gateway to his wonderful voice. Gerry then tried to spit it out one more time and opened her mouth to speak, but Arpen’s hand rose up and combed through his long wavy hair. The shiny material of his suit pulled tight to his ridged mid-section. 

	She took deep breaths, tried to force words, but the man’s lashes began to bat above and below his perfect hazel eyes. Arpen Winslow, host of Radio Run, star of action flicks, the Sick Kids telethon, and two sex tapes, had Gerry Samson like water in the legs.

	“They inform me that you have something you want to tell me,” he said. 

	His voice was honey. Gerry closed her eyes and thought SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP! “There’s a mistake, the one woman, she doesn’t belong. She didn’t do what they’re…what you’re saying. She didn’t kill her baby. It wasn’t premeditated. I saw her, she was broken, she said she was so scared, but she’d started to love the thing inside, maybe, or at least thought she might learn to love it. She called it her lucky light to try positive thinking. She wanted to love the baby and was going to figure it out. She said her life might finally have real meaning. She didn’t abort anything.”

	“You mean Laila Nagano? This woman?” Arpen pointed a finger to a wall, his other hand on his personal device. 

	“That’s right.” Gerry kept her eyes on the image of the woman, rather than on the dreamboat host and his flawless chocolate flesh.

	“You have proof?”

	“The hospital intake. I was there, but the patient left running, right after the fetus, just a ball of hair and fingernails and skin, came. She was broken. I sent the fetus for stem-cell deconstruction myself, but it’s all in the files. Not her name, but everything that happened. I documented her temperament and the outbursts. She was broken. She didn’t kill the baby!”

	“Have you told others about this?”

	The pretty sentinels returned with more food and champagne. The cop began scarfing. 

	“Nobody, I went to security right away.”

	The image on the screen blanked and Gerry let her eyes roam the room. There were pictures of Arpen everywhere, with dozens of celebrities, beautiful people, rich people, pop royalty.

	“That’s very good.”

	Gerry turned, shocked. He was so close; his breath was on her cheek. He leaned in, smelling like spices and sex.

	“Some people find me to be very attractive,” he whispered. “Do you find me very attractive?”

	Gerry thought she’d faint, but managed to say, “Y-y-yes.”

	“I like chubby girls, do you believe that?” 

	“N-no.”

	“I do. Variety, you see.” Arpen put his hands on Gerry. “I could like you if you forget this ever happened.”

	An alarm bell rang. “What? No. She’ll die.”

	Arpen straightened. “Oh well, back to Plan A.”

	—

	The drive was long and quiet. Each prisoner rode in a partitioned seat. They could watch out the window, but could not converse. None was wholly certain there was anyone else on the bus. 

	The world greyed as they moved. The further west they rode, the less like the modern world it looked. Stone buildings and destruction littered the sides of the highway. Former towns had come to complete ruination, the only life remaining were animals, insects, and the security robots. 

	Great swatches of burned forest blackened the country and left nothing more than whiskers jutting from the floor of the world. Every lake featured tall fences and visible robotic security guards on patrol. Fresh water was an accounted commodity. By the fences, bodies of young men and women, lay in heaps like tossed laundry, awaiting pick up for recycle. One needn’t imagine very far to understand what killed those people.

	Some just couldn’t survive the shots and shocks. The government promised it was never its intention to kill, unless to kill would save innocent lives. 

	Hours mounted bumping and bouncing, nodding off and playing images seen on the TV broadcasts of the Radio Run. Once the sun went down, each partition came away, one at a time, and a human security officer offered food and drink in recyclable cartons and cups.

	Skye Krug knew this was coming and told herself she’d refuse once it did, God would give her strength, but the wait stretched and stretched and her hunger gnawed at her insides. 

	When the partition came down and the cardboard food and the tepid and nearly tasteless drink came to her, she didn’t have the will to refuse. Apple butter on melba bread and sugar-free powder lemonade. It was insulting. But maybe… She reconciled that this offering was from God, in a way.

	Eventually, after the partition returned, Skye slept and dreamed of God and Heaven. Her seat would be next to His seat. She knew without a doubt that eventually He’d take her hand and make her Goddess. The matter of survival was almost petty and inconsequential—of course she’d survive, God had given her the resources and will, and most importantly, His love. All she had to do was follow His path.

	Her dreams were so nice that when she awoke in the pre-morning grey, she nearly had a meltdown, kicking and punching the walls of her transfer cell. The trip was long, stupidly long.

	Night never came like it used to or how it did to the clean parts of the world, the particles and radioactive ions in the clouds glinted the banked moonlight like tiny, dull disco balls. A lumpy-headed deer scampered on five legs through the ditch and she knew they must be getting close. That fifth leg might’ve been an over-long boney tail, but it looked like a leg, even if it also appeared completely useless.

	As a devout woman, one who needed to prepare for the worst and most abhorrent of the world, she never missed a wrap-up of Radio Run. Watching the twenty-four hour CBC gambling station did not interest her, but seeing the sinners meet comeuppance did. She loved their waste and the vengeance of God raining down on them.

	She could hardly wait to show the viewers and that nasty judge God’s will. He would save her and hold her high; she was chosen. Her path was a righteous path.

	—

	Apollo Williams couldn’t believe the bullshit of his third strike. Normally when the security jacked him up, he had court in Thunder Bay. It took a few days and then they’d ship him off to the work camps. The work camps ate his freedom, but they were relaxing in a way too. The stress of life was gone and he slept in a bed every night and showered four times a week. 

	The third strike was different and they flew him and four other saps, three of whom he’d seen at trading posts, way out to Ottawa for court. He sat in a cell with a cot, a can, and a faucet for three days, looking at nothing. They took him to the judge and the smug grins of reporters there to capture footage. It wasn’t like that at all in Thunder Bay. Thunder Bay was all business. 

	In the courtroom, he had nine minutes before a judge and then that afternoon there he was on a fucking bus riding across the shithole countryside. Apollo was not afraid, more curious. He’d almost punched that one-time-use ticket so many times he felt he’d gone past the clock and was cheating fate as it was.

	Living as he had only put off the inevitable. 

	The wastes ate everyone. Apollo didn’t believe the stories about survivors or Alaska, but he did believe in the animals. He knew sweet fuck all about radioactivity and what it did generation after generation to animals, but he knew it wasn’t nice. If the animal line managed to survive, it was because something in the blood or genes used the poison like steroids, and monster magic resulted.

	One eye and one arm, he understood fully that he was a dead man if he didn’t make friends. Understood he was almost certainly a dead man anyway. 

	For a young man who’d played it solo since childhood, this would be a tall order. There had to be some card with pity, maybe he’d get lucky and settle in and somehow they’d find a happy spot without radiation or monsters or backstabbing. 

	For his entire life he’d gone against the expectation of him and now he had to get along. Perhaps he could quietly change things and keep whomever he got in with from playing that stupid game the government set out for them.

	“Yeah. Fucking. Right.” The first great mounds of debris filled his window and Apollo looked onto the familiar world of Winnipeg. He wondered if that goldmine in the mall still hid under the fallen down sign.

	—

	It was her grandmother and grandfather that Laila Nagano thought of as the bus rolled. She’d bounced internally from terrified to angry to terrified to frustrated to terrified to scheming for the sum of the trip. 

	She’d gotten into history because of her grandparents. They knew so much and studied everything; the love of learning was an infectious disease. Knowledge always helped. The trick was to stay alive long enough to use what she knew—which currently felt pretty damned unlikely.

	The reality was, while Laila considered what she knew to be a real asset, she doubted it would matter. She’d seen people die on the Radio Run from mosquito bites, she’d seen claws dip from the sky and rip heads from necks, she’d seen things jump from the ocean and reach through the trees to snatch life from chests.

	Only in her wildest fantasies did she think she had a chance to make it to Alaska. 

	“Alaska,” she whispered a moment before the partition fell and more mediocre food came through. At least there was food and they had means to get clean water. If she kept her head, it was possible. “Alaska.”

	—

	Night was upon them when the bus stopped. For more than an hour, all that anybody saw from their seats was dusty road, leftovers from the great wall of ash that rolled on that fateful summer day in 2119, and the bugs crawling on the glass. These were biggish things, but nothing compared to what they might see in the coming days. 

	They’d cleared a gate and parked. Waiting. 

	As the grey hue began to lighten, slates fell over the windows as if to seal in the last clean and healthy oxygen remaining for any of these criminals sentenced to death by reality show.

	One at a time, the partitions came down and an overhead lamp glowed. The security officer came with the regular food rations, and then a great deal more.

	“This has been tailored to your height and weight.” The man held something like a wetsuit. “It isn’t perfect, but will keep you from getting radiation poisoning through your skin.” He hung the suit on an overhead bar. “Gloves to match. I’d wear the gloves as much as you can. There are secondary zippers on your suit so you can perform bodily functions without strain.”

	Wayne Hicks looked up at the suit and then to the officer. “What can I do to get a ride back? Man, I’ll do anything. I mean that.”

	The officer laughed once, a sad song, and then continued. “This is your purifier. The filter would last up to a year, but I doubt you’ll make it that long. Nobody makes it long.”

	The scared and willing criminal tried to reach over. “Come on, anything you say. I have a good mouth. I have a great mouth.”

	The officer sneered then. “You keep it up and I’ll send you out there without a kit.”

	Wayne swallowed and snuffed back a sob, eyes on the skin of his dry and cracked hands.

	“That’s better. These packets are your food. You can eat meat if you kill it, but be sure to eat one of these first. It’s potassium iodide, and modified for the climate out there. It will give you a fighting chance against the elements.”

	“Why give all this shit if you’re just going to let me die?”

	“First off, I have no control, not for a million blowjobs. I’m just doing what they pay me for. Everybody has to work. Second, it’s so the CBC can make extra revenue from advertising and the government can make more from gamblers. You die right away and there’s nothing to watch and nothing to gamble on. Get it? The world wants you to live, to beat the odds.”

	“How can you be so cold?” Wayne swiped a hand beneath his nose.

	The officer reached into the bulky bag and withdrew the next item. “This is a torch, it will last a while, no real measure, good for if you find some meat that looks edible. I suggest cooking to Cajun, if you get what I mean. Burnt to black. This is your knife. It’s very sharp and more reliable than most of the stuff you’ll find out there. Though I’ve seen people find some cool stuff.” The knife had a bright yellow handle and a six-inch blade. “Now, can you drive?”

	Wayne Hicks picked up his supper, took a bite, and shook his head.

	 

	


CHAPTER THREE

	The studio lights remained dim. A voice from beyond a camera spoke.

	“Ten. Nine.”

	Arpen Winslow rolled his shoulders and tilted his neck.

	“Eight. Seven.”

	He bent his neck to the other side and licked his teeth beneath his collagen puffed lips.

	“Six. Five. Four.”

	He stretched his jaw and then said, “Me-me-me.”

	“Three.”

	“Mo-mo-mo.”

	From the dark, a red light glowed, illuminating a camera and shining enough off to the side to reveal the cameraman’s fingers counting down. Arpen stilled his body and watched this familiar dance reach its conclusion.

	The lights came up. Arpen had his head downturned as he did every two weeks when a new series began. The people went crazy for his dramatic flair.

	Head lifting, handsome brown eyes poring into the camera and to devices all around the country—and in a much more limited sense, around the world—he said, “What do three religious terrorists, a serial killer of the weak, a baby destroying abortionist, two scavengers and willing poisoners of the public, and a nurse caught the day she’d planned to burn down a hospital have in common?” He waited a tick and then smiled. 

	The canned audience said, as they always had because they did not exist beyond a synthesizer, “They’re trying to reach Alaska on the all-new Radio Run!”

	“That’s right folks, and how’s this for special? We had a late comer to the party, so bookies and betters out there hold onto your hats because this is the information I’ve got for you. Gerry Samson is thirty,” a full body shot filled the screen, “five-four, one hundred thirty pounds, and has knowledge of both administering to injury and rigging explosives.” Arpen lifted his personal device to look at a screen of figures. Once the numbers stopped moving he added, “Ooh, Niagara’s only giving Gerry Samson a minus fifty to pass the first checkpoint, a minus two hundred for the second, a minus six hundred for the third, and a minus seventy thousand to pass out of Dawson Creek. Remember, after the third checkpoint, should a runner get there, they might go any direction they like. If it were me, I’d never veer, Alaska is the only hope, but hey, maybe one of these criminals knows something that I don’t.”

	The crowd laughed.

	“You’re right, if they get there, why not go for paradise? Before we present the runners to the field, I’d like to remind you that McDonald’s is the official breakfast of CBC’s coverage of the Radio Run, mmm, nothing beats Ron’s meats and liquid treats, and that Sando Motors graciously kitted out the bus for the first leg of the trek. Sando Motors, whether rain, snow, or radiation, the world doesn’t stand a chance.”

	The camera finally opened onto a desolate grey scene. Dead trees shot up around the ancient road like witch fingers. Burned out and abandoned buildings were like teeth beating the odds in a rotten mouth racing for a set of dentures. The sky was slate grey as it always was that time of day after the nuclear autumn passed. Rusty tones and bleached hues filled in the rest. Nothing was green.

	The kitted Sando bus sat a kilometer from the reinforced prisoner transport bus. Automation planted it where it was only the morning before, but already it seemed dulled and dying under the harried atmosphere. Those buses never returned the same but were dismantled, scrubbed, and refitted for clean use.

	“Here they come,” Arpen cooed.

	—

	“What the fuck was that?” Wayne Hicks spun at a sound, something wild and agitated and unlike anything he’d heard in the modern world. 

	It was a bird of some fashion, but the volume and the echo suggested great abnormality. Wayne Hicks and Apollo Williams were scavengers and neither had regular access to television, but they’d watched and they’d heard a million stories. Seeing what the drone cameras caught or not mattered none right then. 

	This was the life now and Wayne Hicks was in it. “What the fucking fuck?”

	Wayne fell behind the others. Laila was in the lead of the tight group, as it turned out, being a historian had a fun quirk of knowledge that had been unsuspectingly useful when she’d learned it. Once, years earlier, she’d steered and operated the gas and brake pedals of an automobile at a historians’ conference. It was quite fun that first time, but this was different…and that bus was a hell of a lot bigger than that Mini Cooper from the American Automotive Center archives.

	Skye and Johan Krug were indignant. Both walked backward, yelling up at the low-flying drone trailing them. The microphones were never live when criminals addressed the camera directly, so a body could say anything they wanted, but it never reached the audience. 

	The officer on the bus had explained the equipment and then explained the lesser radiation near the former town of Brandon—where they’d been released. With lower radiation came more natural avian activity. These birds weren’t usually the big birds. That did not mean big birds didn’t venture out and test range.

	In Niagara Falls, Ontario and Atlantic City, New Jersey, the space from the drop off to the first checkpoint had come to earn a reputation as a bird zone. It was the first big opportunity for gamblers: would a monster attack before anyone was truly ready for it? 

	“No, this ain’t right. I’m not dangerous to people. Take me back!” Wayne Hicks charged away from the quick-moving group. He ran for the bus they’d come in. Three robotic sentries stood on the far side of the open gate where the bus had begun heading.

	“Criminal, you will turn back. If you touch the fence, we will be forced—”

	A series of loud screeches pounded ears like mic feedback at a wedding reception. The sky suddenly darkened as a swarm of golf ball-sized blackflies clouded over Wayne Hick’s head. He swatted and swung, jerking his body left and right.

	Doc, who hadn’t said a word since his trial, shouted, “Get on that damned bus!” He was not talking to the man getting swarmed. That dance of bugs, he’d seen it before on TV, a scene identical to this one, but with a different cast of characters.

	The group broke forward and the separated man turned a three-sixty and chased after them, realizing then that this was a done thing and his sentence needed payment. “Wait! Wait!”

	The others stomped up the bus steps and Doc waited by the door lever, slamming it closed once Gerry Samson entered. “What about that guy?” she asked. Being a nurse brought the question forth. They could still help him.

	Doc frowned. “Look or don’t, but what comes after the flies ain’t pretty.”

	 The nurse, having watched countless hours of Radio Run, knew what came next, but nothing was in stone. She opened her mouth to argue.

	“No, git!” The voice seemed incredibly close.

	One of three things was on their way if the flies didn’t kill that man first.

	“Holy, wow,” Johan said, forgetting his self-righteousness. 

	Out the back window, all but Doc and Gerry watched as a half-bald grey raven with a too large beak and eyes that jutted from its skull several inches landed on Wayne Hick’s head. He stopped running and the bird slammed its beak through the top of his skull. Like opening an egg, a red geyser showered a fountain for three heartbeats before slowing to a steady pump. To his knees and then his belly, the man was on the ground. The bird feasted and the flies feasted.

	Gerry could almost hear the crowd at McDonald’s Bar, clanging their McWhiskeys and McGins in celebration. 

	“That’s…that’s…” Laila Nagano said, backing up toward the front of the bus, in between the bench rows of seating. 

	The raven looked up and seemed to smile. Though that had to be in the collective imagination. Birds did not smile after a meal, not even when eyeing dessert.

	Apollo spun to post his gaze on the historian. “Get us outta here. I don’t wanna look at that.”

	She ran, as if the bird was at the door, pecking the seam open, and bumped the familiar looking nurse and the janitor out of the way. The driver’s seat was soft and the shocks cradled her weight. The dash was suddenly beyond her. It was an automatic vehicle with the automation cancelled, which was fine, but something wasn’t right.

	Revisiting her memory, she did what she remembered. 

	The go pedal went down and came up under her foot. Useless.

	“Drive already.” Doc slammed his fist.

	On top of the bus came a loud clank followed by a ping-ping-ping. Another bird.

	“Move, dammit!” This time it was Skye barking the order. “God has revealed His path and you must take it! Do not ignore the Lord’s route!”

	Another clank and more pings. Yet another bird.

	“Come on!” Johan said.

	Four more clangs and a dozen more pings. 

	The bus rocked and outside, the sky danced with wings and hungry beaks. Their cries were horrible and everything.

	“I can’t get it to go. I don’t know how!” Laila said, liquid budding in the corners of her eyes. “Something’s not letting me go! The one to go isn’t going!”

	“You said you knew.” Doc pushed a button and then moved the dash vents. “Start, bus!” he said to the lifeless machine, barely over the cacophony of pecks and scratches. Birds landed on the hood and looked in, began charging and bobbing at the windshield. It didn’t so much as scratch. “Start, bus!”

	The automation was off, all the way off. Voice activation would do nothing.

	However, the word start clung in the historian’s head and then she saw the word on a panel to her left. She pressed the button and the panel lit up and the vehicle rumbled gently. “Thank you,” she gasped.

	There was a cheer, but it was too early. The thing still wouldn’t move. The go foot only revved the engine. Something was still wrong.

	“Get us moving, please,” Gerry said. She closed her eyes, too scared to look. 

	“I can’t remember.”

	“Please.” Gerry leaned closer and put hands on Laila’s back and chest. “Please.” She shook the woman, eyes still tight.

	“I can’t remember!” 

	The historian pushed Gerry’s hands away and the woman stumbled, her elbow conking on the shifter built into the dash. 

	“Oh yeah!” Laila grabbed the handle, yanked it to D and the bus got moving. The birds fled, but stayed overhead, knowing there were meals in that tin can.

	The group cheered—all aside from the Krug party. Laila rolled at thirty-one kilometers per hour along the orangey-grey asphalt of the former Trans-Canada Highway. The Radio Run was underway.

	—

	Once moving, Skye ordered Johan and Langan to join her at the back for a prayer session. It was loud, so loud that it was certainly heard all the way at the front, ten rows away. “Dear Jesus, redeemer of souls and destroyer of heathens, carry us to salvation and to Your light. Feed us and bathe our throats in Your nectar. Let not any demons, animal nor man,” she gazed up at the backs of heads and Apollo’s face peering in her direction, “come between the faithful and Heaven on Earth.”

	“Y’all are damned fools.” Apollo stood from his seat and sat in the spot directly behind Gerry. “You weren’t on the docket,” he said into Gerry’s ear.

	She shook her head and then punched the back of the seat in front of her. “I couldn’t shut my big mouth. Our driver, I knew she didn’t do what they said, but I had to go and be stupid and—”

	“Killing her baby?” 

	“Well, not quite, but almost. But it wasn’t abortion or infanticide. It was a natural death. I was the nurse that night, and then I saw her on TV and told the cops.”

	Apollo huffed, wholly believing. All security had ever done for people like him were lock them up.

	“They took me to the CBC Headquarters. I’m already from Ottawa, so it was like a short car ride, even the lights cooperated. Green all the way. I met Arpen Winslow and he offered me sex for silence. I wish I’d done it, ‘cause now I’m gonna die and so is that lady and I could’ve made it with a celebrity.”

	“Wow, that’s harsh.” Apollo scratched beneath his eyepatch.

	Doc listened from where he sat behind the driver, peering onto the world moving slowly out the window. Laila had put her foot down a little and had the solar bus up to sixty-five kilometers, but it wasn’t perfect going. That road was old and bore all its truths in its imperfection. 

	In a few spots already, long-dried floodwaters had washed silt over the asphalt, causing the tires to bog and skid. Potholes now and then had Laila swerving. It was impossible to avoid everything. There had also been two areas where the road was in shambles, crumbled to gravel, forcing the bus to bounce and rattle. 

	Out the window, Doc saw a modicum of hope, though mighty dangerous. “Stop!”

	Laila slammed on the brakes and the rubber skidded on the pale asphalt. “What? What’s happened?”

	“Look.” Doc pointed to a tuft of green grass across the orange dirt median and beyond the eastbound lane of the highway and ditch next to it. “Green means water. What if we don’t see green again for days?”

	“The Lord will provide what’s needed. This is His route. That’s reckless.” Johan wore the expression of a man trying to not look scared. His eyes scanned out the window, upward. “Think about the birds.”

	“Rather die by birds than thirst,” Apollo said. “Besides, y’all ain’t seen me really running.” This was true, missing an eye, missing an arm, he had those two great legs.

	“Quiet, all,” Skye said. “Aren’t you listening, all who follow us will find the Lord’s guidance and all who reject us will perish. Follow the Lord’s route or die. Ignore the Lord and die.”

	“Fine, but what if there’s no water for days. I’m thirsty just thinking about it.” Doc licked his lips. The discussion had indeed brought about need.

	“The Lord—!” Skye started into the tired tirade anew.

	“Shut up, y’all is freaks. Dark-Age dumbasses.” Apollo was on his feet, pulling his backpack off. “If I dump all this, I can fill a few bottles and get back here. I seen all y’all running and you’d just bring more attention than—” 

	“And the Lord is good and great and the Lord will protect and harbor all who follow Him. All who turn away will see fate as that man had, torn to bits and eaten by devils!” Skye’s voice boomed and her cheeks reddened. “You saw that beast and its brethren fall from the sky. You saw that man’s insides on the outside and you still doubt the word of the Lord? You still question the straight and fast path He’s revealed to me?”

	The silent Langan made eyes at Apollo. Daring to test the Krugs was a dangerous idea, for he was their sword and they belonged to God.

	“Shut up. I’ll be right quick.” Apollo was certain he could make it, had no doubts, but the others began to shift.

	“What if they’re right? What if more of those birds come or something worse?” Gerry said. “I can’t see something like that, not yet. On video, it’s so much different. I-I-I don’t wanna die and I don’t want you to die.”

	“Appreciated, but it’s only a short—”

	“It is miles on miles when standing against His will. Heed what I say and follow us to the Promised Land or become nothing more than decay in this foul place.”

	“Y’all are—”

	“What if you can’t make it?” Doc said, though held out his water bottle.

	“I’ll ma—”

	“The sky will rain down more birds and winged serpents and furry devils. God will skin the flesh from your back for disobeying, will tear free your insolent spine! But that will be a pleasure when compared to the time you’ll spend under Satan’s finger in the bowels of Hell!” 

	“Shut up!” 

	Finally, the woman did. Langan looked ready to pounce. 

	Apollo held his emptied backpack before him, yawning to collect bottles. “Thank you, about damned time. Now, I’ll go get water for everybody but you three. I think y’all are crazy and I ain’t helping you none ‘til you get the real world through your head. I may be only twenty—” 

	“Twenty?” Laila craned her neck to look at the young man who looked to be in his fifties.

	“Twenty, so, I don’t know all the things. But I been running and gathering since I was just little. Just shut up and watch me. We need to drink.”

	“What if you don’t come back and we all lose our bottles? Then we can’t even purify water later.” Doc tapped fingers on the vinyl seat back before him.

	“Oh, yeah. Maybe I’ll just do three—”

	Johan barked a nervous laugh. “If God wants you to have water, He’ll give it to you.”

	“Ain’t no god and that water’s waiting for me. Open up before them birds come along.” 

	Laila looked to Doc and then Gerry. Neither moved and she swung the lever to open the door. A chilled breeze wafted in. It smelled like metal the way getting punched in the face smells like blood.

	“Wish me luck.”

	Gerry did, up until this, she’d always had plenty of luck to share. The thought made her recall the ticket she’d left at the bar with Todd. 

	Apollo was out and moving. Grey dust shot up in his wake and his one arm pumped forward and back.

	Doc whistled. “Look at him fly.” 

	“He shall perish.” Skye was so certain that a tremor ran through their collective spines. There was no way she could know that he’d die, but it really seemed likely, somehow. “Close that door, we don’t need the demons he attracts inside with us.”

	Laila obeyed. The atmosphere sucked up, cutting away the scents and the soft breezy sounds.

	“I hope he can get the bottles open or whatever with only one hand,” Laila said. It was another thing to worry about. “Holy, he’s already there.”

	“His blood shall drain into that very ditch and the demons shall feast.” Skye had crossed the aisle to watch out the window, as if she craved the carving of this man’s flesh. Her certainty made it seem as if they could almost see the ravens or maybe a dragon or football-sized mosquitos shoot down and end him, and that it would be God’s will. “When he dies, you will all heed my warnings.”

	Out there, Apollo appeared completely still. He looked left and then right.

	“Taking forever now that he’s filling, huh?” Johan said, forgetting himself in the suspense of the moment. 

	“Mark my words and—”

	A not-so-distant sound silenced Skye. Out the window, Apollo dumped the bottles back into the pack and tugged on the zipper. He was about two hundred meters away, and who knew how close that sound was.

	“I sure hope he—” Laila began.

	“Hope is nothing without faith. Beasts from the sky will rocket down and destroy that heathenish man. The skin on his frame will become food and his bone marrow will be an elixir for the creatures of Satan’s army.” Skye had lost some of her oomph already, used to preaching to willing sheep.

	Apollo was up and burning a path toward the bus. He cleared the ditch. He was on the eastbound lanes.

	Overhead, the cry sounded again, though much closer.

	“Come on, keep running.” Doc pressed tight to his window.

	“He shall not—”

	Gerry jerked around and shouted, “Just shut up! Shut up! Shut up, you horrible woman!”

	The scream from above seemed right on top of them and then there was a bang on the door. Laila nearly screamed herself. 

	“Open up!” Apollo banged again.

	The avian cry came as if from every direction. 

	The door opened and the man flung himself inside. Laila snapped the door closed.

	“Told…ya…I’d…make…it.”

	Skye went back to her original seat with a pout on her face, like a spoiled child. 

	Outside, the scream was horrendous and the bus suddenly rocked. Talons clanked against the polymer layer separating the solar panels from the elements. The thing seemed to pace in circles like a chicken around a worm. It moved closer and closer to the front. Everyone inside gawked through the windshield, waiting to see the thing come down and eye them through the glass.

	Clink-clank.

	Clink-clank.

	The motion ceased and silence weighed like the death sentence it was. A screech rattled. A single talon, more than a foot in length lowered over the edge and touched against the windshield. It tapped twice.

	“How big it must be,” Laila whispered. “How does a bird get so big?”

	They all waited in silence and then, as if called away for supper, the beast left.

	“I’ve seen pretty near every episode. Never had one that big on, not that I remember.” Gerry looked at Doc and Doc looked at her.

	“Best get rolling,” Doc said.

	Laila did.

	 

	


CHAPTER FOUR

	Night came upon them shortly after the water incident. They had no way of telling time aside from the subtle dimming of light. Laila refused to drive under the darker mat of grey and nobody argued, though most understood the impending trouble. No sun meant no energy into the solar panels, and then they’d have to rely on found items. A piece of the larger game.

	“Are they all the same?” Johan looked at the thing from the foil pack. He had twenty to last him until death or paradise and, luckily, Doc shared some of his water to hydrate meals, even offered rations to the Christian extremists. “What is it?”

	Apollo laughed. “You never had wheat square?”

	Essentially, it was a protein and vitamin loaded rectangular pasta hunk, about an inch thick and almost entirely tasteless. 

	“I’ve scavenged an entire day to earn enough for one of these.”

	“Is that what happened to your arm?” Gerry asked, nibbling, fighting the urge to scarf. 

	Apollo wiggled the nub. The suit designer for the Radio Run had estimated the size almost perfectly. He assumed it was an estimate since nobody fit him, but he’d passed scanners and anything was possible with enough visual information gathered. “A security robot shot me with a live round. Single pow. No arm after that.”

	Laila shivered, remembering her beating. “Security got me with rubber ones. They were men though, not machines. I was in an historical site, so machines are restricted, mostly.”

	“I heard that human security is worse than robots.” Apollo touched his nub, thinking.

	“I still have both my arms.”

	Apollo nodded. “Partly my fault ‘cause I misunderstood what I found. See, I’d stumbled onto what I thought was a real big score, but it was just junk.” Apollo told the entire tale of the MTS Center and added, “But that’s life, right?”

	“How about the eye?” Gerry wondered if someone did a proper job with the wound or if it was a mess under the patch. 

	“A different robot, but I was getting stuff out of a big old place and, way I see it, only matter of time before the bad luck catches up, you keep giving it chances.” He explained the story of his eye. 

	“Sounds like a mall. People used to shop at malls, back when money was different.”

	Apollo frowned. “What you mean different?”

	“Well, poor people slept in the dirt while rich people slept in houses with a dozen empty rooms. Rich people threw away tons of food. Poor people didn’t always eat.”

	“What’s so different?”

	“You can get food, and housing, if you did as you were created to do.” Skye had finished her meal and was furious there wasn’t more, and that she’d had to eat it in the first place. “God has a plan and gave you the skills—”

	“Shut up! I’m sick of it!” Apollo punched the back of the seat in front of him. “I’s supposed to smash bricks with a hammer to get rid of the old world, or maybe shovel the scientist shit at the meat plants? I can’t stand those smells, it was killing me! That’s no life. That’s not worth trading. Give me choice and you can keep a crummy handout.”

	“No matter how this goes, I really respect that,” Doc said. “I was a janitor, but I found my calling.”

	“Murderer of innocents,” Skye said.

	“Didn’t you bomb something?” Gerry said, finally cramming the rest of her meal into her mouth. “Didn’t you murder—?”

	Langan rose as if to charge up to the front and stomp teeth out of faces, but Johan’s hand held him still. He was a pit bull, but a well-trained pit bull.

	Skye said, “It’s only murder if they are innocent. One cannot murder those who commit crimes under the one true God.”

	“And yet, here you are, with us heathens.” Doc lifted the final third of his square. “Apollo, Gerry, Laila, one of you should eat this. I’ve lost my appetite.”

	Apollo waved it off and Laila shook her head. Gerry accepted it. Skye sneered; her eyes hard on the food until it disappeared.

	—

	“I knew I recognized you,” Laila said. She’d left the driver’s seat and dropped onto a bench seat behind where Gerry stretched out. “I can hardly believe… I mean you hear about things like that and believe it happens to someone else or think maybe they deserved it for something else anyway. Like the security got it right for the wrong reason.”

	Gerry was crying. “I didn’t mean it when I said I wished I hadn’t…no, well, I do wish I hadn’t, or I’d done it differently. I didn’t think about it. I couldn’t know though and this is unbelievable.”

	“I wish I hadn’t been so against the kid before. It was fear of change, of what the genetic problems would mean. Did you know, in the times before, people got abortions in the light of day, completely legally and the government cared that women had a choice. All women could make a choice for themselves. You ask me, they’ve stolen a freedom.”

	“More people. More people. More people.” Gerry picked at the seam of the seat back in front of her. “It’s always more people. You see it everywhere, but why would anybody want to? Look around, half the world’s blown up and technology makes it so there’s hardly anything to do.”

	“That’s right. It shouldn’t be up to the government and killing someone for killing a fetus doesn’t make any damned sense. It’s absurd. And I didn’t even do it.” Laila waited a few ticks and then added, “If it means anything at all, I’m sorry this happened to you.”

	“Not your fault.”

	“I know.”

	A new caw sound cracked over the world and silenced every mouth on the bus. A second trailed. A third. A fifth. A tenth. The din was all around them. 

	A bird fell and rolled. It was a white bird with a long neck and wide beak, shimmering green eyes, webbed feet jutting out beneath a watermelon-sized body.

	The caws ceased, and all looked out on the bird.

	“Kind of like a duck,” Doc whispered. “My parents used to talk about eating ducks and feeding ducks. Meat would be nice. Do you think we could get him? Look at that thing. Could be nice to try real meat, fresh.”

	It had a visibly broken wing and a bum leg. It fluttered its good wing for less than a minute before it dropped into a resting position. Its chest rose and fell in a frantic pace. Clearly terrified.

	“Hey, yeah, why don’t we go grab it?” Apollo was up. “Someone with two hands can go.”

	Laila stood up. “I can.”

	“No. You’re the driver.” Doc stood then and stepped toward the door.

	The Krugs and Langan were silent. 

	“Stop!” Gerry suddenly recalled this scene. She’d seen it before. Once, Arpen Winslow had called this move ‘mastering what little brain they’ve got.’

	“What?” Apollo said.

	“Why?” Doc had his hand on the door lever.

	The reality of the situation was almost laughable. Sending people out on the same trail was like lighting burners beneath a buffet line. The Trans-Canada was a dinner bell at Thanksgiving. 

	“The birds are hunting us. That bird is to tempt us out, once we’re out, the bigger ones come. They’ll pluck us off.”

	“Birds are stupid. Birds have small brains. Birds are God’s lesser beasts and we are more.” Skye leaned over the seat. “I say we eat meat. Go ahead. God has gifted this meal. Do not ignore His gifts.”

	“No! Listen to me, there’ll be another duck, and another, and another. They’ll drop them until we go out.”

	“Come on, Gerry.” Laila thought she had watched enough Radio Run, had studied enough historic animals to know this was unlikely. No matter how much she watched the show, she didn’t watch it like Gerry. Most skipped the early episodes. Gerry didn’t. Gerry’s best bets came in the early episodes. 

	“Just watch ano—”

	The wump sound of another dropped duck thing outside the bus silenced her argument. It was right there, so they waited and watched, mouths almost watering at the image of the injured meat just begging for a diner with an empty stomach. 

	A third duck fell. It was barely breathing, a lump in the dust on the road. 

	Minutes later, a fourth.

	“Look at them all. Come on, we can get one and get back in before anything comes.” Apollo looked around the dim bus. 

	“Do it.” Johan pinned eyes on the barely breathing bird not more than twenty feet from the door.

	“Do it.” Skye was on her feet, her words wet with saliva.

	Doc returned his hand to the lever.

	“Please, don’t.” Gerry clenched the top of a seat.

	“I have to tr—”

	The caws returned and rang in every ear like the clanging of pots, sending a round of winces amongst the tired criminals. In dull flashes, enormous beasts with wings the same grey as the sky snapped away their bait. They were fast. Faster than anyone could’ve gone out, snatched a bird, and returned to safety.

	Skye laughed. “The Lord giveth and taketh away.”

	There was a reason folks referred to the first leg of the journey the bird zone. Sometimes it took a second reminder to believe it.

	—

	The quality of light brightened and the grey went from slate to gravel. Laila rose without word and returned to her spot behind the wheel, dragging her backpack behind her. She’d slept poorly, dreaming of being on the wrong side of the bus walls while birds dived and pecked. Her stomach ached. Before she started the engine, she dug around for a potassium iodide supplement. She bit away a half and washed it down with the last dribble of water from her bottle. There seemed like a ton of the supplement squares, but there was no time limit on surviving in a radioactive wasteland.

	The bus rolled and Doc sat up. He reached into his pack for his water, found the bottle empty, found his packets one short. “How many food rations did we get?”

	“Ten.” Gerry had her arm draped over her eyes. “Remember, on the bus, the security man said it. He did to me anyway.”

	“That’s what I thought. I even counted yesterday, but I’m getting old and I second-guess myself now and then. But I’m right and someone has stolen one of my food rations. I have only eight left.” He held up the silver packets. “And someone drank my water. I don’t mind that so much, because I didn’t fetch it, but we have a thief amongst us.”

	“The scavenger likes to take things.” Johan spoke with smug certainty. 

	“I ain’t steal nothing.” Apollo lay on his pack like it was a pillow, stretching out in the aisle. “I got lots of food, why I steal some?”

	Doc knew whom he suspected and gazed at the silent Langan. Langan stared back with eyes so cold the bus seemed to freeze. Doc turned away, unable to match the tenacity.

	—

	A bright green scum pond appeared on the north side of the highway. It stretched like a puddle with no buildup of shore. The water was close enough that Apollo popped out the door and crouched with a gloved hand in the murk and without having taken a second step away from the bus, filled the first bottle. The birds were busy overhead and sounded as if shrinking the distance between them and him. He capped the bottle and tossed it up the stairs through the door. Second bottle open, he dropped his hand beneath the sludge. The birds were close, too close. He capped the lid, tossed the bottle, and began loosening a third. He thought better of it, tossed the empty bottle back, grabbed his open pack, and leapt onto the bus.

	“Close the door!”

	Instantly filling the windows were dozens of sickly, oversized greyed ravens. They swooped and slowed, returning to hover like hummingbirds.

	“Look at your hand.” Laila said from her seat, leaning away in disgust.

	Apollo did. Black worm-like things clung to his glove, wriggling in waves. He counted nine before Gerry, her own gloves pulled on, tugged one away. It had an ovular mouth with several rows of tiny teeth. The teeth went on down its throat as if they never stopped.

	“Think it’s edible?” she asked and then grinned. The thing fell to the floor and Gerry stomped its head. She grabbed another from Apollo’s glove and stomped again. In that moment, she felt like a nurse administering to a patient who needed her.

	Apollo watched in fascination. There were so many little things a one-armed man had trouble performing.

	—

	“We need a plan,” Laila said. She’d stared for a long time at the clear walls of her water bottle. Miniature versions of the worm-like things floated until she shook and the filter did whatever it did and turned that horrendous liquid crystal clear. It worked so well it almost seemed miraculous. 

	After grabbing the water, she’d driven for ten minutes. Attracting the ravens by the sludge pond was an uncomfortable scene and it was imperative that she take them away. 

	The westbound road was almost perfectly clear. In the ditches were crunched hulls of the old world. Ruined cars and trucks, everything scorched and then dust dulled. The wasteland was so much less vivid than TV made it seem. It was almost entirely dead, and the colors seemed slightly desaturated; obviously, the cameras added lustre for the viewing audience. Sepia and greyscale tones were more than a century out of style.

	Thinking of the audience set her mind to the cameras she knew to be on the bus and the drones that would be trailing behind them. The amount of money that must pour in from the Radio Run to pay for all that equipment had to be immense.

	Aside from the cameras and the buses, the CBC sent automated road crews to clear the paths and keep Runners going in an exciting direction. Those clearing crews would all but guarantee the criminals followed this route as planned, which made for enthusiastic gamblers. Of course, if the Runners stopped, they’d die of radiation poisoning. Maybe not in a day or a week, but they’d never survive a month, even with tablets and the suits. No way the CBC would give them such a chance. Radio Run required Runners, not settlers.

	“I mean, do we follow this path?” Laila took a bite from her mediocre square. It somehow tasted duller than it had the afternoon prior.

	“Of course we follow the path. The Lord has—”

	“Can’t you shut up with that shit? Even if there was a god, is it going to be on this bus for you? Is it going to take the pain when the radiation melts you from the inside out? Is it going to take the agony when a giant bird pecks your goddamned legs off?” Doc had a headache, no doubt from the situation amalgamating with the poisonous air. He’d eaten a potassium iodide supplement, but it had yet to work any magic and he needed it to work some kind of magic.

	“Please stop, we have to look at this logically.” Laila took a sip from her bottle, watching an eight-inch, orange-backed housefly testing the strength of the windshield. A moth joined it, a wingspan of about a foot. The patterns of those wings resembled snake faces. Laila looked away. 

	“She’s right, ‘cause every single time, the bus runs out of juice right after the first checkpoint and then the criminals search that Saskatask place and find an electric car, eventually. That’s by design, has to be. Usually a couple of them get taken down by birds, bugs, or those huge pigs they have there. Killing a battery brings the criminals out of the bus. It’s good for gambling if someone always dies before they find the new vehicle. A simple likelihood gives points to bet on. They try to make it look like an old car or truck, but it’s gotta be put there on purpose. Have you seen any vehicles we might use yet? No, ‘cause we’re not supposed to.” Gerry’s face had darkened and the explanation left her somewhat short of breath.

	More flies lit on the windows. A few more moths too. On every side of the bus, the insects had come and landed. It was like looking at normalcy through a microscope. Things that survived radiation thrived on it.

	“She’s right. That’s how it happens,” Johan said, forgetting himself once again. If Skye said the road was God’s plan, then it was God’s plan. “But that’s not how it will happen to us. God will guide us.”

	Skye nodded.

	“What if your god put us with Laila and Gerry to save our lives?” Doc said.

	“Yeah.” Apollo had gone back to conserving his energy, stretched out in the aisle. He liked to be busy and when he wasn’t, he grew irritable and tried to sleep it off.

	“God gave you us. To see it any other way is absurd. You’re faithless and—”

	“Just shut up!” Apollo sat up. 

	Surprisingly, Skye looked out the window and did shut up.

	“So, what do we do?” Doc said.

	“We might have to find a different way. Those old places off the road, the stone buildings, we need to go in one for information. Maybe we can find a book or a map, or better. Do you see that shape way out there?” She pointed out the windshield, between a housefly and a brown thing that looked something like a termite.

	Gerry, Doc, and Johan tried to look to where she’d pointed.

	“What? I don’t see nothing.” Gerry squinted.

	“That big white pole. We’ve passed a bunch of them. One of them still had the big fan on it. Those are wind turbines. You can even get them real small. Many businesses used sun and wind in the old times. Old cars and trucks had to get a charge from plugging them into the turbine and solar reservoirs.”

	Apollo got up, interested by the topic. “Hey, yeah. We had this old guy at the work camps talking ‘bout that old stuff and how it worked. He said it hardly changed because electricity had been the same since man walked with dinosaurs.”

	Laila laughed a single huff at this. “Man never walked with dinosaurs.”

	Apollo wasn’t offended in this correction. “Guys in jail are full of shit. But that electricity ain’t changed hardly at all.”

	“Back up. Were you at a panel camp?” Doc looked at Apollo, eyebrows raised.

	“Sure.”

	“So, you know how to make solar panels?”

	“‘Course. I could whip one up with the right garbage, not that anybody wants some ugly solar panel that only does a job halfway. We used to make all kinds of stuff at camp so the government could send it out to applicants or sell them or whatever. Panels, chargers, engines. Bet I could figure out a turbine like that.” He tried to snap his fingers, but the gloves prevented it.

	Doc whistled. “If I didn’t know better, I’d guess between what you can do with your feet and what you know, and how Laila can drive and that she has all the history in her head, and how Gerry sees the game of this mess, I’d think we have a chance.”

	Skye tutted.

	Laila felt lifted by this. Maybe they could make it; they had all the tools, they just needed some luck. “All right, we stop at the first close to the road old world place and—”

	“I will not leave the bus until the Lord says.” Skye lifted her pretty, pale chin. 

	“Lucky there’s a toilet back here then, huh?” Apollo was up and making his way to the closet with a dry flush can inside and nothing else.

	“I shall not willingly leave the path. Ignoring the Lord’s plan will introduce you to Satan.” Skye was smug as a French maître d with a waiting list on a Friday night. “Ignoring God’s plan is suicide and far worse.”

	“Nobody expects your help, but I promise you’ll only get what you give from me,” Doc sneered. “And I’ll keep a closer eye so I’m not so easily made a victim.”

	“Are you accusing us?” Johan leaned back.

	Langan rose, clenching his fists. Veins roped his knuckles. He was by far the strongest of those on the bus and the most willing to destroy. He’d killed dozens of people. He’d killed before he linked up with the Krugs, though not as many as he had since. He’d killed many times more once becoming a Christian.

	Johan touched Langan’s arm and sat him down. 

	“Focus on what’s important right now,” Laila said.

	As they sat, expectation met eventuality. Birds had followed the bugs and began screeching and plucking. The bugs disappeared one by one.

	“We need to stop before we get to Saskatask…but we better move. These fucking birds and bugs are freaking me out.” Gerry looked at her hands. “I’ve never much liked bugs.”

	 “Saskatoon, and agreed, a deviation before the checkpoint.” Laila started the engine.

	—

	The exit to Regina was a mess. Oddly motionless birds were posted up on the rubble of the old world. Doc wasn’t certain they were real, but didn’t want to test anything. 

	The skyline was a tumbled and cracked view of a city gone to dust. They passed a former river gone dry and a former park filled with standing dead and greyed tree trunks. The scene and the blockages forced them away and north on the connected route: Highway 11. This was the Runner’s path, week after week.

	A sign explained that they’d be in Saskatoon by nightfall and that was all too soon.

	Doc found the battery indicator on the dash and stood to see it every twenty or so minutes. It was down to eleven percent and that was terrifying, as it meant getting out and getting out almost always meant death.

	 

	


CHAPTER FIVE

	The sign before them read a single word: HANLEY. The exits were all blocked. This was not an option. 

	Once past, there was a former flood path carved over the highway, through the median, and beyond the eastbound lane. The ditch was flat and sandy. This scene was about as close to welcoming as they’d seen since beginning the trek.

	“Do I?” Laila asked, stalled. The battery light explained that only eight percent remained. “It might be our only chance.” No matter how she chose, it wouldn’t do to sit for very long. “What if there’s some way to charge the battery or something, like a turbine or whatever?”

	“Jesus will bring down His wrath. He shall unleash floods and fire, all the powers of His Father’s fist.” Skye was just talking, nobody reacted to her warnings anymore and it seemed to affect the volume at which she preached. 

	“Do it.” Doc put a hand on Laila’s shoulder. “If we crash and die, at least we’ll be through hearing that wacko back there.”

	“Please. Please. Please. Please.” Gerry had her face in her hands as the bus sped up and bounced over the highway lip, skidded slightly in the gravel of the median, squeaked a rubber cry on the eastbound asphalt, before rocking and shaking as the wheels bit into the sand of the ditch on its way to the ancient RimRoil charge and snack station.

	—

	“We can probably get back out if we take that road to the lane going the other way and backtrack some and then cross to our lane in the same spot. I don’t think we’ll make it through the sand again,” Laila said, delaying getting out of the bus. “I didn’t think of that so much before we came down. The path seemed…inviting.”

	Most of the eastbound lane had an apocalypse cluttering: vehicles, blown debris, and general ruination. It wasn’t necessary to keep it up all the way around, just enough; it’s not as if there’d ever be a traffic jam on those roads. Never again anyway. 

	The charge station had vehicles lined up, paused and forever waiting to juice batteries at the twenty stalls. The building once had walls of glass, but those were gone and now only the steel framework remained of the station store. The roof had fallen in on one-half, but not by the entrance. A scattering of picked-clean human remains acted as an ominous welcoming committee. 

	One was very small and had a faded cowboy hat tied around its deflated throat. A single leather cowboy boot, picked to its doubled up edges, covered the bottom half of a stocky white stick. The closest two were adults according to the bones, clothing gone to the elements. The rest were semi-buried and impossible to tell exactly at that distance and without excavation.

	A mechanic’s shop filled out the other half of the station. The glass of the roll-up doors had all blown out, but the roof remained high, and from the bus, they could see all the way through to the side lot—more shells of cars and trucks. Laila had parked on an angle impossible to see into most of the former workspace. 

	She had an idea where the maps were and stopped where she’d figured the best search spots would be.

	“Worry about one thing at a time. Are we all going?” Gerry said, wishing they’d say no. Wishing Apollo would whip in and out, save the day again.

	Doc clenched his jaw, obviously disliking the taste of the plan. What was out there looked like the end of the road, had been for many. The proof was in bone white. It took a great deal of effort to remain calm. “We—” 

	“We’re not going any—” Skye piped up.

	“Wasn’t talking to you!” Doc shouted back, stressed and taut as piano wire. “Laila, you can’t go. Someone has to stay on the bus. I don’t trust them to open the doors,” he added in a whisper. 

	Laila nodded and dropped her pack from her shoulder and fell into the driver’s seat. The relief was tough to hide, though she tried. “Make sure to look for maps or books.”

	“Got it. How about this, I’ll take the smashed in part, and you and Apollo look for useful stuff in the shop part?” 

	Gerry gulped down saliva. Her eyes fell on Apollo and he grinned his simple grin. 

	“Don’t worry, I’ll let you keep up.”

	Gerry nodded, slowly.

	“Ready?” Laila grabbed the lever. “Good luck.” 

	The door opened, a chilly breeze with a spicy scent flowed heavily into the bus as the trio departed. They didn’t quite jog, but close to it.

	—

	“They left you because they don’t trust us, is that correct?” Skye got up, approached the front, Johan stayed put near the back, but Langan followed Skye. 

	“I… I… Uh…” Laila had no words. She didn’t care for the way the woman took the moment to get close. She felt naked and alone amongst these psychos—the only ones who seemed truly deserving of a Radio Run. 

	“It’s okay.” Skye sat in the right side front seat. “I understand. Polluted minds believe the worst of good people. God picks them to reveal and Satan chooses with more underhanded methods in mind.”

	Langan was directly behind Laila. His fingers tossed Laila’s greasy hair. He then combed into that hair, and leaned down and smelled her.

	Her gaze remained pinned on the busy action within the station. Doc looked up and met her eyes, saw the proximity of the bad people. The man missed nothing. He took two steps toward the door, but Laila shook her head gently. They were lost without information. He had to get what they needed or what happened in the bus was of no consequence.

	Doc returned to his search, increasing his speed and grabbing willy-nilly. 

	Apollo and Gerry were beyond sight in the shop.

	“Didn’t they wonder what we’d do to you? Didn’t they worry?” Skye’s smile came out at a volume twice that of which she actually spoke. “Maybe they forgot. Or maybe, they know we are righteous and are willing to give opportunities to all those who are penitent. Are you penitent?”

	“Penitent?” Laila could only whisper.

	Langan’s hand, rough as sandpaper, drifted to her throat. The pace of her heart was already higher than normal; it quickened further. The air in her lungs turned to ice and blocked her windpipe. 

	“Do you ask the Lord forgiveness of your sins?”

	“My sins?” This came out like a gasp.

	“Look around. The rapture has come, but it is not speedy as so many imagine, no. The Lord is good and forgiving. He’s offered extra time to beg for His love. Don’t you want His love?”

	Langan leaned closer and blew cool air onto the back of her ear. 

	Laila swallowed. “Whose love?”

	A fly about as long as a bookmark landed on the window and scratched legs together. Its abdomen resembled a turtle shell. It had a pinhead and needle-thin stinger hanging like a tail.

	“The Lord Jesus. His love, you stupid woman! The rapture is upon us and God has offered you a trip home. Do you repent? Do you promise to follow and be faithful? Do you promise to listen and follow His lead?”

	“I don’t understand.”

	Langan tilted his head, ran his hand to the front of her suit and lowered the zipper to the top of her cleavage. He pushed the suit off one shoulder, then opened his mouth, and dragged the top row of his teeth over Laila’s collarbone. 

	“The Lord God and His son, Jesus Christ, are before you with open arms, all you need to do is accept and release your will. Be a finger of His hand. Be an appendage of me and you will—”

	Knuckles wrapped against the door. Langan’s head shot back as Laila reached for her zipper, dragging it up. Then her hand went to the lever. 

	It was Doc, back already. He was short of breath, pack looking somewhat bulkier than before. He almost fell in when the door opened. “Everything cool?”

	Laila pushed the lever and closed off the polluted air.

	Skye stood and Langan followed suit. They made their way toward the back as Doc opened his pack and fell into the front right-side seat. He wanted to say something comforting, but didn’t know what. They were monsters and there was no way to be free of them, nothing short of murder. Even at the end of days, that was a hefty weight to bear.

	Thankfully, a distraction arose. Rain began to fall in huge heaps, pounding on the insulated and fortified roof, and yet still offering a medium high din within. The downfall was grey. The bugs on the windows began a sickly dance as they melted away, bodies smearing and running like colored paste.

	“Look at that.”

	Doc shifted his attention and watched. “Wow.”

	“It’s a warning from God. We shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t be off course.” Skye was in her seat, but her voice had a way of carrying as if she was right there with Doc and Laila.

	Then, in a snap, the rain ceased.

	Doc turned to Skye and smirked before turning to Laila once again. “I think I found something.” Doc kept his gloves on as he pulled the items to show her what he’d found.

	There were nine road map books, all great in their designed ways, but lacking in one important way. For what she needed, they were disappointing. He’d also grabbed a fiction paperback—the nineth Parker instalment—by an author unfamiliar to her. Laila shook her head as he revealed these finds. 

	Frustrated, he popped up and made to open the door so as to toss the books out.

	“We’ll need a map book if we go off course. So keep that one. Too bad it doesn’t tell us useful landmarks.” Laila felt guilty and pointed to the Western Canada and United States book. “Maybe this will have what we need, or what if I go quick and check?”

	As she said this, three more of the strange flies landed on the window, they didn’t seem to notice their brethren had just melted into nothing.

	Doc opened the door and tossed the books out—holding onto the map and the fiction paperback. “I think we’ve been here long enough and we’d better move once the others return. We can’t risk you leaving. Maybe you should teach one of us to drive. Not me, maybe Gerry or Apollo. I’m too old to make it long.” Doc pulled off a glove and found a potassium iodide square. His guts were all wrong. “I can already feel it settling in on me.”

	The rain began again, heavy as before, and the new flies turned into goop prior to washing away.

	“Hope they’re smart enough to wait until the rain stops,” Laila said, almost to herself.

	“God is washing away sins and sinners. They will perish.” Skye stared out her window.

	—

	“What is it we’re looking for?” Gerry had closed the door behind them as they entered the shop. The glass was in piles amid the gravel, but it seemed important to put up a barrier. 

	“Know it when I see it. Uh oh, looks like this guy had a bad day, huh?” Apollo pointed and laughed. A decayed corpse leaned against a wall, a liquor bottle standing next to him. The corpse, the bottle, the floor, the ruined vehicles, the tools, and everything else inside the shop wore several inches of filth. 

	“Why are you so calm about all this?”

	Apollo shrugged. “This isn’t so different from my regular life, besides riding in a bus. Don’t matter. We need to find soldering stuff, maybe in those toolboxes. Panels and battery pads if they’re around.” 

	Gerry went to a dirty toolbox. The dust lifted in a cloud and she hacked a deep cough as she inhaled. Radiation, even decades old, found a way to cling, inside and out. 

	It was dimmer within the shop, warmer, but far from welcoming. Noises in the rafters had Gerry’s hands moving faster. Gravel bounced off the steel walls at the far end too, she told herself it was just the wind. The entire building seemed to creak, as if they were about to wake a sleeping giant.

	Apollo heard it all and thought he’d know when it was time to jet; he felt safe for now. He’d tried to ignore the pronged footprints left in the ash dust behind the toolbox, leading to the rear shell of a large Jeep. Those could be an hour old or a year or a decade, more even.

	“Is this one?” Gerry held up a tool, it looked a bit like an automated tattoo machine. She got ink once when she was a kid, had it removed once the three-year minimum timeframe passed. 

	“That’s it. You got any wire in there?”

	On the roof, taps danced in a wave until it was so loud in the shop they couldn’t hear one another. Through the window, rain pounded into the dust. There were a handful of bugs on the bus and they attempted to fly, but began melting.

	Apollo stepped over to Gerry and began digging where she’d found the iron. She nearly threw it when she noticed him so close; a scream erupted from her throat, but was drowned by the sound of rain pounding on the roof.

	“Scared the hell out of me!” 

	Apollo looked at her, couldn’t read lips. He pointed to what Gerry should grab and crossed the room to look at a portable MIG welder. The power necessary likely went beyond what he could cook up with odds and ends. There was a charger in the corner that would have useful parts, no doubt. He straightened and was about to check it out when he looked into the eyes of a flat lion. 

	He smiled and pulled a calendar from the wall, as if it had been what he was looking for all along. 

	The rain stopped.

	“I don’t see anything else, do you?” Gerry asked, loading her backpack with soldering implements.

	“There’s a charger; I’ll give it a look here in a sec.”

	“Maybe we should grab it and go while it’s not raining. I think that was something like super acid rain; lucky it didn’t eat through the roof.”

	“Steel roof, we’re okay.” Apollo flipped through the pictures, smiling at all the beasts. He’d seen many books over the years while scavenging. He liked dinosaurs the most, but these more recent animals were cool too. “Hey, see this?” He turned to show Gerry. 

	The rain came down again in torrents. 

	Gerry was by the door, shouting and waving. 

	Head cocked like a confused mutt, Apollo got it then and peeked over his shoulder. Eyes like midnight honeycomb, six long and hairy legs, fangs dripping bright orange fluid, mouth wide, and antennae feeling the atmosphere like a body looking for a light switch in a dark room, and standing about three feet tall. A huge goddamned ant!

	The rain continued to fall, melting organics into sludge. Instead of breaking for the door, Apollo burst and launched onto the hood of the old Jeep. He climbed higher, denting the roof with his boney knees. The enormous ant trailed close, stabbed forelegs into the depleted steel body of the vehicle. It crumpled and Apollo lost balance. Sliding into the thing.

	It kicked and snapped. Apollo’s feet pressed to its jaws as he swung and slapped the calendar against the ant’s bubble eyes. The ant jerked back before renewing its attack. Apollo’s feet kicked out and suddenly that ant was at his knees. Just what he needed, to lose a leg, too.

	He screamed to no avail; he could barely hear himself. Gerry was already on her way. She’d picked up a pry bar nearly as tall as she was and ran as if about to sink a vaulting pole into its base. Instead, the steel slammed into the beast’s back and cracked its shell. The ant lost its grip on the vehicle.

	Apollo slipped and fell onto the injured ant as it thrashed. He hopped up and swung up his arm to point behind Gerry. There were three more ants climbing from a hole in the floor. 

	Gerry’s mouth was flapping, her words drowned until they weren’t: “…hat we do? We need to get outside!”

	The rain had blown over again.

	“Get back to the bus!” Apollo broke and passed Gerry in two steps. The ants made a sickly screech noise close behind them.

	Apollo crouch-leapt through the ruined door, barely breaking stride. He reached the bus as Gerry reached the shop door.

	“Open up!” 

	Laila did.

	Apollo took the three steps at once. “Start the engine!”

	Laila pressed the button. The bus came to life. Her eyes bounced up and her mouth opened to ask about Gerry, but Gerry flopped in the open door. “Drive!”

	Laila yanked the shifter to R and made distance between bus and ants. She squeaked a scream when she saw them, this was disconnected and strange. Big birds and big flies, fine. Big ants, that couldn’t be real. They’d never been on the show. The CBC never said anything about giant ants. They made no fucking sense.

	“Close the door before the bugs get in,” Johan called from the back.

	Laila pushed the lever.

	They rumbled away slowly, but faster than the ants who were quickly losing interest.

	“Did you find anything good?” Doc helped Gerry to her feet. Her backpack was not over her shoulders. She cried and latched onto the older man. “I-I-I guess not.”

	Apollo understood they’d lost the soldering iron and more. “Did you get anything good?”

	“Not really,” Doc said, hugging tight against Gerry. “You?”

	“Got pictures of animals in cages.” He held up the calendar.

	“Why?” Doc let go of Gerry and sat her down. The bus was coming up on the bumps.

	“I just had it when the ants came. I don’t know.” Apollo dropped into a seat and began flipping. “It smells like that damned shop. Don’t smell like any shops I’ve seen before.”

	Laila slammed on the brakes just as she cleared the rough bit connecting the eastbound and westbound highway. “Animals in cages? Where’s that calendar from?” 

	A notion flashed in her head. At the museum, in two of the model showrooms, they had old calendars hanging. They swapped them every month just for fun. There was a three-way split of origin: sponsorship materials, comedic accent pieces, and promotional tools.

	“The shop.”

	“No, I know that, but is it like how they do calendars now? Or like a company sponsors a photographer or whatever? Know what I mean?”

	Apollo closed the calendar and read aloud, slow and shaky, from the front, “Mart—tens—ville Zoo.” His head bobbed as he read. 

	Laila lifted her foot from the brake and pressed the accelerator. Her group lessen voice came through. “In twenty-fifty, the Canadian government cut all funding for zoos. Zoos Canada became a thing and they fought the government everywhere. Eventually they grew into lightweight social disruption involving government farms and…whatever else. I don’t remember. But, I do remember Zoos Canada got huge numbers of people into the idea of separating themselves from government charges. Grow your own food. Generate your own electricity. Every zoo in Canada back then generated its own power and enough of it to keep a park running. I’d bet my left arm…I mean, I bet they had electric vehicles that charged in the old way.”

	Apollo laughed, and then said, “What’s a zoo again?”

	—

	“Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan!” Skye shrieked with the certainty of instant replay when they detoured from the known route. “Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Say it, you satanic bitch! You’re the bride of the brimstone demon and you slave over his carnal needs with that disgusting mouth and those filthy hands! I can smell the evil coming from your pores and so can Jesus!”

	“Shut up! Shut! The fuck! Up!” Apollo was on his feet, but so was Langan. Another hapless standoff in a situation that nobody would win.

	The path was rough and the dusty ash was deep. Laila had veered into fields four times already and was about to make it a fifth. If this change in plan didn’t work, they were dead. The battery on the bus dashboard was down to two percent. The sign for Martensville Zoo stated they needed to make it nine more kilometers.

	“Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Say it you rotten bitch! Admit it!”

	“Please, calm down,” Gerry said because she had to say something. Her body was overwrought and the leftover adrenaline from the charge station was in her veins like cement. Worse than the physical, however, was what went on in the grey matter. She’d held this thought, this lingering, idiotic, impossible hope that the CBC would discover what happened and do the right thing, that they’d turn on the face of their company, and that she’d wake up in an automated transport vehicle, taking her back to her real life. What was fair and good would conquer over the guilty parties.

	The ants had destroyed that sliver of fantasy. She was going to die and everyone else held it together—almost—knowing this, so she had to shut her emotions away or end up like the guy who got it at the gate. 

	This reality came on her in waves. There was so much in life she’d wanted to do, things she’d pondered but never acted on, like being a part of a family or saving up for a vacation abroad. She had nieces and nephews that she’d never met. They were distant, but the first they’d know of her was probably what they saw on the screen. She could’ve been more to so many people, but never got the chance.

	“Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan! Ignoring the Lord’s plan!”

	It was impossible to hold it in any longer. The world wasn’t fair and to hell with anyone who thought she had to keep it together. Gerry stood and screamed a wordless cry. The bus went silent but for the gravel pinging against the undercarriage and the quiet rev of the electric engine. 

	A faded sign on the side of the road told Laila to turn, so she did and then they were at the gates. Wrought iron and closed. A hand slipped to where Langan had touched her and ran his teeth along her flesh. Once she could be out of earshot of the freaks at the back, she’d tell Doc. As much as the default leadership role seemed to fall to her, Doc seemed more like the one to count on.

	“Ram it,” Doc said, fingering his temples. “These things are like tanks, same reason nobody ever figures out to charge them. Can’t get them open without specialized tools. They’re made to do specific tasks. They’re made to withstand bad stuff, but only while the battery still has juice. Ram it.”

	Laila looked at the gate and imagined an impact going all wrong. The bus would be a crippled visage of itself, the riders all mashed and twisted, glass shattered and slicing throats and wrists, all of them dead. But then she thought about the giant birds and how sturdy the bus had to be to withstand the wasteland and the creatures therein. So, she didn’t argue, backed up and pinned her foot to the mat. The dash lights flared and the engine purred. The smash was loud, but it did not slow their motion as she pounded through at forty kilometers an hour. 

	A mostly empty parking lot wound to the left. The dust on the ground was like snow under the bus’ wheels. She drove around the curve and slowed as the main entrance came into view. It was a big place with stone walls and wrought iron and chain-link fences designed for corralling humans and animals alike. There were several buildings, all dead and mostly untouched for decades. Menacing under the dim grey of early evening.

	There were choices in where to park. Being outside might prove to be more like that bird zone, like no man’s land on a battle front, then again, it might be more like at the checkpoint where, if groups stayed together, groups mostly came away alive. Laila slowed to consider what they needed against what options lay before her. A garage with rolling steel doors was beyond the brick visitor buildings and ticket booths, past a row of blackened tree trunks and a row of vehicles; this was the one. Nobody told her where to go, but she saw and acted, like a leader.

	The battery warning on the dash flared zero percent five times before the running lights dimmed. The bus rocked, dead on its synthetic rubber tires, twenty feet from the building that seemed best to inspect. 

	“Ignoring the Lord’s plan. Ignoring the Lord’s plan. Ignoring the Lord’s plan. Ignoring the Lord’s plan.” Skye had again lost much of her oomph. 

	Apollo rose. “I’ll go check it out.” He seemed excited by the prospect of a new place, most likely an impossible to shake need to look for treasures amidst the rubble of the before times.

	“If you go out there, you’ll die.” Johan said this matter-of-factly. “Isn’t that right, Skye?”

	“He is damned. They are all damned. Satan is here and hungry. He will make the men his brides and the women…the women will know sodomy too…if they don’t already.”

	“You’re nuts. Now, open the door and I’ll be quick.” Apollo was right there, aching to be away from the Christians, even if it was dangerous and terrifying. He so badly wanted through that distant door to see what he could see, discover what was there, feel himself again if only for a last time.

	Laila looked to Doc for guidance and he mixed three gestures of whatever in a half-assed blessing. The door opened and Apollo leapt out. Before Laila could push the lever back, a strange growl echoed from a good distance, through the stillness of the park; a different smell came with it. Apollo did not slow. 

	Laila took an extra breath. The smell was not bad, nor was it wholly unfamiliar. Something to pocket for later, let her subconscious gnaw on it for a time.

	Across the dusty lot, Apollo reached the man-door at the side of the building, tried the handle and then began kicking. Nineteen shots with his fresh new boots, but to no avail. Before he could punt a twentieth, he stopped short, right leg raised, looking around. 

	Had he heard something?

	From in the bus, Laila, Gerry, and Doc watched. Something was too close and the steady man was worried. Seven seconds passed and Apollo was back, arm raised to bang on the door. It had already been opened. The different cries from unseen beasts, of varying types, were far enough away that Laila could admire for an extra second, but close enough that she’d be wise not to make it more than one or two beyond that. 

	Incredible, suddenly the air seemed thick with the sounds. Laila shut the door.

	“Tomorrow. Getting dark anyway,” Apollo said, bent forward just inside, huffing for breath. “Tomorrow.”

	—

	All took another potassium iodide supplement with a small serving of water. The Krugs and Langan received only a mouthful each beyond enough to enliven their food serving. They’d proven unwilling to risk or help and earned only the humane minimum. None of them complained outwardly, but the Krugs wore smug expressions while Langan glared with pure menace in his eyes. Perhaps he was thirsty.

	The medicine was far from perfect and Doc felt the radiation the most. It was like eating bad food on the same day the early symptoms of the flu began to kick in, all the while battling a hangover. Soon, he feared, he’d begin vomiting, maybe even disintegrating from the inside. How long before stomach lining began to peel like sunburn? How long before flesh bubbled around the lungs from breathing poisonous air? How long before he coughed a deluge of blood and did not stop coughing until a stilled heart gave him reprieve? Radiation was mostly an old world trouble in civilized society, but everybody knew what it did and how things stacked against a body in a quick way. It was the imagination that conquered the method of its destruction. What he needed was clean water, clean air, and clean clothes, but until pipedreams started falling from the sky, he’d quietly get along. 

	Insects landed on the windows only to be yanked and swallowed away by lightning-like birds that owned the dim evening air. They were grey and small, the size of normal birds; a minor comfort. That color meant they faded into the sky, most of the creatures on the window never even moved when they met mealtime. 

	“These bugs, they are really something.” Doc was on his back. Night was almost upon them. “You see them on TV, but it’s not the same. They’re so…right there.”

	“Should’a got up close to one of them ants.” Apollo was also stretched out, his pack as his pillow, not so different from his everyday existence. “Those were big ones and man, were they ever right there.”

	“They looked something awful from here on the bus. I don’t think I needed to be right next to them to apprec—” Doc’s words fell away as the zoo’s park lights lit, shining down on the floating motes and the skinned and long dead trees.

	“At least you were right about the power,” Gerry said.

	Laila was on a bench seat, gloves on, trying to read some of the crime novel Doc had decided to keep. She looked over her shoulder and scanned everything the light touched, uncertain of what she’d hoped for, but knowing it when she saw it. “And there! Look! Right through there!”

	Her excitement had everyone up and looking out the windows, trying to see what she saw.

	“What is it?” Apollo said.

	“There, between those little buildings and that fence. Look, it’s green. I knew I smelled something when I opened the door. I think water’s running; it smells like days at the lake. My grandmother used to rent a cottage on Lac Gilmour. That’s in Quebec. It smelled just like that. The water’s fresh, or fresh as it gets here. I’d bet my metro pass on it.”

	“Where do you see—well look at that.” Doc whistled.

	Gerry saw the green and settled back in her seat. More flies landed on the bus and more little birds carted them off. Gerry watched this natural dance of the hunter and the hunted, thinking this was something else the CBC never caught on camera during a Radio Run. Maybe viewers just didn’t care about little birds, they weren’t exciting enough. 

	The CBC missed so much about the Run that it was kind of overwhelming. The ants first and the apparently normal birds and then what? Her heart flip-flopped and she again imagined seeing a paradise, somewhere that the before times still went on and life was simpler, and hadn’t yet known a true showdown with the apocalypse. 

	The word Alaska fluttered to mind and she squashed it. She then thought of gambling. “How much do you think this change has opened up to new bets? My guess is people are in a frenzy. The Run is always pretty cookie cutter.”

	Nobody spoke.

	She continued. “If it was me watching and betting, and I was going with my head, I’d put money on us dying tomorrow. All of us, every single one of us. Yet, if I bet with my guts, I don’t know, I think I’d have to go against the grain some.”

	“Gambling is a sport of the devil.” Johan said this with the tone of I-know-you-don’t-care-but-I-like-to-hear-myself. He was much more self-aware than Skye.

	“All sins will bear equal weight upon your shoulders in Hell,” Skye added, her tone, sermonizing.

	None told them to shut up and this time they didn’t need to be told, they’d said their piece. Or perhaps, more aptly, their war.

	Within an hour, the oversized flies began dying naturally, as if to make room for the next insects. Moths. Most were smoky yellow things with simple blob shapes decorating their wings. 

	“So, Gerry, since your gut says maybe we’ll make it, what are you going to do once we get to Alaska?” Doc asked. 

	“Eat a steak. Take a bath. Sit outside. How about you?”

	“About the same, but I don’t have much faith. Never have this many people made it at once, and I’m so much older. I’m probably due to kick it before the rest of you.”

	Apollo had his eyes closed again, back on the floor. “Do you really think folks ever make it? I met a guy who said he was from Alaska and evacuated like everyone else. Just up and run off, took the last flight that ever made it out of there. Landed in Toronto and then got shuffled so much he became a scavenger, like me. He was too old though, wasn’t no good at getting in deep and really looking for the best stuff. Alaska cracked and broke then it flooded like everywhere else that far over.”

	“The quakes knocked more than half of the state—was a state, part of America back then—into the ocean. And it did flood, but when the Earth shifted, the moon sat on a different angle. After the first few years, Alaska would be high and dry, so the documentary I watched suggested. It’s balmy now, used to be frozen… I think Alaska is a free zone, untouched by this. I have to or I might as well open that door and let the moths and whatever else is out there eat us alive.” Laila closed the paperback, too dark to read and having the poisonous pages that close to her face made her nasal cavity burn. 

	“Jesus is the gatekeeper of Paradise,” Skye mumbled. “All other paradises are false and mastered by evil. There is no happiness outside God’s plan.”

	Ignoring this, Gerry asked, “Do you think there’s food here, like okay to eat food?”

	Doc yawned. “Why, getting tired of your cardboard?”

	Apollo laughed.

	“How do you all hold it together so well?” Gerry broke into sobs. “This is it for us, and you can make jokes?”

	Doc began to cry then. “Oh shit.”

	 Laila cried next, as if it was catching. 

	Apollo listened; he’d come to the realization that he was doomed before he’d hit puberty. He’d heard and seen people crying plenty in his short but busy life. What surprised him was that not a peep came from the crowd in the back. Either their faith was so strong they would never waver or they were hiding something. Maybe it was both.

	 

	


CHAPTER SIX

	The threat of being locked out left like the snap of fingers. To the surprise of those at the front of the bus, the Christian extremists rose, slung packs over shoulders, and started toward them. Laila pulled the lever and slipped in line behind Apollo and Gerry, but in front of Doc. This was a good buffer, even for the slim time they’d be in a line. If that freakish man never touched her again she’d be happy, or at least not terrified unnecessarily. 

	Before the day hours of grey, a short discussion about needs had them changing their first priority. What was in that shed was important, but not until they found more water and ate breakfast. Apollo and Langan had their knives out. Gerry shared a pack with Laila, walking with their knives out. Doc took the hint and withdrew his from his pack as well, though walked with it loose in his palm, arm at his side. He tried to make a joke about fighting a giant eagle with that little knife, but it fizzled away.

	The zoo was much quieter during the light times. As Whodini rapped in 1984, ‘The freaks come out at night.’ One sound was louder than all others and acted as a welcoming committee. 

	On posts twice as tall as typical hydro poles, small turbines spun lazily, gathering juice. At the base of these posts were chest high plastic boxes. Each had a tag lock. In the times of open zoo doors, there would be little need to protect these batteries as the threat would be insubstantial. 

	The worst that had happened to them were the long-neglected bird nests. Apollo stopped by the first, brushed off a sooty formation of grass and twigs, and inserted his knife into the tag lock. He wrenched and the thin lock popped. The door creaked open, shaking a puff of dust onto Apollo. He huffed and spat what got into his mouth. Inside the box were six batteries, clean as the day before the day the world changed. 

	“We get a new ride, bet I can take these out and use them, easy like finding dirt.” Apollo tapped a battery with his knife. “Electricity, it’s always the same. Ways to gather it might be different now, more efficient, but electricity, it don’t change.”

	“Should we grab them?” Gerry wasn’t looking at Apollo when she spoke. She had her eyes on something else, as if trying to see a shape in a shadow a quarter-kilometer away. 

	“Nah, not ‘til we find a ride. Unless you feel like lugging batteries around.” Apollo grinned. There weren’t many situations where he’d be an authority and it was a pleasant feeling.

	Doc looked in the direction Gerry did. “What do you see?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe something moved. Maybe just one of those birds.” Wishful thinking: “Maybe it was a breeze.”

	“Let’s get going. I’m hungry. Where there’s green, there’s water.” Laila pointed at the color amidst the grey. “I can smell it clearer now.”

	They moved into the huge circle of turbines on the tall posts. Among the opened cages and crumbling walls and falling down buildings, the sound of tinkling water became a siren song.

	A thought hit Apollo, and a smile bloomed on his face. “You know, we get a good ride and we can maybe skip the whole mess of the Run. Head north, clear the way as we go, live on our own terms, ya know? These roads out in the country, we can probably connect them and get somewhere.”

	“Maybe, but only if we can shake that guy. I bet if we get too far, we’ll have trouble with the CBC and maybe the government.” Laila pointed up to the floating platform that had joined them once inside the zoo grounds. “Probably dozens of those things following us.”

	The drone was clean aluminum composite, shiny even in the dull world. Body spiked, armed with weapons, cameras, and a microphone, this was a CBC special.

	Gerry said, “I remember one time a man got it into his head to take one down after a snake bit his wife. He nailed it with a concrete chunk from the Saskatask…”

	“Saskatoon,” Laila whispered.

	“…exit and the thing shot him with electricity. While he was down, a fly crawled into his nose. A couple days later, his head was like a balloon and the pressure popped his eyes. He was dead when that happened, had been for a while, but the two men left were too scared to move on and hid close enough to the body that the camera kept checking in. You could bet on the kind of decay and how long it would take.”

	They came to a broken wall of brick just past a ruined chain-link fence. Only the top seven feet of the vine-covered structure was in view. At the wall, they understood the scene carried on beyond view and looked down over the broken barrier and into what was once a penguin prison. The vines were all over the lower portions of floor, floating and swaying on the running water. The power kept the flow going, and even without direct sun, the vines found a way to survive, went on to climb up a broken sign—it was the broken sign they’d seen from the parking lot.

	“How do we get in there?” Gerry asked.

	Apollo started off around the wall, peering down and then at his feet, back and forth, looking for clues. The others watched him or the water and greenery or upward when birds crossed and crisscrossed the sky. 

	That color was hope, even the Krugs and Langan seemed lifted by the image as they stepped to the edge and looked over.

	Apollo disappeared behind rubble, popping up thirty seconds later at the far side of the former exhibit. A grunt carried across the opening. In a flash, Apollo was back. “There’s a ladder.” He continued past the others, bent at the waist, blade dragging along the cement until his steel touched the target. “Somebody else should go. I’m junk at climbing.” He scratched beneath his eyepatch with the tip of the knife.

	Johan scanned the area. There was a platform. His thirst caused him to ignore the theme he and his people carried since the beginning. He climbed onto the wall and lowered his legs to the top wrung.

	“What are you doing?” Skye sounded more irritated than surprised.

	“Getting a drink,” he said.

	Doc faced Laila and Gerry and nodded to silently volunteer, and once Johan moved away from the ladder, he climbed down. The platform appeared to, at one-time, cross the wet gulley, but the edges and the bridge had gone to dust. The two men withdrew bottles and spun lids. They dipped the bottles into the drink. Full, they capped them. 

	Johan began shaking his.

	“Catch,” Doc said and then tossed the wet bottle up to Laila. “Drop another one.”

	Johan quit shaking and began chugging from his bottle. He then refilled and tossed it up to Skye. She reached out with an empty bottle and let go. Johan caught it, filled it, and then repeated the steps with Langan’s bottle.

	Doc didn’t satiate his thirst until all the bottles had water. He didn’t return topside until the bottle Laila, Apollo, and Gerry had drank from came back down so he could refill it. Full again, he sent it up. He drank from his bottle, nearly emptying it so he could make the best use of the trip.

	As he held his bottle above the water, he saw motion and turned his gaze toward and beyond Johan’s feet as they took one rung at a time. The vines were on the wall and for some reason, he’d thought the platform had been clear when they came down. Stupid thought. His old age causing him to confuse or second-guess. He submerged his bottle. 

	Above, the others spilled water into ration packs. Gerry spoke as she worked. “We’re skipping a checkpoint. You think that’s screwing up their system?”

	“We might have to go back and pass the checkpoint if the roads aren’t clear.” Laila took a bite from her square. “The checkpoints don’t really matter to us though, they’re for the show.”

	Below, Doc lifted his bottle and capped it while in a crouch. More motion took his attention and this time there was no second-guessing; two vines now touched the ladder. No time to question or feel silly, Doc dropped the bottle into his pack. Without zipping, he clutched and began to climb. He heard it then, the vines grinding against the cement.

	He stopped on the lowest rung. A vine clung to the wall behind the ladder. He watched, eye to greenery. The tip had a red hue and a slight hook, like a bee stinger.

	Above, Apollo asked Gerry, “You did a lot of gambling, huh?”

	“Only when I got the feeling.”

	“Gambling is a tool of Hell to confuse and lure weak minds,” Skye said. “Sinners will pay, if not in this life, in the hereafter. For the soul carries on.”

	“Well, I sure didn’t pay. I usually won.” Gerry spoke with a smile at her remembrance. “But I didn’t always get a feeling, so I didn’t always bet. Before this, I was lucky.” Her smile had vanished.

	Below, Doc pulled and stepped. The vine followed him. The ladder had only six rungs and after four, his face would be above the wall. After five, he could probably jerk his body over. He took a breath, exhaled, then took another, a deep one, and held it. Exhaling, he broke. 

	Arms yanking like he weighed twice what he did, feet kicking, knees bouncing like pistons. He was up to the fifth rung and tossing his bag before he felt the sting. His cheek sang and then his shoulder screamed. He was over and he yanked on the needle left a half inch below his eye. 

	It refused to come. In fact, it seemed almost as if it burrowed deeper. He shouted, “Help! Gerry, Gerry, something’s in my cheek!”

	Nurse mode triggered, she bent and pushed Doc back against a wall. His grey skin was puffy around four inches of the slim green-red needle. Gerry pinched the needle and tugged, it resisted. Angle shifted, she tugged again, still, it held. Again, she turned her hand and tugged. The same.

	“It was the vine. It followed me.”

	Anywhere else, a body might scoff at this statement, but things were different in the wastelands. The rules followed a skewed version of reality. It was almost as if radiation was an element from an alternate universe. 

	“Shh, stop moving your face.” Gerry tried again and pushed the needle in further before yanking it flat against his cheek. The needle came away.

	Doc touched his face, for a heartbeat, he thought he felt a piece remaining beneath his flesh, but it was gone. Or it had burrowed deeper than the swelling allowed him to gauge. The thought made him feel sick and he dug into his pack for potassium iodide.

	—

	Fed and moving, Doc checked his worry. They were all scared, the sane ones anyway, and it didn’t seem fair to burden the group.

	“You know what’s nice about here?” Laila asked but did not wait for an answer. “There’s no bodies. Nothing. The dead people are eerie; I don’t care how long they’ve been dead.”

	“That’s ‘cause whatever owns those prints ate them.” Apollo pointed. He’d noticed the footprints first when he’d begun fiddling with a turbine battery box. They were plentiful on the far side of the former penguin exhibit as well, but most of them seemed old—not before times old, but not jump out and catch them recent. “Big ones, those things.”

	Apollo had no idea what a grizzly bear was; they didn’t live where the world still existed on a business-as-usual basis and they weren’t featured in the calendar he’d taken from the auto shop, nor did they stand out in memory from the old picture books he’d scavenged. 

	Those prints resembled a grizzly bear step, but not quite.

	The group headed toward the entrance. Plan was, they’d go back for batteries and a cursory scavenge after they’d discovered a way to return to the road. All bore a level of oogy guts like that of impending flu, despite the anti-radiation meds. Only Doc felt it constantly in a heavy sense, so far.

	The night sounds were gone. Bugs—flies and moths mostly—landed within view, but nothing terrifying, hardly even startling anymore. Skye shouted and swatted at something every now and then, as if disgusted that her prayers didn’t keep the pests away. The suits protected against anything those particular pests had to offer, but their heads and necks remained bare. The level of safety afforded was probably already a stretch for the justice department to permit, that alongside all they had in their packs, plus the bus. 

	At these calm moments, it almost seemed as if they had a chance. 

	Taking his time, comfortable with the daylight and the quiet, Apollo jammed his knife in the keyhole. He jerked and rammed. Squinting his single eye to force a laser of concentration home, he dug and wrenched, getting close. Any extra effort might be the trick to do it. Eventually the weatherworn lock began crumbling.

	“What do you think made those prints?” Laila asked. “A bear maybe?”

	Doc rubbed at his cheek. The swelling remained a good mound on his face, promising poison of some sort in his system. He quietly hoped that it was a simple blast of decades-dulled radiation and nothing serious. “Looked awful big for a bear, don’t you think?”

	There were bears in many parts of the world. In what remained of North America, the black bear and the brown bear still lingered in forests and around waste facilities—straight teddy bears when compared to grizzlies and polar bears.

	Laila gave a lesson on the gone bears that had existed on the planet in the old world. She didn’t have figures on paw size, but thought maybe those better than two-foot long by two-foot wide tracks might’ve been a normal reality back then. Anything was possible. “Big bears were pretty rare by the end, but zoos had them. I guess it could be something from somewhere else, too.”

	The lock popped off and the door creaked open. Inside was like a museum exhibit. Dust only reached in a little way beyond the entrance. 

	“Lights on?” Gerry said, testing.

	Nothing. Laila felt the walls and found a switch. Tube lighting flickered into life. Many of the tubes were dead, but enough glowed to reveal the sum of the garage. There was a van and a truck. The van would seat them all. The truck would not. 

	The rest of the garage was within the realms of an imaginable normal. It resembled a preserved version of the station taken over by the enormous ants. There was no welder, but a workbench and two toolboxes promised they’d be able to make due. Garden tools hung on walls, next to manual grass mowers and battery powered clippers. The room itself was about thirty-feet long and almost twice that wide. It had a low ceiling—no higher than ten feet—and electric baseboard heating running most of the perimeter until reaching matching roll-up steel doors at the front and back. 

	“Which you want to take?” Apollo asked of the vehicles.

	“We won’t all fit in the truck,” Johan said.

	“Oh, y’all coming with us?” Apollo said.

	Langan took a sideways step to meet Apollo’s eye and be sure the man recalled his presence. 

	—

	The van was about half the size of the bus. It had the words Safari Tour printed on the side in bright yellow over the image of long green grass blown sideways in the wind. Apollo popped the hood and looked at the batteries. They were different from the cells attached to the turbines, but batteries were batteries if you knew what you were doing.

	“He will help if you take us back on route,” Skye said of Langan’s service in gathering batteries. “The Lord’s plan is not one to waiver from.”

	“Could leave you behind,” Apollo said back. The scent of grease and steel under the hood of the van had his hackles up. He looked around often, searching for a security robot.

	“We all leave or none of us leave, simple as you want to make it.”

	“Cool out, huh?” Laila said. “What I was thinking, some exceptionally non-perishable food might be in bags and okay. We should take a quick look.”

	“Food?” Doc smirked, only one side of his face moved. “Sorry, but I’m pretty sure if you find a can of fruit cocktail it won’t be so tasty.”

	“True, but birds eat seeds and zoos all had aviaries. If the seeds are in bags, sealed from the elements, they’ll be edible. Seeds are nothing until introduced to elements.”

	“My Kingdom for a taco,” Johan whispered.

	Skye shot him a look, stress was no excuse to quote a misleader of generations. He would pay in prayer for his sins and it was her job to be sure of that. Later, she’d remind him that men like Shakespeare were undeniably roasting in the great below.

	—

	By design, the signs were simple to follow, after Laila brushed away dust. On the far side of the zoo, the aviary was next to the washrooms, right after the safari entrance and the ape exhibits. Doc followed Laila, he’d volunteered to help lug batteries, but he looked sick and Gerry pointed out that he was too old to be testing limits unnecessarily. It was better if they all kept strong as long as possible.

	Doc had wanted to stay in case the maniacs tried something with Apollo. This was absurd given clear thought; he was sixty-three, feeling ill, and there were three of them. On top of all else, they needed Apollo’s expertise to get back on the road, would need it as long as it remained available. Plus, Gerry was thirty and fit as he was. She would be better on that end if something went down. 

	The quiet of the zoo had ventured into uncanny, given how loud it was the night before. Thanks to the vine, paranoia had set in and Doc had become susceptible to corner-eye movement—almost constantly the world adjusted beyond his direct sight. 

	“More of those tracks.” Laila pointed with her knife. She’d taken it back from Gerry since Gerry’s hands would be full and her group included more members. “Oh, wow.” She stopped to register what she saw before moving on. 

	On its side was a big-bellied creature. Its hooves stuck out from the extended gut. Brownish grey and stinking as bad as it looked. Little tufts of orange hair sprouted from its abdomen and knees.

	“Like a pig.” Doc nudged the obviously dead thing with the toe of his boot. It didn’t move, but the shift released some gas and the stink doubled; it was incredible. Doc whistled and then coughed.

	The big prints seemed to circle the thing, but whatever owned them hadn’t eaten, only killed…if that was indeed what had happened.

	“Couldn’t be more than a few days dead.”

	Laila squatted, looking for evidence to disprove what he’d suggested. Her toe bumped the pig-thing’s hind enough to disrupt a feeding frenzy that went on beyond sight. A flap of skin fell and orange maggots poured out into the dusty ground. 

	Laila gagged as she fell back, scooting away on her ass. 

	“Let’s keep going. Whatever killed that thing might still be here.” Doc jerked left and then right, both sides of his eyes playing tricks. He then leaned forward. 

	Laila accepted Doc’s hand and did not argue his suggestion. They passed the safari gates. They’d been destroyed by force—bent and stomped. She imagined an elephant charging out right then and ending this whole mess in just a few heartbeats.

	“Let’s get moving. Maybe whatever’s making those prints has stuck around.”

	Doc nodded.

	It wasn’t far before they reached the ape exhibits. The giant steps were a steadily tracked path, in and out, of the Eastern Lowland Gorilla pen. The destruction to the fences were minimal from what they saw, it was more like someone had come along and cut a gap in the fence. Or whatever passed as a gorilla, or at least a visitor to the gorilla pen, had some coherent capabilities.

	“Those prints, could they be a gorilla?” Doc asked.

	“Gorillas don’t usually have claws like that.”

	“Oh. Seem pretty big though, even for a big bear, don’t they?”

	Laila shrugged, there were limits to her knowledge, like anybody else.

	The aviary wasn’t entirely quiet, the tweets and squawks were constrained, but there. They found the lights running and the temperature was much higher than outside. Chicken wire fencing covered the walls and ceiling of a tunnel where visitors had walked during business years. A sign warned of falling feces, adding to lighten the mood, apologies if you get pooped on. 

	Laila continued as she read the sign, bumping into Doc who’d stopped ahead of her. “Oops.”

	“Look.” Doc made a gun of his hand. 

	Again, it took a moment to reconcile what she saw. A huge ball of grey-brown fur and pale brown feathers. It was impossible, like a dinosaur, but then she understood. The heap was two animals. The dead bird’s faces stared with empty skulls. Two eagle heads on one neck, and five-times the size of any eagle she’d ever even seen footage of, on the Radio Run, documentaries, or news reels of the old world. 

	The other creature had legs and incredible feet, feet to match the prints they’d seen. The bend of its back hid the true height of it. The fur was coarse and thick like a bear’s quill-like pelt, but the shape and rippled muscles beneath resembled something more like a gorilla.

	A saying she’d seen among old bathroom stall graffiti during her college years came to mind: Any port in a storm. She recalled the phrase clearly as it matched alongside an eye-opening learning experience. Her mentor had laughed and introduced her to the idea of glory holes. He told her to search those videos on a personal device rather than on the school’s hardware.

	Any port in a storm had circled a glory hole like the words around a team emblem in that old photo and that night she went home and watched movies she wasn’t likely to admit watching, not even for an education. 

	The blip faded away and her subconscious stacked it in a maybe pile for later—any port in a storm might match-make a bear and a gorilla that were drunk on a radiation cocktail. 

	Doc whistled again and then said, “Bet those are his prints, what do you think?” 

	Wasn’t exactly mind reading or melding since they reached the same clues at the same time. 

	They continued until they came upon a door. The wire walls had merged into unfinished wood, tacked with thick, galvanized U nails. The area behind the door appeared to dip into the living space of the birds. Getting closer to those two dead things did not make Laila feel good about the room.

	Doc mimicked Apollo’s knife work. This door was significantly less sturdy and the lock popped out after only a few jerks of the wrist with the blade in place. 

	Lights on, a broken window had let birds into the room. Shit had hardened in lumps on every shelf and coated much of the floor. There was a dead computer on a paper-busy desk. Bird carcasses lay on most surfaces. Feathers were everywhere. At the back of the room on pallets were emptied bags. 

	“Ah, damn. Bet that’s the seeds,” Laila said.

	There was a big wheely garbage pail tipped over on the ground in a line with three others. Two of the standing pails had their plastic lids popped, though folded down. The third remained sealed. 

	Doc opened a lid and then grunted. “No good. It’s all loose. It’ll make us sick. Probably kill me dead.” He grabbed the lip, pressed his boot against a wheel, and then tipped the seeds onto the ground. They were mouldy and strings of dead roots dangled skinny fingers, like the veins of an eyeball. 

	From the bottom of the mess, a ten-pound bag of mixed seeds tumbled out. Doc set his knife on the ground and pushed on the bag. There was air inside. He pushed harder, the air held. He flipped the bag and repeated this.

	“Isn’t much, but it’s something.” He read the words not for human consumption and almost smiled. Rules were different after a nuclear autumn ended. Knife returned to his backpack, Doc stood with the bag of seed draped over his shoulder. “Should we keep looking around or—”

	In the open section of the aviary, beyond the little window of the storage office, a crash banged and a roar bellowed, cutting Doc’s question short and sending Laila toward the door. 

	—

	They used a wagon and went from post to post. After filling the wagon once, Apollo and Gerry stayed at the garage while the other three rolled it away to gather batteries from additional turbine boxes. Skye had walked with her arms folded over her chest, as expected.

	Gerry was helpful and did everything Apollo asked of her. It was quick work. The batteries were a little bigger, and had to be crammed into the space, but the van started without argument.

	“You’re pretty good at this stuff, huh?”

	Apollo gave a sheepish grin. This was the most he’d been around people in a good long while, probably since he was a small child and part of a family—in the prison camps there was very little fraternizing. His mother was dead and his father had gone on a Radio Run a decade earlier, meaning the man was also dead. Apollo had already made it further than his father had, despite lacking an arm and an eye, so that was something.

	Apollo hadn’t watched his father on TV. Many of the neighborhood teens had and filled him in on nine different ways his father had died. The only one that sounded realistic was that he’d been out getting water and slipped in the bird zone, hit his head, and remained unconscious through a bird feast. The other stories were outrageous, involving things from cheetahs to aliens. 

	Readying the van took less than an hour and Apollo, liking the appreciation and compliment, got an idea. “See that over there?” He gestured to a bicycle painted to match the van.

	“Sure.”

	“Help me take it apart.”

	Gerry did most of the work while Apollo went around the garage finding the missing pieces to his idea. 

	“What am I making?”

	“You’ll see.”

	The final bits came from a mobile, plug-in battery booster—these were the most important parts, most sophisticated. The coiled spool sat in the triangular gap of the overturned bicycle and ran to two clamps, one black and one red.

	“This is too big. You ever use a circular saw?” Apollo pointed to a clunky handheld machine with a stone wheel beneath a handle and a trigger. It hung on the wall behind the bench next to several other handheld power tools.

	Gerry gave him a bemused eyebrow raise. “No, but I can figure it out, maybe.”

	“It’s simple. Plug that in and cut right here and right here.” The idea was to shorten the frame so it could rest on the floor between feet. “It’s gonna be loud.”

	That was no lie. It was loud, and difficult to hold still with sparks flying. Gerry managed to grit through it.

	“What are you doing?” Johan asked. He had the wagon handle in his grip. Langan was behind him cradling two batteries to his abdomen. Skye had her water bottle and took a sip.

	“Making a battery charger.”

	Gerry said, “Really?”

	Apollo nudged Gerry with his hip. “You done a great job too.”

	Langan stepped to the back of the van and loaded his batteries in with the two others they’d gathered but not yet used from the first effort. Johan pulled the wagon over and let the younger, stronger man continue loading. 

	There wasn’t any kind of welder and it was too big of a task for soldering, so after locating banding clamps that tightened with a flathead screwdriver, he had Gerry ready them and hold them in place while he killed the slack around a steel pad he’d found. The individual who pedalled power back into batteries would have to be cautious not to kick the thing over, but it should sit well enough. Apollo figured most of that would come down to his legs anyway.

	To be sure the thing worked, he grabbed an archaic amp reader from a toolbox. “Sit down and pedal that some.”

	Gerry sat on a padded chair on wheels and began. Apollo attached the negative prong to the black clamp and touched the positive prongs to the red clamps. The numbers jumped.

	“Now you can pull your weight while we go,” Apollo said, looking at Skye.

	It was funny, but nobody laughed.

	No room in the trunk, Gerry popped the charger on the floor in the row behind the front seats. There were four rows altogether in the van.

	“Maybe we should ge—” Gerry started to speak, but an unintelligible shout filled the air, trailed by snaps and crashes.

	—

	Through the chicken wire tunnel like the place was on fire, they ran. The roaring growl rattled in heads and stole breath from lungs. Laila didn’t look, but Doc couldn’t help it. Dead trees rose high into the aviary rafters in clusters. About fifteen feet up, he saw four claws on the end of a hairy brown hand. An arm followed the hand from behind the trees and Doc turned away before curiosity had time to meet demise.

	It made him think about movies he’d seen. The lore of the sasquatch didn’t die when the Pacific Northwest had. In the films, the snarling horrid monsters were never as big as the thing behind them. The growls were never as loud. The terror never came through in a way he suddenly knew to be authentic and reasonable. 

	The aviary seemed to implode behind them. The ceiling began sinking and creaking as it did. Bangs pounded like railroad hammer strikes. Laila slowed to look back at Doc.

	He’d stopped.

	“Come on!” she yelled as the door swung outward.

	That fur was in sight once more and Doc got moving again. His chest ached and his heart felt on the cusp of stopping altogether. This was too much at his age and in this condition; more so with the bird seed lugged over his shoulder.

	They passed the gorilla pens without looking back again or stopping. Birds took to the sky, so many that the world seemed to darken. Laila shot a glance up and saw that it was not the number that dimmed the quality of grey, but the sheer size of these particular birds. 

	The wingspan had to be twenty feet. The hanging talons looked big enough to pop a human head off. The beaks, the eyes, the skulls; this double-headed bald eagle was enough to momentarily forget about the giant beast on their trail. 

	“Watch out!” Doc shouted as one of the eagles turned its trajectory to face downward, beginning to fall. 

	Laila chanced a look. The image she saw pushed her a notch beyond overdrive. She scanned the world before her and it all seemed so laughable. There was nowhere to hide. These beasts had already proven the zoo was theirs to destroy.

	Feeling a change in the air quality overhead, Laila dived sideways into a roll. A caw echoed as the charging eagle swooped back into the sky. 

	Doc caught up thanks to Laila’s avoidance tactic and they ran side-by-side, following the path they’d come by. It wound in a painful meander rather than a straight line to the garage. Fences, buildings, and dead trees were behind them. A fresh roar exploded, and the light changed; the eagles flew higher. 

	Doc turned again, ran backward. “Holy. Holy.”

	A building crashed, a fence fell, and trees cracked. Parting the rubble, the massive monster—part grizzly according to the fur and part gorilla according to the muscle and face—ran on its hind legs. It gained on them. 

	Closer.

	Closer.

	Closer.

	A caw screeched alongside a roar and the destruction of more zoo fixtures. Doc stopped watching when an eagle took offense to the enormous beast zeroing in on its meal. 

	It was Laila’s turn to chance a look back. The eagle afforded them invaluable seconds. “Hurry! Hurry!”

	Doc had again fallen behind. His face was red everywhere but for the swelling. That mound had gone green. He didn’t say anything to Laila, needed to save his breath. To his chest was the bird seed bag and it helped to focus on the weight and what a good thing it was to keep hold, rather than the burning in his lungs and the heat in the roof of his skull.

	The fighting eagle screamed and something manmade crumbled to their left. The beast roared anew and the footfalls pounded.

	Closer. 

	Closer.

	Laila saw the garage and didn’t give Doc another look. She tried to shout for help and stumbled, sending the word as askew as her footing went. Feet beneath her and under control, she broke through the garage door that Apollo had lock picked. 

	There, the others stood around the van.

	Arriving at the same thought Doc had come to earlier, she shouted, “Sasquatch!”

	“Everybody in the van!” Gerry said.

	Apollo was already rushing to the chains next to the door. He’d seen these doors plenty of times in the outskirts—most auto shops had them. He swung the links free of the prongs holding their place and the door rolled upwards.

	Doc stumbled into the garage, saw the van, saw Apollo, saw Apollo’s trajectory, and followed. Another roar screamed. The roll up door at the back of the garage thumped and dented inward. The tone of the cry changed some, into more of a growl. The door bent with another slam. The steel of the door creased. 

	The beast was flat against the ground and wiggling inside, beneath the gap that the bend in the steel afforded.

	“Jesus, guide me to safety,” Skye said, eyes closed, hands pitching a teepee beneath her nose. “I am Your hand, guide me to safety.”

	The beast’s head and shoulders were in the garage.

	“Drive!” Gerry was in the second row and leaned Doc up so he slumped against the back of the driver’s seat. The birdseed remained in his grasp, albeit loosely.

	Laila pushed the button and the van started. She looked around, found the shifter, pulled it to D, and slammed her foot on the accelerator. The van rocked, but not quickly enough for her excitement and terror.

	The beast wriggled like a worm. It roared, pulling itself the rest of the way into the garage. On its hands and knees, it charged at the van.

	The van was outside and moving, but it was slow. Laila kicked the pedal over and over trying to push the safari van into a new gear. It refused. It wasn’t made for speed. The van was a tour ride, recommended pace somewhere between ten and twenty kilometers, top speed might reach forty-five under the right conditions.

	“It’s still coming!” Apollo was in the shotgun seat and had turned to look out the rear windows. Skye, Laila, and Doc were the only ones not watching behind them.

	This particular van had double the usual amount of windows. They were thick and strong, designed to withstand curious animal taps—nothing like what chased them. If that beast caught up, things would not bode well.

	The beast was past the garage and on its feet. It ran with stiff legs and long steps. The speedometer on the van’s dash danced around forty-two. 

	The beast was fast for a beast, but not that fast. They started putting distance between it and them, and the group sighed.

	“Do we go back to the highway?” Laila asked.

	“Can’t you move any quicker?” Apollo leaned over to see how fast they went.

	Laila shook her head. 

	“You turned the other way out of the zoo,” Apollo said.

	“I did?”

	“Make distance, that one was mad. Don’t stop until you have to.”

	Gerry leaned over and touched Doc. He whispered, “Water.” Apollo’s pack was on the floor; she dug free the bottle.

	“Sit up… What happened?” Gerry pet Doc’s shoulder.

	Doc drank. His eyes closed and he didn’t answer.

	“Is he okay?” Laila shrugged her pack off her shoulders while she drove. The road was rural, clear of vehicles, but not dust. First vehicle in decades along this route, they rolled straight northbound, though not for very long.

	 

	


CHAPTER SEVEN

	“Ignoring the Lord’s plan would’ve been a mistake. It pleases me that you’ve decided to work with me, and by extension, God. You might redeem your sins yet.”

	A stalled combine with a skeleton propped against the steering wheel blocked the road and they’d had to come to a decision. Skye began shouting her mantra while Gerry was demanding they stop for a minute so that she might stretch Doc out and take a better look at him. He was on fire and when she’d lowered his collar zipper, it appeared green tendrils of poison had begun traveling the blood highways of his throat.

	Apollo had the map book and held it open so that Laila might figure something out. So far, if only to quiet the insane woman, Laila had taken a left, crossed a field, picked up momentum, thumped through a small ditch and emerged onto Highway 16. The original route of so many Runners before them.

	She then stopped for Doc’s sake.

	It was mostly quiet. Gerry refused to answer any questions about Doc yet as she unzipped his suit the rest of the way and spread his arms. He needed to breathe. He needed to rest. He needed medicine. Most of all, he needed clean air.

	“You know, we’re kind of lucky. For about thirty years maps became almost obsolete, but the government of Russia attempted to disrupt all free-thinking societies—and successfully troubled some—and people stopped relying so wholly on technology when the information became untrustworthy,” Laila rambled, parked on the vacant highway.

	“Did that big bugger chasing us make those prints we saw in the zoo, you think?” Apollo gazed out the window to the ditch they’d just crossed. 

	“Seems likely,” Laila said. 

	“Then there are more. Check it out.”

	The field had a clear trail of motion ground into the dust and dead earth below. A few steps were wayward, but close enough to suggest a single foot and that foot’s size. It was an alarming thought, a pack of giant beasts. 

	“Hopefully they’re headed into the woods… I guess there are no real woods anymore. Unless there are further north. Like way up there.”

	Apollo nodded and then scrunched his face. “How would they know where to go?”

	“Migration ideas, ingrained in their DNA? I don’t know.” Laila stared at those prints and racked her memory for anything like it on past Radio Runs that she’d watched.

	Gerry climbed up onto the bench seat. She’d set the battery charger there and lifted it into the third row, next to Langan. His cold eyes met hers and it was as if he measured her for a funeral dress. Face lowered, she turned around.

	“I think the radiation and the strain is getting to Doc. There’s also the poison in his neck. I think that plant had something more than simple radiation. It’s spreading. It doesn’t look good.”

	The truth was, they were all there to die and no matter what Gerry said shouldn’t change how they felt about eventualities, but it did, it was Doc. He was a good man, with too much empathy and a different idea about living than what the government had come to adopt. That made him a criminal in only the most paperwork literal sense of the word.

	“You can do nothing for him. Why not put him outside?” Skye asked. The bitch was obviously smiling, enjoying this turn in his health, as if she’d called it.

	Gerry spun on the seat. She’d been sitting with her feet to her side, pulled up so as to keep from bothering the patient. She leaned and pushed onto her knees, getting high enough to look over Langan. The way his eyes bore into her nearly kept her quiet. Nearly.

	“You’re a bad person and if there’s a god, I hope it never lets you near it.” Gerry sneered and then registered Skye’s face. The bitch had stayed inside longer than the rest, she’d done nothing besides keep as safe as she could, and still, the telltales were there in the early stages of radiation poisoning. A pampered life did not prepare one for change in atmospheric cleanliness. 

	“I will sit at God’s—”

	“And soon. Lips a little dry? How about that patch on your cheek? Your belly achy too? You’re sick and no god is sitting in this van for you and no god is enduring continued exposure to radiation. You’re dying like the rest of us, but faster, maybe we should put you out—”

	Gerry’s word halted with a wet thud as Langan’s fist came into contact with her right eye. She tumbled and fell onto Doc who then began coughing. 

	“Hey, what the hell?” Apollo said, aware he could do nothing. 

	Gerry rolled off Doc and crawled to between the captain’s chairs at the front of the van. Tears spilled and she tried to suck back a sob. She’d never been punched. Marked for death and she couldn’t even end out the clock without a punch in the face. 

	Luckily, he’d pulled it. It was more humiliating and surprising than painful.

	“God’s hand has fingers and they will reach out and crush those who oppose His will.”

	Rather than argue with the lunatic and mass murderer, Laila put the van into drive and lifted her foot. The batteries were already down somewhere between nine and thirty percent from full. The gauge jumped and danced at the imperfect mating.

	In the back, there was a crinkle of plastic. A mouth crunched. Laila looked in the rearview mirror to see Langan chewing. Johan whispered something to him. Langan nodded and leaned down for a handful of birdseed. Johan held up his palms and Langan poured from his own grasp. 

	The sound got Apollo’s attention. “Hey, you found seed.”

	Laila nodded, fighting back tears of her own while Gerry continued a quiet cry. 

	They rolled for twenty minutes at thirty-five clicks an hour. Bored of looking at a bunch of nothing for so many hours, Apollo began fidgeting with dials on the dash. The radio lit and automatically searched for a clear signal. It stopped on FM 99.9.

	“…been an absolute stunner of a Run. Though it’s doubtful, if all those in the van make it to the next checkpoint, it will be the highest number of a single group ever. Longshot, the serial killer Walter ‘Doc’ Coleman is unlikely to make it that far. Odds are shrinking on him, not that they were ever great.

	“Nonetheless, this has been one corker of a Run. This is a wily bunch, I wouldn’t bet against all of them failing. For viewers, we have the recent chase—I’m sorry it cuts away when one of those eagles takes out the nearest drone. For you listening, I hope you like voiced mayhem.”

	Screams, caws, and growls replaced Arpen Winslow’s voice over the airwaves. Apollo switched it off. “Damned ghoul.”

	—

	Night was subtly darker the further northwest they travelled. They stopped between the towns of Marshall and Lashburn, according to a sign they’d passed and one they’d pass come morning. On the side of a dull and vacant stretch of world, they swapped out batteries. 

	In the shotgun seat, Apollo began pedalling. Gerry had moved back to the second row of seats and stretched out. Now and then, she attempted to get Doc water or seeds, but he was still out. Laila counted bugs. Skye and Johan prayed loud enough for everyone to hear. Langan remained silent.

	—

	“How come they all start like that? Long ago.” 

	Dad Coleman lifted his eyes from the clunky book and peered at the three boys in the three small beds at the far end of the room where they hid beneath blue blankets. He was a young father and they’d only wanted two, but nature decided differently, and he was happy for it.

	That night, only forty minutes earlier, Dad Coleman—Walter on his driver’s license and Doc at work, at least to those who knew the additional job he’d chosen to undertake—had placed a pillow over a woman’s face and pressed until her chest no longer rose. She’d seemed to sink further than simply exhaling, as if something had escaped when her heart quit beating. She was one hundred nine and her liver was the next on a list of things failing her, and after she’d survived six fights with cancer from her fifties to eighties, the old woman didn’t have it in her to fight again. That was a fair conclusion. 

	Unfortunately, the government and the doctors never thought so. They demanded an effort and tests and painful medications.

	“They all start like that because they’re old. What do you want me to do? My mother saved all the books from me and my brothers and your mom hasn’t won the lottery and I make just more than a slave’s wage, so we deal with these old stories.” In his hands was Frog Prince by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm. It was a board book with creases and faded pages. The back cover had a hot chocolate smear from a spilled bedtime cup.

	“What’s a slave?” Danny was five and the eldest of the trio.

	“In this case, an exaggeration.”

	“Tell us a new story,” Ashley said, one of the twins.

	“Yeah.” Gabriel rarely agreed with his brother unless it came to spending time with their father. Then they’d team up. Usually, he’d demand the opposite, no matter what it was.

	Doc closed the book. “Fine. Not long ago, this morning in fact, three boys went for a walk in the magic forest down by the river. They played and sang and did boyish things, but they lost track of time and night came on them like a big scary cloak.

	“It was so dark that the boys had to hold hands or risk losing one another. They walked in circles and called out to their mother, but they were too deep and she was at home, waiting; for the boys had promised to stay close and had promised to be inside before dark.

	“’Hey, you boys,’ a nasty voice said, coming from a cabin—”

	“That’s all old stuff.” Danny folded his arms above the covers.

	“Give me a minute, geez. So the boys followed the voice to the cabin, but once inside, they saw no nasty speaker. Instead, they saw a robot. The robot said I will give you candies and cakes and ice cream and pizza if you spend the whole night in the cabin. I promise your mother won’t mind.

	“Now, the boys questioned this because they had promised their mother they wouldn’t do what they were doing, but they were doing it and about to sleep over in some robot’s cabin in the woods. So they had to think. They liked the idea of a democracy, so they voted.”

	“What’s a democracy?” Ashley asked.

	“It’s like if you wanted to play hockey but your brothers wanted to play baseball, you’d play baseball because it’s two against one.”

	“I don’t want to play baseball,” Danny said.

	“Me neither.” The twins both said, only slightly off-unison. Agreeing twice in a row was a minor miracle.

	“You’re missing the point. Anyway, the brothers voted and one wanted to go home and two wanted to stay, even though they’d promised their mother. The robot fed them and gave them chocolate almond milk. The robot made beds for them from the Ikea catalogue because they ordered with same day, drone service delivery, and they slept through the night. 

	“In the morning, they woke up, but they weren’t boys anymore. They were bolts to match the three bolts missing from the Ikea robot chest plate it had ordered with the beds. The robot picked up the boys and screwed them into its shell and the boys had to live forever as a part of an evil robot because they lied to their mother and listened to a stranger offering gifts instead.”

	The boys were silent.

	—

	“…robot because they lied to their mother and listened to a stranger offering gifts instead.”

	“He’s delirious,” Gerry whispered, touching a damp Taco Bell napkin from the glovebox to Doc’s face. It was a futile gesture. He was no longer overly hot, but was clammy. Plus, the napkin probably bore a good number of radioactive particles.

	“I wish he’d shut up,” Apollo said. “I mean like…come on.”

	“Sounds like he has boys. Did he say anything about them to you?” Laila asked. She was in the driver’s seat. It reclined some and she was attempting a sleep that didn’t want to come. Doc’s mumbling midnight motor mouth wasn’t helping. “He never said anything to me about his life.”

	“All right, beddy-bye time.” Doc’s words were low, but carried enough to disturb all but Skye’s rest. She was out, stretched along on the back bench while Langan and Johan attempted semi-upright sleep in the seat in front of her.

	“If I’d had my kid, I wonder how I would’ve been. I think I’m here because I told so many people that I was terrified and didn’t want it, and because of that, the government decided that was proof enough that I killed it. Despite you, Gerry.” Laila watched a huge fly walking on the windshield plucked away by a little grey bat with a saggy gullet like a pelican. 

	“You’re all doomed anyway,” Johan whispered. “We’ve been sent to die, so it makes sense that we die, unless we’re faithful. I have no doubt God has and will continue to intervene on our behalf, but not yours. You’re all dead already.”

	On the floor, Doc began coughing, as if in agreement. The sound was too dry and raspy. He hacked and hacked until his eyes opened and he asked for a sip of water. After his drink, he said, “We’re out of the zoo? How’d we get away from the bigfoot?”

	—

	“I was?” Doc held Gerry’s hand. His pallor had taken on a light green hue and the dark green tendrils worked deeper about his flesh, into his chest and shoulder. “I think maybe I shouldn’t run so hard again. I might not even get a chance to die from radiation or a monster of some sort, just have a heart attack and poof.” He smiled and then the smile slipped. “I haven’t talked to my boys in years.”

	Gerry let go of his hand and helped him into a semi-sitting position. One palm on his surprisingly cool back, the other offered a small helping of seeds to his mouth. It wasn’t much better than the rations they hadn’t eaten yet, but it was better by enough. 

	The seeds clung to his lips like nuts to a candy apple. She tilted his head and let water dribble to his lips. It seemed wise to avoid contact, just in case. 

	“I raised them apart from what I did. When Mindi died, my wife, they drifted further. They were still young then, early twenties. I think the world got into their heads and pushed the compassion I tried to teach down the gutter. See, they knew what I did eventually, and year after year they seemed less interested in being near me. Danny was disgusted by me the last time I saw him. They took my kindness as murder.”

	“Murder is murder,” Skye barked from the back, suddenly awake enough to offer something nobody wanted.

	They’d reached the point all over again when she was nothing more than a stranger’s crying baby or barking dog—noise beyond their control or business.

	“It’s not their fault. If you don’t see pain, the government and the media…” Gerry trailed, letting Doc lie back. “Are you comfortable?”

	“Sure. How about you, any family?” Doc closed his eyes.

	“My mother and father are out there. I don’t know what they think. I wasn’t even part of the promotions, right? I mean, they’ll know by now. I hope they’re not embarrassed by what they say I did. I hope it doesn’t hurt them. I have cousins and they have kids, but I was never close to them.”

	“That’d be some way to find out your child was going to die,” Laila said.

	Doc whistled, weakly.

	“My dad sent me a letter, telling me he was disappointed in me, but would be rooting me on.” Laila swiped at a tear trying to run down her face. Doc’s talk had emotions full and brimming as it was.

	Apollo, uncomfortable with any show of emotion said, “Tell me what you doing over there. In case you die.”

	Laila shot him a look before shivering away the miniature breakdown at the bluntness of what he’d said. “It’s easy. Use your right foot only. The pedal on the right makes the van go and the one on the left makes it stop.”

	“How come you don’t use both feet?” Apollo leaned over to watch Laila’s legs. They were lean and maybe sexy beneath the suit, but a little voice in his head reminded him that he was going to die a dirty scavenger and not a lover boy. His lips had cracked overnight and a few inches up from where the suit met his neck, below his ear, there was a line of crust, his flesh scabbing and puffing. He’d eaten two portions of potassium iodide already that day.

	“Too easy to press both pedals at once. What are you looking at?”

	“Oh, uh, what your legs were doing. That’s all.”

	Outside the windows, the greyed countryside fell away, melding together in a series of dull and muted tones. The occasional buildings reminded the passengers of the old world and of the great pain that so many must’ve felt the days after the quakes and the bombs. Those were lives gone, livelihoods fought for, happiness eked out only to be blown to bits.

	There on the road, into the former province of Alberta, it was brighter than what it had been a day earlier. It revealed more about the rundown lives lived before the change. Here was a place that had gone bad before the world had gone worse. 

	The way Apollo looked at her legs made Laila think about how good can turn bad and bad can turn worse. She wished she’d never had sex or wished at least she’d demanded that the man she’d met used some kind of makeshift protection, even pulling out would’ve helped the odds.

	Due to the sudden loss of more than half the planet’s population, the Canadian government put a temporary block on the sale and production of all sexual prophylactics aside from registered infection carriers. Old as she was, she figured she was safe from the need. Not from disease—most STIs had cures anyway—but from procreating. She’d had a string of happy encounters.

	The what ifs plagued her as the radiation burrowing into her system plagued her. It made her sick to consider how simple it would’ve been to not. Though not as sick as the thought of Gerry trying to save her; that made her sick in a way that did almost feel like taking a life. 

	But that wasn’t really her fault.

	That was a world in trouble. Maybe Skye’s insane plan wasn’t totally flawed. Burn it down and start over.

	“How do you know when those are all charged up?” It was Laila’s turn to look at Apollo’s legs. They were skinny and the muscles jutted through the material of the suit in a way that suggested under eating and regular exercise. 

	“Don’t know. Takes a long time, probably.”

	He was onto the third of the drained batteries and the pace never faltered. Once changed, they’d pass them back to Langan who’d hold the battery against his chest for a few heartbeats, staring down Gerry, before he rose and stepped in a crouch to the back seat where he’d reach over Skye’s sprawling body to set the battery in the cargo hold.

	They’d been on the road for a few hours already that morning. Laila had never needed a toilet so bad in her life. She’d brought up the topic to a couple of groans of understanding and they agreed to stop at the next good building they saw. The first dozen were of no consideration. Water lapping at the doors, expansive birds’ nests in holes in the roofs, or constant skittering of the brown masses—bugs draping over walls and lawns like blankets. 

	Apollo had suggested they just go outside. There was very little discussion before the topic found the birds and the scavenging opportunists. Did some birds also know to wait until the suits went down? Seagulls had become more frequent the closer they got to the coast. The birds were about the same size, structurally, as any gulls they’d seen before, but scrawny with extended beaks and talons like bear claws. 

	“How about that place?” Laila pointed at a two-storey. It was grey as everything else, but it wasn’t underwater, and didn’t appear nested or infested—as far as she could tell, this was a good one. “Don’t see any prints, nothing.” She’d slowed to a crawl.

	The prints, like those at the zoo, were fairly steady in an off and on sense. It was never long before they appeared again, as if the beasts followed the road, or probably more realistically, tracked a recurring meal route.

	“Try it.” Gerry looked out the passenger’s side windows at the home as she leaned against the driver’s side, legs across the bench seating. “If we don’t stop soon, I’ll piss my pants.”

	They waited to hear what Skye’s God thought of the plan, but she stayed quiet. Not that they’d listen, it was just something that seemed on its way, like wincing the breath before a hammer struck steel. 

	The van rolled off the highway and onto a secondary road, then immediately turned toward the home. The carcass of a 2055 Ford Mustang took up one of two spaces of the stubby driveway’s width. The siding was of a poly material—vinyl or plastic or possibly something more recent, a composite—nonetheless, it was full of holes. Beneath the wear, it appeared as sturdy as anyone could hope for, at least from that distance. The front windows remained intact, caked with fallout dust. The front door was white and closed. The wide porch ran almost the length of the home. If there was ever paint or a finish on those boards, it had long ago turned grey thanks to the elements.

	“Need to go to the can?” Gerry whispered to Doc.

	“I’m empty. Must’ve sweat it out.” He kept his eyes closed and did not move.

	“Ready?” Apollo had the door handle lifted, awaiting a kick. 

	Laila pulled her knife out, pack in hand, ready to sling it over her shoulder. She nodded. 

	Apollo was out first, as had become their method. He stood a moment, listening and smelling. He loosened enough for the others to see and more doors opened.

	Over the gravel, the group moved close to the front door and porch. The lawn crunched. Ancient yellow grass stood in two-inch stocks that budded up against steps. Wood creaked underfoot. Softened and semi-rotten, but solid enough, so long as they spread out. The door held for a few kicks until the frame splintered. Dim inside, it smelled different from the outside. It was a more normal smell, like things had lived in there, maybe without the sickness of the atomic blasts or the nuclear ashes, and that was a nice change, even if it was only short-lived.

	The world followed them, clung to them.

	Apollo scanned, but his eyes weren’t yet ready to accommodate the change in lighting. He took a step inside, his eyes began to adjust, and he hopped back once making out a shape in the shadow. 

	The barrels of a shotgun pointed at the doorway.

	He exhaled with a forced single laugh. A moment earlier, he thought he’d felt his final heartbeat. How often had that feeling hit him? Did a body ever get used to it?

	A corpse on a reclining chair held that last, hapless line of defense for a family probably somewhere deeper in the home. The meat of this sentry had disappeared but nothing had disturbed its grip on the weapon. Apollo stepped closer and regarded the pitted steel. He didn’t know much about guns, but knew he intended on keeping his remaining hand and wouldn’t be testing anything that might blow it off. 

	He led the way into the kitchen through a short hall that featured rolling and bubbling wallpaper, and picture frames fallen and smashed on the carpeted floor. The carpet itself was stiff as cement. In the kitchen was a pantry and staircase leading into shadows. A dining table was next to a boarded window. The glass remained intact. On the table were a salt and pepper shaker and a burst container of indiscernible contents. A window must’ve broken somewhere as the dust had infiltrated and clung to every surface.

	Apollo pushed the door to the basement closed; too dark for interest or safety. It was something he did while scavenging. Closed doors were markers. If a door opened and you didn’t do it, someone was there with you and that was always trouble.

	Instinct also had him opening drawers. Silverware, towels, polywrap boxes, and so on. Nothing worth taking, and nothing necessary to relieving his bladder—it was almost impossible for him to pass a closed drawer in a discarded property.

	“Where’s the washroom?” Skye said.

	He spun on his heels. The woman was a buttercup feigning to be a warrior queen. The mental comparison made Apollo laugh. “The house is the toilet. You think there’d be running water? Even if you find a toilet, might be choke full of old shit and beetles. You stupid or something?”

	Langan was across the kitchen in the time it took to exhale a panted gasp. His knife pressed against Apollo’s chest. Apollo’s breath shortened and that feeling came back once again. Is this it?

	“I suggest you watch your mouth. You don’t have much use to God any further.” Skye was smug, her volume calm.

	“If they left you a functional boat, right? Y’all know sailing?” Sweat bubbled on Apollo’s forehead. “Y’all know how to get boats moving without batteries? Y’all know fixing turbine wiring munched out by rats?”

	“God always provides. It is possible that you’re a tool God has provided, to discard once you’re no longer needed.”

	The knife’s pressure relented and Langan backed off with Skye’s unmistakable command. 

	Apollo stomped to the pantry and kicked the door wide. It bo-oinged on a steel stopper. He unzipped.

	Needing more privacy, Gerry left the kitchen through a swinging door. Laila was behind her, as were Skye and Langan. A staircase moved up to her right. There were crooked frames hanging featuring bleached photographs. These walls had paint rather than paper. The surfaces bubbled and Gerry had an urge to pick and tear. Instead she continued on. A big window, boarded over, was to her left. She was in a living room according to the furniture and setup. Toys on the floor, a table with gaming controllers, VR headsets, and a TV remote, all dusty and ominous in their disuse. There were more doors along the back wall. 

	Gerry took the first. Laila moved to the second.

	Gerry looked back over her shoulder once before moving into a closet, deciding there was no time to be picky. Piled coats on the floor, she kicked them aside so she could close the door and get a footing. It was pure dark in there. She unzipped the lower flap, leaned back against the wall and spread her legs. Coat hangers jingled against her scalp: ping ting, ping ting, ping ting.

	Deep breaths. She reminded herself that those hangers were only hangers, not insects, not unseen horrors about to scurry down her neck and back. 

	Still, they dragged and tapped. She shuddered and lowered on her haunches, pushing her spine against the wall and her toes to the doorframe to achieve space. 

	She let go of all that she’d held. Privacy and release were such simple ideas. Breathing deep, she settled in. The hangers were above, silent and not touching. She remained in the closet, basking in the comfort of this simple experience. It was the kind of moment that made her wish for sudden death, no more struggle, no more fear of what was ahead, just be dead.

	It passed and she lifted a light jacket with her foot and used it to wipe. She exited as Laila exited.

	“I had a closet.”

	Laila stretched pressed lips. “I had an office. Had a box of tissues.” 

	For Laila, the food came out in the kind of mess that might kill her in embarrassment if not for those tissues. She hoped nobody wanted to see that room. There might’ve been something worth scavenging, a computer component or a solar bar, something, anything. These were thoughts she hadn’t had before she unzipped and crouched like a baseball catcher with an exceptionally wide stance. 

	The splashing was bad enough that she needed to wipe off the insides of her boots. 

	But that was over and hopefully they could get away without any embarrassment. Then an image struck: what if she’d been disturbed mid-squat? A centipede or a giant roach. She’d watched enough Radio Runs to know these realities were not impossible, not even unlikely. 

	“Let’s make sure we keep close when we do that, sound good?” 

	Gerry nodded slowly, understanding. Since civilizing, women had visited the john together, for one reason or another. Some things did not change just because they were in the wastelands.

	Apollo walked into the living room from the kitchen, unsmiling and scratching at his cheek. “Nothing in the kitchen worth taking. These stairs seem okay.” He kicked out a foot and stopped. The report was hollow and steady. “I’m going to look around. Don’t go nowhere, now.”

	“As if.” Laila huffed and shook her head.

	A couch centered the room, next to it were the table with video game controllers, ancient VR headsets, and the TV remote, facing an eight-foot by five-foot monitor screen on the wall. Laila and Gerry sank into the couch and dust puffed.

	—

	Skye found an actual washroom. On the wall next to a smoky window was a Bible verse: Let all that you do, be done in love – Corinthians 16:14. A strange choice given what happened in that room. No matter. 

	The paint on the walls bubbled and came away in great streams that stretched out like blades of grass. On the counter were dusty elements of life in the old world: a hair dryer, five toothbrushes in their charge cradles, a jar of cotton swabs on sticks, and a People Magazine celebrating the lives of all the entertainers who’d died in 2068. The toilet was dry. A toilet paper roll awaited an ass to come along. The door had been closed and the window above the toilet remained solid. Only a comparative modicum of the world’s heavy dust had found that room.

	Skye sat on the can. 

	Langan pulled back the once white but since yellowed curtain and pissed into the bathtub. A tiny spider climbed from the drain; his stream forced the thing back down. Done, he waited, watching Skye over his shoulder. 

	In life, she was a trophy wife before she morphed into a true believer and leader. Johan had come from a line of very old money Christians and it was he who had introduced her to the Old Testament, and to a lesser extent, the New Testament. However, it was she who had taken steps to spend some of those credits from their marital accounts to fix the world. The plan was to convert the world or destroy it in order to allow Jesus an open space to rebuild anew.

	There was no room on Earth for sinners or heathens or non-believers. Not unless they could be of use. Langan was an immigrant welcomed into the country with his parents. They’d lived in a community of North Africans who spoke Arabic. He was a sour boy and grew into a sour teen. His father died of radiation poisoning. His mother died of lung cancer. Both worked less than desirable positions. Things mostly relegated to the hands of immigrants. 

	At seventeen, Langan became a misfit, almost too old for social assistance, but too young to act as an adult without a great deal of struggle. It was then that the Church of Jesus Christ, the Redemption and the Light took him in, trained and brainwashed what he’d known to be truth from his head—as they had from the heads of dozens of others—and replaced it with useful rhetoric. 

	Skye noticed him right away and became like a new mother to him. He fit in well and she molded him into a soldier of God. Not once had Langan disappointed.

	Skye looked back at Langan and finished on the toilet, wiped, and dropped the lid. She did not zip up. Instead, she bent over the sink counter, her bottom flap hanging lose. Langan crossed the room. 

	He spat on his hand for lubrication and pressed into Skye. Silently, he pounded, rubbing the spots she liked with a free hand. Like clockwork, four minutes after beginning, she shuddered and he spilled, as if on command. They’d danced this dance for years.

	Skye again sat on the can. Langan wiped himself clean and tossed the paper to the floor. Before he put himself away, Skye leaned forward and kissed the semi-engorged head of his penis in thanks. 

	Johan had never fulfilled her in more than a monetary sense.

	“Move!” The voice came from a good distance away, but they both heard the urgency.

	—

	Apollo spun and swung out his knife. Johan put his hands up. He’d shit into the kitchen sink, onto the crusty dishes from a family’s last meal, and was still at it after Apollo finished pissing into the former pantry, searching the drawers, then departing the kitchen altogether. The women on the couch had pointed to the staircase when Johan asked and curiosity took him up in trail of the strange man.

	“Find anything helpful?”

	The bedroom was sparse aside from a bed and a hamper of clothes, a shelf of useless electronic devices, books, and a few small toys. It was almost entirely junk. However, Apollo pointed his knife at a fallen solar drape. The people who’d lived there were behind in the gathering of electricity and rather than modernizing the home, they patched where easiest. “You should take those two, in case we get somewhere to see sun again.”

	“I will see sun again.”

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	“God will protect and deliver me.”

	“Right, like how he kept you from doing a Radio Run?”

	“God offers challenges to reassure us and test us. God’s love is expensive and one must sacrifice. Cast away sin and live in the light or perish, die and suffer eternity in Satan’s bowels.”

	“Sounds good to me.” Apollo led the way to the first of two more rooms. 

	The first was a bedroom, almost matching the last. A window had broken and dust eroded much of the floor. Radioactive motes floated on the dim streams of light. Three bodies lay on the bed, embracing. 

	“Probably a mother and kids. That’s usually what’s going on when you see bodies like that.” 

	Johan turned away and opened the last door. It was a small washroom. A scream erupted from his throat. Falling and bouncing, his ass stung, but it did not slow his crab-like backpedalling. Apollo glanced in at the white wasp crawling out of its nest of mud, caking from floor to ceiling. The wasp itself was about the length of a crow. A second appeared next to it, pushing from the same hole. 

	Apollo turned and ran. “Move! Out to the van!”

	The buzz from the flapping wings came alive. The house seemed electrified, like standing too close to a transformer or a hot animal fence. It came through the teeth and rumbled at the back of the throat.

	Laila and Gerry were already out the door and onto the porch by the time Apollo reached the kitchen. Behind him, Johan shouted, “Skye? Langan?”

	They emerged from the washroom beyond the living room. Johan saw them, did not question what they were doing together in that room. “There’s wasps!” He swung his arm as if to corral his wife and their human tool of God.

	Langan lifted his knife as if that would do anything against moving targets. Skye put her hands on Langan’s hips as they hurried after Johan. The walls seemed to thrum. Bits of dust lifted, huge motes floated as if suddenly demanded to perform.

	They crossed the living room and exited into the kitchen in a close threesome. A huge wasp swooped down and landed on Johan. Then another. And another. He rolled and wailed, scared and sounding hurt by the notion that God would allow this.

	Langan skirted the mess and pulled Skye around him. He then pushed her out the door. She stumbled and fell onto the soft porch floor. The others watched from the running van, aghast as a wasp landed on her.

	“Dear God,” she whimpered. The wasp crawled up her stomach, toward her chest. “God, save me from this demon!” 

	The vibration in her throat set off the wasp and it slammed its stinger into Skye while she eyed the thing, screaming for the universe to collapse rather than allow this to go on.

	Elsewhere, a rumble was underway. The wasps were angry or hungry or both and had taken a secondary route to those disrupting their home. Flying was always easier in the open air and they had plenty of space to work as they rounded the side of the home.

	Johan was up then and leapt out the door onto the dead and stiff lawn. His left hand waved before him, seeking out balance. His right hand was holding the side of his head. 

	Skye screamed.

	Johan screamed.

	Langan swung the door closed with his right—the hand holding the knife—and swatted with his left. He stomped a fallen wasp. It crunched and squished, entrails gooey and grey clinging to the treads of his black, government-issue footwear.

	Skye was on the porch, making noise, but doing nothing else, too scared to touch the thing attacking her. The wasp slammed its stinger again and again as if trying to fell a large tree with an axe. 

	Langan brought the knife down into the thing’s abdomen with a perfect precision, snatching backward before the tip of the knife connected with Skye’s suit. Langan jerked around and stabbed the wasp into a post, cutting it in half.

	The buzzing swarm was louder, closer.

	Langan lifted Skye—who seemed amazed that she was alive and unharmed. The suits were better than good for some things, useless against others, perfect against insects so long as the bastards nailed suit rather than skin. She jumped into the van with Langan’s hands guiding her, pushing her. 

	Johan had come to lie over the second row where Gerry was trying to assess his injury, but his hand refused to move from the side of his head.

	“One got him!” Gerry looked around, wondering what that meant for Johan, and yet knowing what it likely meant.

	Langan did not wonder, did not pause to think. The buzzing was a wall and approaching, closing in on them with the speed of hurricane winds coming to shore. He tugged Johan out by the arm that he used to cradle his wound and twisted it behind his back. This stiffened Johan, causing him to cry out in surprise and reveal the damage. 

	Ugly and swelling with poison, Langan swung like a rainbow and sliced away the ballooning ear. Blood and pus exploded in a geyser. Johan howled a brand new tune. 

	The wasps were so close the buzz came to feel as if it was inside the head rather than a swarm trailing behind them. Langan shoved the man back inside and climbed in after him. He swung the sliding door closed and found his seat. 

	Six wasps slammed against the glass and began stabbing. Laila floored it, rolling in reverse out the lane, onto the road, and to the highway before shifting back into drive. Had she had time to think, she would’ve overreacted with her hands, but as it was, she hardly had time to steer at all.

	A few wasps remained. One had punctured the outside layer of the window and bounced along in the wind, stuck, until its stinger fell off and the creature was in the past. The final three were no longer attacking, but attempting to hang on with wide stances and tightened wings. 

	One by one, they were gone. 

	The Runners had survived another scare and as a group, they were moving again. Aside from the gentle hum of the engine and the wheels on the asphalt, the van was quiet in a quiet world. Inside, were Doc’s deep breaths and Johan’s constant low whine.

	—

	Doc whistled. It was short and the weakest yet. 

	They’d stopped moving once again thanks to the darkening of the sky. It still wasn’t like normal night, but it wasn’t as far from regular as it had been. Too often Laila had to skirt encroaching pools and lakes that drifted onto the road. On the positive side, getting water was easier as they went. Though vigilance remained a must.

	Apollo and Laila had replaced four of the batteries to gauge how well the pedal charger worked. It helped, but it was clear he hadn’t topped the cells anywhere near to full. He didn’t complain, didn’t mention needing help, and began pedalling on a spent battery once back in the assumed safety of the van. 

	“Wasps that big, huh?” Doc looked terrible. 

	Really, they all looked at one stage of terrible or another. Thankfully, it was dark. 

	Gerry had continued administering to him. She did what she could for Johan as well. To staunch the flow, she’d dressed the hole with the wrappers from their food rations. He complained of the loudness of the crinkles. It took a couple hours, but the blood finally ceased its flow and a wrapper adhered without much further sound.

	Outside, the lapping wave sounds reached them whenever the breeze blew in the right way. Gerry mused as she leaned back from Doc and stretched out with her feet against the sliding door. “I wonder if I’ll ever sleep in a bed again. You don’t even think about how good sleeping on your bed is until you have to sleep someplace else.”

	“Perhaps you’ll sleep on a bed of fire.”

	“Shut up,” Gerry said without caring what Skye or Langan thought of her saying so. “I guess if there’s a good boat. If we make it there. Skipping out of Sask…whatever, really helped us. That and you two, we’d be done without you two.”

	“God has delivered us this far. It is His will that the faithful survive, your time is coming soon. You have only made it this far bec—”

	Gerry spoke over Skye. “One time, these two guys got a boat with a cab. It was like-new. It had a sponsor even. I think the company had it put out there by robots. Or, I suppose you can get automated boats like they have automated cars, maybe it went in there, I don’t know how all that works. Makes you wonder why nobody goes to Alaska in a big boat.”

	“Isn’t the radiation supposed to be too bad and the Rockies don’t have an easy route or around, or something?” Laila watched a beetle the size of a Shih Tzu dig under the dust.

	“Oh yeah, but still. They have ways. They could make something work for them. If they wanted to, I mean.”

	Apollo continued to pedal; his breaths sounded exhausted. “It’s ‘cause…there’s no…paradise. Alaska is…probably…gone.”

	“Then why go that way?’ Laila turned to look at Apollo and then Gerry.

	“We need to get somewhere. My blood feels heavy in my veins. The bad patch on my neck is bigger than it was this morning. Soon my hair is going to fall out.” 

	Apollo ran his hand in his hair. “Need…to borrow…some?” His hand came out, offering several dozen long, rusty strands to Gerry.

	“Not quite my color. But for real, where do we go if not—?”

	“Ignoring the Lord’s plan will cast all of you to roast on the surface of Satan’s burning ocean! You will exist in pain until the Devil ceases that pain only to begin it anew, to remind you of how bad it gets!”

	Apollo stopped pedalling. “Shut up, you damned nut. First, we’re burning, then we’re burning if we go off the usual path, when aren’t we burning? That’s where I wanna go.”

	“You will not burn if you follow the Lord’s—”

	“Just leave it. We’ll figure it out. We’ll go as far as we can in the van and take a boat once we have to.” Laila slapped a gloved hand on the steering wheel as she spoke, emphasising each use of we. 

	“That’s God’s plan for us.”

	“Ugh.” Apollo began pedalling again.

	“You know, there’s always lots of boats on the coast. What if we really think and don’t take one that’s obviously sponsored? If there’s one like that. What if we don’t go by newness and pick something sturdy? Those men with the sponsored boat—see their boat had beds and stuff, but it was too big for the two of them. They didn’t do well.” Gerry fingered the bad patch of skin.

	“Maybe they dropped it down, like from a helicopter or drone or something.” Laila watched the beetle. It continued to dig until out of nowhere, a grey avian flash snatched it in a swoop and carried it into the night. 

	“I hope you find a good one and it takes you somewhere safe,” Doc whispered.

	—

	The assumed wee hours hit, and all had fallen asleep. On the van were hundreds of moths, soaking warmth from the engine and the inhabitants. At a steady rate, bats and birds would pluck away an insect, but as quickly as they went, another came.

	Several flew away as the van bounced. Doc’s cries woke all but Apollo. He’d pedalled long after the rest were asleep, a collection of batteries surrounding him in the passenger’s seat. The extra work clouded his sleeping inner ears in a deserving moss.

	“It’s not murder!” Doc wailed. “Danny, please. You have to listen. Try to understand. They are in pain and they won’t live long, I am doing them a favor. A kindness.” He sat up and swung his arms for emphasis as he shouted into the shadows of the van like he was conducting airport traffic.

	“Shh, shh.” Gerry put a hand on his shoulder and tried to shove him flat, but he wouldn’t go. His dream was adamant. 

	“It is not murder! You do not see their eyes. They’re happy I’m there. I’m making the pain end. You can’t hate me. It’s suffering I prevent.”

	“Can’t you shut him up?” Skye said.

	Langan stood as if to do just that.

	Gerry looked up at him. “Touch him and one of us will kill Skye and then Johan. Fucking try me, I’m sick of your stupid intimidation garbage.”

	He frowned, eyebrows down-turning into a single angry caterpillar.

	Doc’s tune changed somewhat. “You’re the monster. Son of mine, working for the government, making machines to extend pain? Why can’t you make a machine to take away the sickness? You and I both know why. You can pretend, but we both know. The holdover, the money. The hospital is one of the last bits of easy capitalism! Don’t act like I can’t see that you travel in private cars and wear suits that cost what my rent—” The man’s words became coughing and then he settled back onto the floor. His sleep was calm and easy, his chest rising and falling like a gentle tide. His quiet sucked the temporary intensity from the van.

	Langan sat down and Gerry relaxed, lay back, wished for the millionth time that she’d never said anything to the cops, or at the very least, accepted Arpen Winslow’s offer.

	 

	


CHAPTER EIGHT

	“Langan, go out and change the batteries so we can move.” Skye said this flippantly, as if the moths and flies all over the van were nothing to worry about. As if Langan meant nothing, a servant to boss around.

	The idea had been to wait out the bugs. Nobody wanted to go out, but the van wouldn’t start. And Apollo was still asleep.

	“Johan will help you,” Skye added.

	“Wait, what? Why me?” A single ration packet clung to the side of his head where his ear used to be. He looked more ridiculous than harmed now.

	This was a change and those in the front of the van marvelled over what this new impatience meant for the current task and possibly ones in the future. Something was funny, but perhaps to a benefit. 

	Langan pulled Johan along, his struggle was minimal. 

	Laila yanked the marked latch and the hood popped up. Three seconds later, Apollo’s door opened and he was on the ground—not one to sleep through work. The tense expression on Langan’s face as he grabbed batteries kept Laila from barking at him.

	Gerry could not see it from her angle. “Why the hell would you do that?”

	Laila grabbed a battery and jumped out. While the door was open, a familiar sound carried from the not-so-far distance.

	It was a roar, one that was ape-like and bear-like all at the same time. It had every insect off the van and headed away to anywhere but there. Overhead, seagulls reaped the benefits, ignoring the cries of the beast. 

	Gerry watched as Apollo jumped back into the van only to jump out again with a battery pressed to his chest. Next came Johan with a spent battery in his arms. He took the final semi-recharged battery away. 

	Another roar sounded off somewhere. Closer this time. 

	Gerry spun to look out the back window. Skye sat with an unfocussed expression, as if peering within rather than to the world around her. Her lips moved to the tune of a prayer that only she could hear.

	Through the glass, beyond the nearly motionless head, was the long, flat stretch of virtually blank Canadian countryside. The elements toppled most of the sparse structures. That area was smooth enough that Gerry could see the thing coming. It ran with a wide gait and huge, goofy steps.

	The backdoor swung open. Langan had two batteries and dropped them in. Johan had two as well. Laila carried two and set them on the driver’s seat so as to transfer them to the floor. Apollo brought the final battery in his door.

	Another roar. The beast was clear to all who dared to look. Only Gerry dared, or rather, she dared not look away. The eyes were black and horrible. The thick, greasy fur seemed almost like spikes, even from a hundred feet away. Its face had an almost human quality. Muscles bulged and shifted beneath the fur, sending them to life as if riding waves.

	There were snaps all around her, doors closing, but Gerry could not look away. The van started and began moving. The beast seemed to keep pace until the illusion that terror had built crumbled and Gerry turned back around in her seat. Facing forward was a much nicer view.

	She exhaled a long-held breath and leaned down to see to Doc. His chest continued its movement, proof he hadn’t died. The dark green coloration had seeped all over and his flesh seemed almost translucent given the hue moving through his veins. 

	She wondered if he did wake up again, and was coherent, would he ask someone to end his pain. If he did, Gerry wasn’t sure she could do it.

	“Uh, bit of an issue, maybe,” Laila said.

	“Oh?” Apollo munched birdseed as he rifled through his pack for a food ration.

	“With the charge, we’re only at twenty-nine percent.”

	“Oh.”

	“Gerry, do you remember the name of where the second checkpoint is?” Laila looked in her rearview, making eye contact with Gerry.

	“No.”

	“Shit.”

	Apollo opened his ration pack and then grinned. He hit the power button on the satellite stereo system centering the dash console.

	“Not far now for you gamblers who put down reaching the second checkpoint.” This was not Arpen Winslow’s voice, but the number two on the entertainment chain, Donna Emery. Her show repeated a few times a day, giving highlights and bet reminders. “Should reach the shore, and my favorite part of the Run, by evening. Unless that big fella—”

	Laila pushed the button to kill the noise. “Better conserve battery juice.”

	“I wish we’d picked a faster ride.” Apollo took a bite, talking with a mouthful. “I’ve never seen the ocean.”

	—

	The blocked exits into Edmonton were the most interesting sights of the Run so far, from a historic perspective. Laila lifted her foot some, slowing, hoping that would keep the falling numbers from creeping down too quickly. Now and then, the number would drop to three or four percent, sending her heart into her throat, before bouncing to digits that were more agreeable. Often, she reminded herself that the batteries were not a perfect fit and the gauges were untrustworthy because of it.

	The city of Edmonton looked like the real world, but hued under the tints of time and destruction. Tall buildings had chunks fallen off, as if a giant had come along and taken a bite. Cars and trucks made walls from when an automated plow had gone through decades earlier, clearing the path for future Runs. The planned flora jutted into the sky without reaching limbs or hanging leaves, though many had vines climbing. Moss clung to walls facing a lakeshore that now overtook the entire downtown. 

	Nobody spoke as they passed. Nobody mentioned the ruination because the stacked and shoved bodies gone to skeleton might be them soon enough. 

	More than anything else out there were bones cleared from the road. Laila explained traffic jams in evacuation scenarios and the desperate fleeing that usually followed. Seeing it all and hearing how the corpses had first gotten there made Gerry want to whistle, knowing that’s what Doc would’ve done. 

	—

	Rather than try potential wasps—or whatever else might linger behind walls within emptied homes—the group took turns pissing around the side of the van. The collective battery juice was down to nine or possibly twelve percent when Laila pulled over next to a small pond that ran up the edge of the new road they’d exited onto. Blockages had forced her to take it; just another leg of the Run. 

	There were large crustaceans clinging to the rocks in the shallows. Johan mentioned that he could go for a lobster with butter. Skye told him soon and Apollo laughed. It was enough to have Langan’s hackles raised anew.

	It didn’t matter, it was all for show until they knew how they’d get out to sea and then back to shore. Aside from the very earliest stages of the Run, the ocean claimed the most victims. Thanks to an overactive shoreline, mountain ranges, and seemingly endless deadfall forests to the far north, there was no way to continue on land. They had to take a boat. They had to test what lurked beneath the surface.

	According to the quality of light and the warning on the dashboard that the batteries were nearly drained, they had to be close. Apollo was in the passenger’s seat spinning his heart into his feet. At worst, they’d reach the shore in the morning, might even be a reasonable risk to drive with the lights on at night, if they could get seven or eight percent out of Apollo’s efforts. Though Laila wouldn’t suggest it; Apollo was a favor, not a tool.

	Langan ate seeds without any regard to others who’d been considering the possibility that rationing might save a life. Then again, Langan also seemed like the kind of guy who’d eat someone if he got hungry enough. The word and image that popped into Laila’s head was barbarian. They had comics and movies in the entertainment archives; big men who acted violently on impulse. Most of the barbarians she’d seen in the archives were much lighter skinned than Langan, though the word didn’t seem to have a skin tone connotation. 

	Behind the wheel, pondering the word that had long since fallen out of use, Laila rolled past a sign for a place called Fox Creek. It boasted four thousand residents and an elevation of eight hundred meters. It was high and dry, like a desert in comparison to the rest of Alberta. Strange, the places that stuck out their previous state of being were rare. It was as if the world got so turned on its head that some spots did a three-sixty and never really changed that much at all—aside from the complete destruction and genetic rewriting of life.

	Fox Creek, the little town down from a blocked exit, was still in the rearview when the van lost life and stuttered to a halt.

	“Well, shit.” Laila looked around. “I guess we’re here a while.”

	Apollo was sweaty and kicking in overdrive. He wanted to see the ocean. He’d actually become excited about it.

	—

	Johan vomited onto his feet in the third row of the van. Gerry couldn’t help scratching at the spreading sores around the collar of her suit. Apollo’s hair had begun falling out in wet mats and the sore under his ear had expanded, if only slightly. The lesion on Skye’s face had doubled, the edge puffy and pink before a deep red hole. Laila had hopped out of the van twice to void her bowels, a rush of clear fluid trailing spurts of sickly greenish-brown. She wore the fewest visible signs of radioactive decay. Langan looked fine, a bit pale, but fine. Part of that was because he only opened his mouth to eat. His tongue was coarse and ridged, like a brick wall, and canker sores coated the insides of his cheeks, stinging little mouths inside his mouth. Only chewing birdseed made the irritation lessen.

	Night was suddenly upon them in a smoky chalkboard grey, but only Apollo saw it. There were far fewer moths by the shore, more skinny flies with big wings and long antennae. The birds continued to feast outside the van as Apollo continued to pedal within. 

	It had begun to stink terribly within those confines. The bus had minor luxuries the safari van did not. One being an unseen filtration system that was easy to ignore until it was gone. Another luxury being, of course, the can.

	Apollo unhooked the second to last battery with him in the cab and affixed the final one after that. He really had no way of telling how much juice he’d pumped into any one battery; the act itself was what kept him going, as if he hadn’t stopped moving while the rest slept, giving himself the best chance he’d ever have. As a boy, he’d learned to stop moving was to die. Sometimes to move, was all a man controlled.

	He closed his eyes and kicked the pedals. The constant rub and gentle clanking of the bike chain was the reason he did not hear the tearing of flesh coming from almost directly behind him. 

	Gerry dreamed of a building made of stone. A tall one. She called to a man from inside. It was something she’d seen from the road, but made new and nice. In the dream, a man appeared before her, running a hand up her thigh, one about her chest, and another on her ass. The caress was strange, but good and her body writhed with the touch. He then glided his tongue toward her neck and that was too much; something about the math of appendages caused her to slip from the dream.

	That or it was the continued sensation of touching between her thighs, one that traveled beyond the dreamscape, one that caused her to stir. Her eyes opened and she looked at Apollo. The man was amazing. He’d probably worked so hard his entire life, but since he didn’t fit where the government had scheduled him, he lived a life tougher than necessary. Doc was right, there was something very respectable in his choices.

	Thinking of Doc, Gerry leaned over to check on him.

	In the dim light, it was difficult to reconcile what she saw. The man was on his back, nothing had changed about that, but where his smooth abdomen used to be, there was now a gaping hole overrun with ivy on vine tendrils, some of which reached into her lap and on her chest and neck. She screamed and Apollo jumped, spinning around to look.

	The vibration of her voice and the frantic motion of her legs put the plant on the offensive. The vines squeezed Gerry’s highs and around her middle. Her breath hitched with compression as the grip tightened. Not enough to silence her. 

	“Help!”

	Apollo tried to rise and felt himself tugged hard, back to the seat, a vine wrapping around his throat and the headrest. He squirmed and the flora cut into him like rope.

	From the rear of the van, Skye gargled and gasped. Vines wound over her chest. Her mouth opened and closed with wet clicks. Surprise. Terror. 

	“Holy shit,” Johan said, taking in the scene. 

	Langan tried to jump to his feet, but vines had worked like a seatbelt on him. He’d slid his knife into the material of the seatback before him like a sheath. He grabbed the handle. More vines erupted from the dark floor and circled his wrist. The knife remained in his grasp, slicing through the soft synthetics until he bent forward so far that his face pressed flat to the ripped seatback. 

	Laila rifled through her pack, found her knife, and reached out to cut the vines at Apollo’s throat. Tendrils flared and she jerked away before they could touch her. She tried again and the vines flared out anew.

	“Screw, you shits,” she hissed. It was surreal, even for the Run. The van was a safe place!

	Several vines came up from behind her and latched onto her hair. She hopped her butt toward Apollo, a big patch of loosened hair coming away in the green grip. Her knife sliced across the empty air and vines took hold of her wrists.

	Johan screamed. Apollo, Gerry, and Skye all gasped. Langan was silently furious and pulled against the hold, getting his face turned far enough to sink teeth into a vine, grinding and chewing until only celery-like threads held it together.

	The entire system shook at this, lessening its hold. All that needed to, took deep breaths. Laila swung her knife again, severing the tip of a vine. 

	The collective system shuddered again.

	Langan bit another vine, grinding it to mush. This time when the plant reacted to the pain, he got his arm up. He slashed and the plant tried to retreat all over. 

	It let go of Skye. She began coughing and fell to her side. Langan grabbed the offending vine and slashed at it, cutting the plant and the carpeting of the floor beneath. Laila did not swing at the retracting vines, instead she followed their motion and screamed once she saw Doc’s destroyed body. The blood had gone green, spilling around him in a puddle, and his skin had gone stiff, cracked like an egg. 

	“We have to put him out!” Gerry shouted and swung open the door without thinking. A handful of moths fluttered in. “No, damn you.”

	Laila braved the outside and kicked opened her door. A bat dive-bombed only inches above her head. And she ducked at the change in atmospheric pressure. Squatting, hands high and swinging blindly, Laila rounded the nose of the van to the open door. She reached in and grabbed onto Doc’s feet.

	Those feet grabbed back, his boots exploding in a mess of green tendrils. She tried to run, reconsider what she’d done. She couldn’t, Doc’s body weighed her down, clinging tight to both her and the van.

	Gerry began slamming her knife into plants as she stared into Doc’s dead face. His lids peeled open and vines forced aside the lifeless eyeballs. They dangled on his cheeks as the vines wound around Gerry’s arms to keep her from putting the blade into them anymore.

	Apollo had regained himself and began pulling on one of the vines attached to Gerry. “Let go, fucking plant!”

	It didn’t listen. It didn’t even have ears.

	Langan pounced, leaping over Gerry’s seat, and landing on Doc’s body. The knife in one hand and a closed fist with the other. Doc’s body quickly lost shape as Langan pummeled and stabbed. The dead man became like a green mud puddle. Langan’s actions sent emerald blood splashing about the van, staining everything it touched. 

	Laila fell to the ground, suddenly released. The vines shuddered and moved still, but sluggishly; slow enough that she was free and could move without much worry…though she did worry and skirted at a distance before charging to her open door. Langan was on his knees when he pushed the corpse onto the road. He stood and climbed back inside. Laila made eye contact with the man and it was as if he blamed her somehow.

	She wanted to say something, even thank him, though helping her was certainly not the goal of his activity. Instead, she waited until he looked away and then reached for a handle. 

	The sliding door slid shut. Langan began slapping the oversized moths into the ceiling, crushing them. One fell on Gerry and she swatted it away. It was enormous and dusty. 

	Moths conquered, Langan dropped into his seat, breath huffing. All sat in silence until Apollo announced, “Can probably put these batteries in, maybe get where we’re going.”

	 

	


CHAPTER NINE

	Dark outside, they rolled a touch quicker than walking speed. Gerry cradled her head the entire way, something about Doc’s death shined yet another spotlight on her own mortality. Never stating it directly to these people, but thinking it again, the luck that had followed her was a life preserver at the end of the world. Even with all that had happened, she thought she might make it through. Stranger things… Though unwise to hope too far, even for a lucky one.

	When she was seven, her mother left her with fifty bucks and all the things the carnival had to reveal within her snack bracket—the absence being about fifteen minutes. Fifty didn’t go far. She purchased five tickets, after two sissy kids’ rides, she was down to one ticket. Only the crummiest games took only one ticket, the games of chance for people who bought five tickets to learn the rides had a toll of two or more. The carnival lost much of its luster then, as if pulling aside a mask. Those bright lights and clanking rides weren’t really worth the price tag.

	No matter, she had a ticket to spend. She could barely see over the lip of the games, but chose one on a whim. There was a bored man on a stool. He had a beard and wore a pink tank top and cut-off black slacks made into shorts. A little nametag pinned to his shirt read Stan. His eyes were yellowy around blue pupils. He’d spied down on Gerry, she felt his gaze on her while she read the rules and the odds. As a kid, adults often looked at you like you didn’t belong or you were wasting their time. 

	The rules were simple enough, match a color and win a prize at a value corresponding to your bet. The reds and blacks weren’t worth it, coming out to winning about a ticket and a half in return. Blues and greens were better, triple the reds and blacks, but there were only a handful of slots on the wheel for each. Orange and purple were double the blues and greens, only a few per color. Pink was the final option, there was no corresponding number. A picture of a stuffed animal replaced the value. 

	She looked up at the man then scanned the dangling prizes behind him. Win with pink! one suggested. A fluttering from her stomach seemed to take over her arm. Her mother would never let her throw away money like that. Rides were one thing, giving the sneering carny money for nothing was just a waste.

	The ticket went onto the pink square. The man put his glass placeholder on top of the bet with a knowing grin. He called out once for any other betters, nobody came forward, and he turned to the five-foot wheel with more than four hundred colored pie wedge slots—one being pink—to give it a theatrical spin. 

	The board’s tongue ticked between wedges and Gerry watched her pink, head bobbing and rolling, like picking out a ceiling fan blade to follow as it spun in a bedroom on a hot day. Then it was over and the wheel stopped.

	“Which one,” the man said, his voice gravel in a cement mixer. He’d pointed at the wall of stuffed animals. “Hurry up, I’m busy.”

	Gerry picked a dairy cow. Her mother found her shortly thereafter. “You did what?” The woman was part disbelieving and part incredulous. Gerry explained everything that happened, explained that she’d named the cow Stan and that if she had more money, she’d go back and win all the animals. Name them all Stan.

	Years went by before she tested the luck in such an obvious way again. In her teens, she’d been in line to board a bus for a class trip. She followed her friends, sat with Chrissy Jones—her blood-sister. As little girls in Chrissy’s basement, they’d used a grimy clay knife to cut the bottoms of their feet. They’d pressed them together and said, at the same time, ‘Blood is forever.’ It was from a werewolf movie they’d streamed the night before when they were supposed to be asleep. Chrissy’s parents had been like that; let them get away with whatever so long as they promised to be good. 

	Sixteen minutes into the bus ride, Gerry had a fluttering in her belly and went to the can. It wasn’t that kind of fluttering. A half-minute later, she was dazed and looking out at the ditch off the highway. Papers and blood and scraps of clothes, it was as if the world had snowed gore and destruction. It all made her so dizzy. Her pants around her ankles, Gerry was no longer on the toilet seat. The toilet was sideways on the wall and she was on the floor. Ambulance sirens cried. Students and chaperones cried. Gerry cried.

	A transport truck had run a stop sign and tore the bus in half. Chrissy’s parents buried an empty box. There was no way to distinguish one dead child from another amidst the rubble of those middle seats. The truck acted like a blender.

	That wasn’t all. 

	It wasn’t until early adulthood that she learned to follow the feeling. The fluttering was real and reliable. The year Gerry had moved out, she argued with her mother, said some very nasty things, and couldn’t come back or admit mistake, not any time soon. The rules to government minimums were lax. A body could always sign up for extra rations when times were tight. Everybody had enough, but enough wasn’t always the same amount. Gerry had been dumped and ate and ate for three straight weeks. She’d drunk wine and vodka without consideration of her bank account. She’d spent all but a few credits on a funk. 

	With two weeks left until the month ended, when the ration voucher landed in her grocery account, she was in a bind. She could ask for more, she could, but she was proud and worried that somehow her mother would know if she dipped twice in one month. And if her mother knew, then her mother could say she’d told her so. If her mother knew, she thought she’d die. Better to die of hunger than of shame.

	Walking after dark, stomach aching with need, she stepped into the grocery with her final few credits to buy a chocolate bar or some potato chips. Instead of walking down the aisle to the junk food, she took a left and stopped by the gambling counter. 

	It was as if her feet were not her own. 

	Through a poly countertop, she read the names of the instant tickets. She didn’t have enough credits to try a nice ticket, one that promised big prizes, so she roved the single line plays with prizes ranging from twenty credits to five hundred credits. 

	“Can I get a Scritch-Scratch?” she’d asked and the woman behind the counter asked which one. Gerry picked the third from the bottom, thumbed the payment screen, and turned around with the ticket, stomach roaring at her.

	Excitement tingled into her fingers as she scratched the black strip with her index nail. Three claws paid five hundred creds.

	Claw.

	Claw. 

	She shook so bad she could almost taste the food she’d buy with five hundred credits. There’d be a buffet of Triassic proportions. 

	Bandage.

	It was a loser and she turned to hand over the ticket to the woman at the till, deflated and about to breakdown on the spot. 

	“You forgot the bonus.” The woman pointed without taking the ticket back.

	Gerry hadn’t seen the bonus but had already consigned herself to loss. So she scratched it off without the same hope. Suddenly, she had two hundred credits for groceries. She’d tried three more tickets, but the feeling wasn’t there and quit before she wasted too many creds. She didn’t really understand it yet, but she’d come to understand it some.

	Time and again, she learned to sense reliable feelings in her stomach and follow intuition. Sometimes she’d imagined it, but not often. Usually, the luck let itself be known.

	Looking at the shrivelled bits of vine on the floor and at the rough skin of her palms, she understood then that she’d used a life’s worth of luck too quickly and it was all gone. They were going to die, all of them. 

	“Look at…that.” Apollo pedalled and pointed out the windshield.

	The sky had lightened, but it was still a little way from true morning. Ahead of them, in the ditch next to the road, dusty earth pushed up and breached the lip of the asphalt. A thirty-foot fishing boat leaned on its side. 

	“We’re doomed,” Gerry said. So rarely did people make it to the third checkpoint. “If the averages are correct…and it feels that way to me.”

	“You’re doomed,” Skye said. “Your only hope is to follow God’s plan and stick to the route and go with His path. I will show you where and you will listen, or you will die in slow pain that will carry on for eternity.”

	“What did Doc do to deserve his death, huh?” Gerry shouted this.

	“He killed and earned his spot in Satan’s harem. He was a murderer.”

	“Can’t you both be quiet, my head hurts,” Johan asked.

	“Of course, my love,” Skye said, clearly mocking him.

	“Thank you.”

	The batteries died again as they came upon the familiar town marker of Valleyview, Alberta. Every episode of Arpen Winslow’s coverage opened with a montage of past Runners and locales. That Valleyview sign would flash and disappear into the mouth of a mutated killer whale. On TV, the paint was so much brighter than the sign before them.

	Gerry wanted to smack her head that she didn’t remember the name before. 

	“Wait until light or go now?” Laila asked.

	Nobody answered. Apollo stopped pedalling. If they were walking, they wouldn’t need any batteries for a while.

	—

	“Okay, what do we need? What will we need?” Laila said. “You can’t know for sure, but we can be ready for some things, right?” Darkness had lifted enough to reveal the greyness of her cheeks and the redness around her eyes. 

	“What do you mean?” Gerry couldn’t help it, trailing fingers around her neck. The scabby flesh connected like a rope burn on a hanged corpse. “Like ready for the enormous fish or maybe the giant squids?” Gerry paused a moment. “I’m sorry. I’m just scared.”

	“Me too. What is it that gets people most when they’re on the water?” Laila asked.

	“Mostly it is the water. The boats are either drifted boats or gifted boats from sponsors, I’m not sure one is better than the other. I don’t trust anything that makes money off this.” Gerry pointed out the window. “I don’t mean gamblers, though now that I’m here, I understand the morbidity of it from a whole new angle.”

	“Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions. God gives to the devout and those who deserve it, all else is Devil’s play,” Skye said, for the first time seeming to agree with the others, though in a meandering, self-serving kind of way that gave permission to the Krug wealth.

	“Okay,” Laila said.

	“Some gifts are God’s plan. When you receive something, question it, for God loves only when love is shown.”

	“Okay.”

	“Harpoon guns,” Gerry said. “I saw two men take down a whale, well not take it down, but make it leave them alone. They found the harpoons in a real old boat that had drifted from way over in those places that used to be across the Pacific. The whale wasn’t one of those gigantic ones, just a bus-sized one. So, the harpoons from the old boat might’ve been made to get things that big anyway. I don’t know anything about it, but these guys made it a little longer because they found good weapons.”

	“Japan was once a highly sophisticated and civilized island country.” Laila said this without emotion, another of her simple historical facts that didn’t matter much anymore. “Boats have names, all of them, I think. Japanese boats will have words written in something like scratches and slashes.”

	“Extra boats,” Gerry said, coming to a realization. “The boats, the ones people take, they only ever get away if they have a little boat inside the big boat.”

	“Huh?” Apollo said.

	“Like a backup. The big boats always sink eventually. They get stuck on the underwater mountains and stuff. Or something else ruins the boat.” Gerry was on a roll, her words coming frantically. “We need a little boat with a battery engine and a sail thing, if we can. Or paddles will work. We need to find the big ugly vests. We need to get ropes and tie ourselves to each other. Though maybe if one sinks, we’ll all sink. Maybe no ropes, but vests for sure.”

	“Great.” Laila looked out, was about to announce that maybe it was light enough to march and that nothing would blindside them, but Gerry continued.

	“We need to work together. It’s never this many who make it at once. Does everybody know how to swim?”

	“Lost my swimming arm,” Apollo said. 

	“Doesn’t matter. Don’t go in the water. Try not to touch it. That water is fine to the mutants that live in it, but it’s deadly to us. But if you have to swim, find some way to get out of the water fast and don’t let any in your mouth.”

	Apollo nodded, didn’t like all this sitting still. The bus ride to Ottawa and back, then into the wastes was more than enough sitting still. “Time to move? I wanna see the ocean.” 

	“How do you know where we’re going?” Johan touched at his head wound, gently. He’d removed the packaging that had acted as a bandage. The hole was gummy and seemed full of liquid. His hearing had become limited to his left ear.

	“Only one way to go, didn’t you ever watch the Run?” Laila asked.

	—

	The world smelled different there. Promising in its difference, and that buoyed them as they walked in a loose pack. The salt and brine were heavy and after the salt and brine came the mysteries of the lessening radiation and then…paradise. 

	How far was that really?

	Paradise.

	Apollo was in the rear and he’d bound off now and then to check for something in a dilapidated storefront. He was lightning; in and out. Sometimes he’d explain something he could’ve gotten good creds for in his old life, but so far, he hadn’t grabbed anything to take with him. Cred value had no value in this new life. 

	Before they left, they’d divvied the seed between packs. Each had a water bottle—Gerry had Doc’s pack since he didn’t need it anymore. They walked with knives out, all but Gerry. She lugged Apollo’s battery charger, just in case.

	The town of Valleyview had become like a death row mile, the earlier raised spirits dwindled as reminders of how unlikely surviving the ocean really was. 

	The visuals grew more ominous. Pushed earthen debris and the destruction of manmade buildings on their right and a sandy nothingness on their left, the town was a place ruined in a way unlike any they’d visited or passed yet. 

	The first two years after the planet’s shift had the ocean much higher on the northern coasts. Broken glaciers drifted and remapped western mountains. The giant ice cubes moved, shaking the world with a semi-constant rumble until they found a new level point above the former South America while budding against the freshly revealed lands of Arctic Africa. 

	A glacier had dragged along the Valleyview shore, carving away the old world and creating the new. If they walked west in the soft sand for nine miles, they’d find the ocean. Though they probably wouldn’t survive. Things lived in the sand. 

	If they continued forward on the road, they’d reach the ocean in half the distance and while walking on asphalt, they didn’t need to worry much about attacks from below.

	“Hold up.” Apollo broke from the group again and ran to a crooked door. This one was promising. Through a broken window he’d seen a stuffed fish.

	Overhead, seagulls had begun circling. They were loud and all too menacing. Rather than stand in the middle of the street, the group followed Apollo and waited outside the broken down store.

	“We must stay the course. Ignoring God’s plan will send you to Hell.” Skye actually sounded worried, as if for the first time she felt she could be touched. Not quite a loss of faith, but leery. “Ignoring God’s plan makes bastards of His children, for without Him, you are all fatherless.”

	“Shut up a minute!” Apollo shouted through a shattered window of the old sports store.

	There was motion inside, but it was impossible to see what was happening. The first item flew out of an upper window frame below a bleached sign that still carried the words NIXON FAMILY SPORTS. It was a paddle. A second paddle joined it. Then a fake fish. Apollo laughed. Another paddle came out after that. 

	Inside, Apollo saw the rifles behind a caged wall and ignored them. An advertisement on the floor had been knocked clean of dust by his search. It was an image of a man standing in a lake, holding a big stick with a fish floating at the end of it. There were dozens of those sticks on display. He grabbed one wrapped in plastic and tossed it after the paddles. 

	On the floor next to a broken counter, amidst a pile of shattered glass, were knives and compasses. A compass took his attention first. The red arrow bounced around as if alive and trapped like a prisoner of the steel case. It was a crazy thing, acting on its own.

	“Come on, the birds are getting excited!” Laila’s voice carried into the store.

	Apollo looked away from the compass and pulled the zipper on the leg of his pants up to get to the end of his boot; he stuffed a small knife there. He grabbed another knife with a steel sheath—a twelve-inch bowie—and pulled the little knife from his boot and threw it aside, replacing it with the bigger knife. He crouched and crawled out of the store the same way he’d entered. 

	The paddles jutted from backpacks. The stuffed fish remained on the street. He put the pole into his own bag, letting it shoot out several feet above his head—this was a model for easily frustrated beginners; strong line and easy casting. 

	“Not hungry for hundred-year-old fishy?” Apollo asked.

	Nobody answered. Laila started off and the gulls began crying out as if to warn other birds that people headed their way. 

	—

	It wasn’t long before the ocean scent strengthened and the sound of waves became obvious, undeniable, a soundtrack to the bleak terrifying step. 

	“Hold on a minute.” Johan had stopped to lean on his knees. The signs were there in all of them. Prolonged contact with radiation was nobody’s friend.

	“No. The air is making you sick. God does not test you any further than what you can withstand,” Skye said, feet still shuffling over the dirty road. 

	Being so close to the open water let the winds pick up pace. Mountains to the east buffeted these winds and created a backdraft, holding the poisons overhead, concentrated. 

	“Yeah, but God gave me knees to lean on. Let me catch my breath.”

	“You will walk. You don’t hear Langan whining.”

	Johan knew his wife sought sexual release elsewhere, she always had, he didn’t mind so much since he’d gotten used to the notion, but when she was twisting it into him, it hurt. In so many ways she’d crippled him over the years, needling his way of life into something awful and bordering on insane. 

	He’d made her who she was, gave her money, gave her social standing, gave her an introduction to God. It had been his father’s idea to put the business back into belief. Back when he was a virile capitalist, he’d spoken of great effort and a way to benefit from faith, but he never pushed far enough to teeter the scales into fear and longing; that need that drove money creds from accounts. 

	Johan himself repeated his father’s words without truly believing them in the way the old man had. Johan viewed inherited wealth as a gift from God rather than the simple status quo. 

	Skye had latched onto the words Johan repeated because he had to sound like he had a plan whenever the topic of building came up, but she’d morphed their meanings to match her thoughts. She was the one who’d planned the bombing, organized the effort, and manipulated her boy-toy into setting the charges. Johan had stood by, did as told; his efforts were minor and unimportant because Skye didn’t trust him. That made sense. He’d sent a handwritten letter to the provincial security headquarters. 

	Skye had reported to him and Langan that same night that someone was onto them, had inside information. Told them to be sure nothing slipped and that it was God’s will that the complaint reached a faithful officer and not a heathen masking as a public servant.

	The bombs went off and people were dead.

	Then it was too late. Breadcrumbs trailed back to them, just as Skye had planned, though she’d never mentioned that part to the others, and the court ran as long as it had only to sell advertising on video relays. The old ways were bound to return, because some people refused to have the same as everyone else, it was important to show higher value. If they’d just been patient, the modern world would roll the clock around again.

	Skye had never been patient.

	Skye thought everything was for sale.

	Johan knew he should’ve tried harder to nudge Skye’s focus toward a slower change because, if wielded right, they could have the world for two thousand years. The faith, the tool. Sure, he loved God and God gave him plenty, but there was no need for them to act brashly, no need to kill innocent people. Of course she didn’t see them as innocent, didn’t consider them people at all, told the judge that three times during her opening statement.

	“Just give me a goddamned minute,” Johan said in a gasp.

	Skye stopped at this and looked at her husband, tilting her head like a confused dog or a villainess of a bad horror movie. “Blasphemer.” Her mouth formed the word. Not a sound came out.

	Apollo laughed at the awkward tension. 

	Five more breaths and Johan straightened his back. “Let’s go.”

	Overhead, a bird screeched and fell to the ground, a burn mark on its chest. The collective group raised chins and saw the drone. Another bird pecked at the machine. That bird fell dead as well. The drones were always there, even when nobody saw them.

	“Anybody know about plucking feathers?” Apollo asked.

	“Museum courses never covered that,” Laila said.

	They moved on. Within minutes, another bird fell. Though they considered it, each in their own way, none was up to scavenging the meat from an electrocuted bird, not while they still had seed and rations weighing down their packs.

	“Must be Arpen’s slot,” Gerry said, looking at the smoking bird on the ground. “Always closer video when he’s hosting. Brings in the bets and viewers. That prick.” Gerry spun, leaning the charger against her chest, and lifted her left hand to flip off the drone’s camera.

	“Should make a sign, hold it up so the camera can see how you ended up here.” Not a bad idea from Laila, but flawed.

	“It runs on a delay. My finger probably won’t even make it to air. I can’t be the first to flip off the camera… That’s for all them working on the show, all of them right down to the assistants and errand boys. Nobody else will ever see it. I never thought about it before, but everyone seems so willing to move and so rarely acts against the CBC drones, except for people who don’t get past the earliest stages, or that guy with the rocks.”

	For more than a minute, only the sounds of feet grinding rough road under boots and lapping water accompanied the travelers. Laila broke the quiet. “Kind of messed that we’re going exactly where they want us to, then. Right?”

	In theory, they could’ve veered far enough off the road and worked further north. They might’ve had to walk more, maybe would’ve died of radiation poisoning, probably would’ve died of radiation poisoning, but it wasn’t a sure thing. They could’ve bucked the norm and made out some kind of life, maybe.

	“Are we ever really doing what we want? Do we really get to pick a path? Did we ever have a choice, I mean ever?” Gerry kicked a stone. It pinged off the base of a cement bench with a wrought iron frame.

	“You’ve always had the choice to follow the Lord. Ignoring His call leaves room for emptiness, space for Satan and evil to invade and corrupt your souls.”

	About sick of his wife, thinking of where he’d be if he hadn’t been weak when her extremism showed its wings and flew him into ruination, Johan said, “I first met Skye through a call service. I needed a date. I needed to look good at a fundraising ball. I asked for a woman who’d be the envy of all the women in attendance and one that had a price for stuff afterward. I got her, but I wasn’t thinking. She let me rescue her from the job and I thought I got a bargain, laying her that first night without paying for it. She already had me then. 

	“In nature, killers masquerade their intentions in beauty. Think about those flowers that look like mates of their prey. You got me with your beauty and connived a way into my family. Of course, back then, you weren’t a killer, only a prostitute. I wish I’d never told you about Mary Magdalene. Was it that story that gave you an idea? Or was I just that easy of a mark? I wish—”

	Langan turned and his fist shot out so quickly that Johan had no chance to dodge it. His nose exploded into a red Rorschach splotch. He was on the ground, gasping and whining. He held his hands a few inches from his face, unwilling to touch, not wanting to make it worse. Blood bubbles formed over his right nostril as a red flow dribbled over his cracked lips.

	Skye leaned down to him, the rest watching on in a hushed amusement. “You’re on the edge, looking into the abyss. God has chosen me. God guides me and I am His hand. Do you deny it?”

	Johan shook his head gently.

	“Good. Now, get up.”

	It took some pained effort, but he rose. He straightened his back in a semblance of pride.

	Skye held her knife to his right eye. “On your knees.”

	“What?”

	The tip of the blade pierced the shadowy flesh just below his eye. “On your knees.”

	“You’re crazy,” Gerry whispered from behind Skye.

	“On your knees,” Skye said, thinking that she’d deal with one problem at a time.

	In front of a destroyed ice cream parlor next to a destroyed barbershop—candy cane pole bent out from the wall as if something heavy had swung on it—Johan dropped to his knees.

	“Tell me you’ll follow God’s plan.”

	“I’ll follow God’s—”

	The knife pressed and he closed his eyes tight. Skye said, “What’s that?”

	“I’ll follow God’s plan.”

	“Louder.”

	“I’ll follow—!”

	“Louder!” Skye’s shout had the seagulls squawking.

	“I’ll follow! I’ll follow God’s plan! I’ll follow you!”

	“Not so hard, was it?” Skye half-turned to Gerry, knife pointed. “God has given my blade a guideline.” She was too quick, there was no sidestepping it. The knife pressed into the puffy infected flesh of Gerry’s throat.

	Shocked and terrified, Gerry gasped, dropping Apollo’s charger onto the reinforced toes of her boots. 

	“On your knees.”

	Gerry looked to the faces of the others. Laila looked at her feet. Apollo looked at Laila’s feet. Langan grinned, his face downturned, but his eyes boring promise into her soul. If she didn’t obey, there would be an issue.

	“On. Your. Knees.”

	The knife popped a dry blister and she felt incredible cold seep into the wound. Slowly, she bent her knees. The road was rough even through the protective suit.

	“Open your mouth.” Skye’s expression was darker and crueler than anything Gerry had seen face-to-face. “Wider!”

	Gerry’s mouth stretched wide and the blade of the knife entered. It took all the control she had not to bite down on the dirty steel. 

	“Tell me you’ll follow God’s plan.”

	“I ollo od’s an.”

	“What’s that?” Skye withdrew the knife but left it at Gerry’s lips.

	“I will follow God’s plan.”

	“And who did God choose to lead you?”

	“You.”

	“And who am I?”

	Gerry opened her mouth, closed it, and opened it again. “I don’t—”

	“Who am I?” The knife pressed against Gerry’s dry lips.

	It took a moment, but it came. “God’s hand.”

	“And who are you?”

	“Uh, Gerry Samson?”

	“No!” The knife nicked Gerry’s lip with a lightning flick of the wrist.

	“A nurse?”

	“No!” Another nick. “Who are you?”

	Gerry’s breath came in and out nearing a pant. Her cheeks were damp, eyes red.

	“I don’t know. I don’t—nobody. I don’t know. I’m nobody.”

	Skye pulled the knife away. “That’s right. I am God’s hand and you are nobody.”

	Gerry fell back. Skye, Langan, and Johan walked ahead some. Laila reached out to help Gerry. Not interested in sudden assistance, Gerry slapped the hand away. She wiped her cheeks and beneath her nose, tongued her wounded lip, got to her knees, grabbed the charger, and broke away from Laila and Apollo.

	—

	Apollo grunted as he hop-climbed the ladder of another old fishing vessel sent aground—this being the second. He’d asked Laila if the faded and semi-peeled lettering were Japanese. She couldn’t be certain without comparing alphabets, but it seemed close enough. It wasn’t the English alphabet or the Russian alphabet, not Spanish or French, and it certainly looked like something belonging to the Far-East Asian cultures.

	The first boat was a bust when it came to weaponry aside from rusty knives found in the sheaths and pockets of dead men. Apollo could do without. The second boat was much better. A small jackpot hid in the cockpit beneath the dash. Two three-foot harpoons of stainless steel, finished in blue chrome. There were nine harpoons on ropes to go along with the pair. One of them had a trey loading system that dangled the harpoons and kept the ropes that trailed each in a single system. The other had one harpoon on a rope. 

	“Take these.” He dropped the harpoons down the side of the boat to Laila. Gerry was still too mad to do anything but stare out onto the gently lapping waters, glimpsing creatures breaking the surf.

	The shore had come at them quickly as they walked and it was apparent immediately that they had their pick. For decades, ghost boats had floated into the natural port. One of many discussions they’d had earlier became completely mute when there were no new boats with Coca-Cola or Ford Motor Company splashed across the bow. Many boats had sunk partially, a few looked exceptionally trashed and battered, but remained afloat. 

	“Which one do you think?” Laila was sheepish, her arms with a clumsy hold on the harpooning gear.

	Gerry sighed.

	“Which one looks most like the ones where people got through?” Laila tried again.

	Gerry looked at Laila. She’d set Apollo’s charger on the ground once they’d reached the shore. Nothing nearby gave her a vibe and she wasn’t about to bullshit it. Bullshitting luck would probably be the last thing she did. “What I don’t know, is how the hell there’s always someone who knows how to drive a boat.”

	“Does it matter? Must be easy, right? We’ve got to pick one.”

	“Why am I picking?” Gerry said and then not waiting for a reaction added, “That one looks too big,” she pointed at a troller with several posts shooting into the sky, “and that one has a hole in it, and that one is too small. I don’t know which.” Gerry was shaking her head when something caught her eye. “We need…that.” She pointed two hundred feet offshore to a pale blue tugboat with salty black rubber circling it like love handles and a belly. “That one. That’s the one.”

	Along the dim colors were hues of rust and visible wear, even from that distance. It was rugged and old and perfect.

	“It’s even got a little boat on it.” Apollo had climbed down and re-slung his pack over his shoulders, the fishing pole still sticking straight up like a twenty-first century radio antenna. 

	“How do we get out to it?” Laila asked.

	“Take another boat, I guess. Ain’t swimming, ‘member what she said.” Apollo tipped his chin at the water beyond the boat jam. Just then, long scaly fins rose above the water, up and down, flowing like a snake. “You ever see those?”

	Both Laila and Gerry answered at once: “Yes.”

	—

	The boat they planned to use to cross the gap was pinched in between two much larger vessels. It allowed all to settle in without swaying. As far as any of them could guess, it was a sailboat, lacking a sail.

	“You think this plan is going to work?” Laila whispered.

	Langan wasn’t up for waiting and shoved his paddle against one of the other boats in an attempt to free them. The boat rocked gently and Johan looked as if he would vomit again. He wasn’t doing well. He’d popped a handful of potassium iodide servings, but they weren’t helping anymore. He needed clean air and a long sleep, real food, fresh water. He sat near the front, pointed the opposite direction of everyone else—facing in. Closest to him on a bench were Langan and Skye. Behind them, in the semi-trashed middle, Apollo crouched with a collection of stones and cement clumps. In the back row, Laila and Gerry sat. They both held paddles, too.

	“It’s your idea.” Apollo gripped a stone.

	“I know. I know.”

	“No more talking.” Gerry pushed with the paddle, mimicking Langan, backing them further out of the squeeze. Langan repeated and they were moving. 

	The edges of the boats screeched. The group collectively winced. They waited a few breaths to see if they’d roused any attention. Apparently, they hadn’t and Gerry pushed again, as did Laila and Langan. Suddenly, the boat was in the open. 

	The snake-like thing was not alone. Similar fins and backs popped from several directions. Gerry mouthed the word slow and paddles fell into the water. Near to silently, the boat began its course. It was sluggish and terrifying. 

	They’d made it a quarter of the way and stopped. One of the things neared, and they’d paused, hoping it would go away. Laila looked over the edge to see what hid below the surf. She wished she hadn’t. From the top of the head to the tip of the tail, the thing must’ve been twenty feet. It had a skinny body with four webbed appendages that remained mostly tight to its frame.

	It wasn’t going away. It continued circling and weaving.

	Laila nudged Apollo’s foot, nodded. He nodded back, stood straight, reared his arm behind his head, and flung a stone as far as he could. Before it landed, he had a chunk of cement in hand, aiming for the same spot in the distance. He threw it. A creature leapt from the water and caught the stone. As it jumped, the webbed limbs stretched out, sending it into a brief glide before it fell back and spat the cement. 

	The trio began paddling again. Apollo threw another stone. 

	It was working. The things were intrigued and confused by the splashes. Apollo threw again. The boat was better than halfway. It was really working…

	Tricks lasted only so long when visiting a monsters’ arena. 

	The things had turned around and Gerry lifted her paddle. The others followed suit. The things swirled around the boat, rocking it. Splashes rose and droplets filled the air. Johan gagged at the motion.

	A head lifted above water. Apollo threw a rock as far as he could, then another, and another. The things departed, and they paddled closer to the tugboat. 

	Apollo was busy tossing, growing frantic to keep the unseen horrors at bay; sweat formed on his forehead despite the brisk air. The paddles carved and the boat surged. Laila stopped paddling a moment, and kicked Apollo’s foot. She pointed in the opposite direction. He turned and tossed. The things tore off for a new target; one rocked the bottom of the boat on its way by. 

	Laila kicked Apollo again and he froze. One of the things had the top of its head above the surf, eyes on Apollo. Impossible to say if it was the same one as before. It was equally ugly. Those bulbous eyes followed Apollo. Just what the thing saw would be impossible to know, but it saw something. Breaths paused in chests. Silent and motionless. That thing and Apollo stared down one another, almost as if in challenge. Apollo had a rough rock in hand, ready to cock back and fire. It might eat him, but not before it took a rock to the face.

	Grey around those bulging eyes, like a reptile. Its mouth was almost like a beak, long like a gavial crocodile’s. The soft flesh seemed translucent, like nearly clear layers stacked, and rubbery.

	Forever it seemed, they stared. The tugboat couldn’t be more than twenty feet away. 

	“Git,” Gerry whispered, almost mouthing it.

	The thing lost interest in Apollo’s inaction and went to investigate elsewhere, lowering its head and spinning with a flourish of its fins. The motion rocked the boat. 

	Johan began vomiting, gagging, loud howling hacks, heaving all that remained from his belly.  

	The thing turned. The others trailed.

	“Paddle!” Gerry shouted.

	The things rocked the boat on the first pass. On the second pass, Apollo had to dive sideways, nearly falling over the edge, to stay out of the way as one of the things took flight and glided a few feet above the boat. Its belly was white as snow aside from the bump scars and battle wounds. The tail came down and momentarily tipped the boat on a hard angle, sending those on the left side to the right and those on the left nearly overboard. Apollo bent his knees from his side and kicked back to the right to even the weight. Johan was a helpless puddle, barfing and whining, bringing around endless attention.

	The boat settled. There were at least six monsters circling them, knowing there was food for the taking. Another leapt up, but missed the boat altogether.

	“Paddle!” Gerry ordered again.

	Laila swung and Gerry swung. The things bumped and rocked, sending them backward, away from the tugboat. Langan made an executive decision then. He hopped to his feet, dropped his paddle, latched onto Johan’s slick and wriggling form, and tossed him into the water. He dropped back to his bench and began paddling. 

	Johan thrashed. The things circled him and, in a snap, he disappeared below on a gentle wave. Two seconds later, blood geysered out in a great red tower of chunky fluids. Then, incredibly, Johan’s upper body bobbed up. “Hel—!” He was gone again. More blood burped free.

	Laila closed her eyes and shook her head, paddling hard. 

	Tears again began spilling over Gerry’s cheeks. She watched Johan pop above the surf a third time, splashing with lackluster energy and using only one arm. Quickly, the things pulled him below. 

	“Paddle!” 

	“Paddle!”

	“Paddle!” 

	The team worked and crossed the gap, slamming the nose of the busted sailboat into the rubber edge of the tugboat. Langan grabbed onto the side of the sturdy vessel and pulled the busted up boat around. He lifted Skye and then climbed after her. Neither did anything to assist the others. Gerry tossed the charger up onto the tugger, then jumped, had a leg over. One of the things rocked the small boat again.

	Apollo fiddled with the harpoon gun, trying to load and point into the water.

	Gerry got over and when Laila was halfway, she called out, “Come on!”

	Apollo glanced back. The boat rocked more and he swung his arm for balance, firing through the bottom of the boat. Water began pouring in like the nozzle of a water fountain.

	“Damn,” he said and grabbed at a paddle and his pack. He tossed them up and grabbed another paddle.

	“Come on!” Laila said again.

	Apollo tossed the paddle and leapt to latch onto the side of the tug. One of the things popped above the surf, slinging a tail over the end of the sailboat. It cracked and splintered.

	Gerry and Laila had Apollo’s arm, pulling him up. The sailboat disappeared on a glub-glubbing escape of air as the vessel crumbled beneath the surf. 

	Catching breath, terrified and unmoving, the Runners waited until a semblance of comfort returned to their bodies as they scanned the splotches of bird shit and rust stains coating their new ride.

	“Laila, you can drive this thing, right?” Gerry said, her voice raspy and wrought.

	“I don’t know jack about boats.”

	Through the dusty sky, a drone dove toward them and the deck. It stopped only three feet from the boat, low enough to enter the door of the cockpit and captain’s living space. 

	 

	


CHAPTER TEN

	“This is the wisest choice anyone’s made since I’ve been at the station,” said the voice from the drone speaker. “It’s slow, but speed has undone more than a couple Runners. Never been this many make it so far either. Congrats, I guess.”

	The five remaining Runners stood in the cabin looking at the shiny drone as it hovered just above a faded black dash. There was a single chair, the leather and padding rotten and spilling, the rusty coils poking out more places than not. On the right side of the dash was a small ball, the size of a grapefruit. On the left was a joystick. Gauges and meters filled the rest. The compass had shattered.

	“There are two kinds of engines in this model, so we need to figure that out first of all. Press the ignition button.”

	Laila, being in charge of the travel thus far, reached out with her right index finger. Nothing happened. She tried again.

	“Okay, there might be a problem. This engine runs on batteries, but the wind turbine must not be collecting. You’ll have to find the turbine fans and clear them of debris—most likely a bird’s nest. If it’s not that, you’ll need to troubleshoot. Usually that’s pretty simple, but if you don’t know what you’re—”

	“I’ll figure it out.” Apollo looked around the cabin, to the floor and corners mostly, nodded at a toolbox, and then left.

	The drone continued. “Once the engine gets running that joy stick is the throttle, and that’s as simple as it gets. That ball to the right of the chair is the steering wheel. There’s a note here that says the wheel is sensitive. I can’t imagine that mattering much, not the way the Pacific is this time of year.”

	“And that’s it, we’re just let free in the ocean?” Gerry asked.

	“Up to you. I’d spend as little time on the water as possible. That water is poison, no other way around it. You know that, most likely, but it’s bad, bad, bad. Don’t try to filter it, your filters will be toast after one fill and you’ll get sick. I have to tell you, you have the whole country watching. You’re doing a fantastic job.”

	“What do you mean it’s up to us?” Gerry asked.

	“It’s up to God.” Skye smiled. “We’re right on God’s path, I see it.”

	“Uh, right, good.” A smile sounded on the man’s voice. “There’ll be a red light shined on the dash, keep it centered, and watch out for icebergs, that’s what got the—”

	“Titanic,” Laila finished.

	—

	The captain’s cabin was rotten wood and steel. If Laila had to guess based on building supplies and the age of the electronics on the dash, the boat was well over one hundred years old. Frayed ropes coiled around three giant, rusty, steel anchors on the main deck and another on the stern deck. Bird and crab skeletons littered the corners and edges all the way around. Below, through a door, an automatic light shined—promising that the engine batteries weren’t toast—onto the engine room. Three human corpses leaned against a wall, next to them were two big blue jugs, one tipped and empty, the other, factory sealed. Particles of the disintegrating container, designed to last for an assumed eternity, floated about the liquid. Still, they’d filter that out, and no matter what, old plastic was surely healthier than radiation. 

	“Jackpot.” Laila crouch-walked over to the jug and lifted it. 

	“Anything else? Pizza or burgers? Maybe some ice cream?” Gerry spoke without humor, but she was trying. That shit on the shore had dug nails into her back and broke her down so simply and wholly—if it was going to be this way, why bother?

	Apollo hopped down through the open door. “That turbine is ancient.” He straightened and reached up out of the hole and dragged his charger down. He pulled the charger into the middle of the floor and busied himself with the battery compartment. “Once we get moving should be fine, but it’s a slow builder.”

	“But this boat will work?” Gerry asked.

	“I don’t think I could get back in a little boat, not by the shore. It’s like those things knew we were coming.” Laila put a hand to her stomach, something bubbling again. Thankfully, there was a toilet on the ship. 

	“It’s likely become a feeding ground. They do know people are coming.” Gerry lowered and dropped to her butt so as to not crouch.

	“You’re right. The route we’re guided on, it’s like a deer run to hunters. Forever, humans have stalked trodden animal paths, makes sense that the animals flipped it on us.” Laila hefted the big water cooler jug and carried it to the hole, pushed it on the floor. “Probably some animals have always done it. Like a cat that will come back if it knows there’s food.”

	Apollo had his charger set up and plunked down in line with the skeletons like he was one of the gang. He began pedaling. Laila was beyond earshot and he was embarrassed, so he took his moment. “I hope you make it through. I’m real sorry I didn’t do nothing. That bitch’ll get hers yet.”

	Gerry scratched at the rubber floor with her right index. She hadn’t taken her gloves off again, worried she’d lose them. “I don’t know that she will. People like that get away with things, always have.”

	“Yeah, maybe, but it’s fun to say so. Sometimes I dream up how people die and it makes me feel better.”

	Gerry nodded, still not looking at Apollo. “You need me to do anything to get us moving?”

	“No. Think maybe you better make sure they don’t leave us fucked out here, you know what I mean? You said we had to have a little boat on a big boat. This boat feels a lot safer than the van even, but that’s from the outside. Seems like Skye’s feeling good about herself and might do something crazy. I saw a guy in the camps get like that, he wasn’t poor like most of us. Ran the place like it was his block.”

	“They don’t seem so different sometimes, crazies and gangsters.”

	“Yeah-huh.”

	—

	“Look at that,” Laila whispered.

	Gerry was in the midst of loading the little boat with provisions in a way that didn’t garner much attention from Skye or Langan. They were in the cabin area on the rubber mattresses. Doing nothing again, as had been their go-to. 

	Gerry hid two full water bottles beneath a tarp in the rowboat and lifted her head to check out what Laila saw. 

	Incredible, a giant whale back breached the surf. Close enough that she could pitch a baseball off its ridged grey form if she really winged it…and the wind was on her side. It kept going and going, almost impossibly. It was unreal that anything so big could live on the planet. It appeared to be swimming away from them, further out.

	“Some scientists hypothesized that the great quakes opened chambers beneath the sea floor, letting loose species that date back millions of years. Then again, radiation has done some strange things too. It can kick dormant genes into activity or something, but mostly it just kills. You know, three-quarters of the North Pacific Ocean’s sea life died in the blasts or shortly after. I saw it on the same documentary as the one with the whales.”

	“Are there lots of them?”

	“No way to know. They’re also in the Atlantic now, where there’s still fishing. I guess one showed up dead in a shallow. The government there reeled it to shore and cut it open. The thing had eaten thirty tons of garbage.”

	“Too bad they can’t train them to collect the trash.” Gerry kept her eyes on the thing until it dipped back below the surface. “Do they eat people?”

	“They eat everything, I think. Probably can eat boats whole.”

	As they stood staring out to the gently rocking water, the engine rolled over twice without starting. 

	“Shit,” Apollo said from through the door where he stood at the captain’s chair and then disappeared again.

	Overhead a bird squawked, then screeched. Laila and Gerry looked up in time to cover their heads from the blood raining down upon them. A seagull was in the beak of something bigger and difficult to define from below. A black bird with huge wings and orange feet.

	—

	The engine hummed and the tugboat moved. Laila was on the ruined chair. She no longer wore her pack; Gerry had stuffed it in the lifeboat hanging at the side of the ship. Langan and Skye were still in the cab as well, but through the secondary door. Skye had been snoring until the engine kicked into life. Immediately, after she awoke, she quietly thanked God. 

	Laila, Gerry, and Apollo had discussed ignoring that red dot, once they again saw the coast after detouring the mountains and dry patches where the ocean hadn’t invaded. Gerry had suggested that the route went on longer than it ought to, for the sake of deaths. Gambling was good for ratings and survivors were exciting, but nothing filled seats like death. Apollo went as far as to suggest the CBC knew where the worst monsters hid and arranged the route justly. Laila couldn’t deny the logic of any of this. The CBC would do just about anything for Canadian content that actually garnered and held ratings. 

	The new plan was to incapacitate Langan and then Skye, giving them full control before the nuts could steal the boat and add them as notches on their belts. They’d killed so many, what were a few more?

	In an attempt to seem nonchalant, Apollo entered the cab of the boat with the fishing pole in hand. According to the wrapper on the reel, it had one hundred feet of line and was ready for use. “How do I do this?”

	“Catching us some supper?” Laila forced a smile.

	“Sure.” Apollo was either a great actor or was interested enough in the pole that he forgot himself. “Never had fresh fish. Ate plenty of canned ones.”

	“You need a hook and then a worm. You can also use a metal fish with built in hooks, that’s called a lure.”

	“What kind of fake fish? Like how big? What they look like?” Apollo had seen something like a double-sized sardine in one of the toolboxes he’d rifled through.

	“Small, I think. I think the bigger the lure, the bigger the fish you can catch. Great big fish don’t care about little lures.”

	Apollo nodded. “Don’t want a big fish anyhow. Then what, I tie it to the string at the end, right?” This point he already knew. The plastic wrapper had a pull tag in the shape of a fish on the end of the line.

	“Yep, beyond that, I don’t know.”

	“I’ll figure it out, maybe.” Apollo winked his eye.

	Laila pretended not to notice and resumed steering the boat, keeping the drone’s light centered. Right then she wondered what the viewers and gamblers would think about the CBC guiding and explaining the ins and outs of piloting boats to the Runners, if they found out. 

	The sky had darkened some, suggesting night on the horizon. Unlike the nights leading up, the darkness kept sinking in on them. Suggesting less pollutants lingering in the air, and suggesting, thusly, that as morbid as the Run was, it might have a happy ending.

	“I know you want to ignore Him. I know Satan whispers in your ear. If you ignore the Lord’s route, we will feed you to the sea.” Skye was right behind Laila again. “You don’t fool anyone.”

	Langan was there too. His hands fell onto Laila’s shoulders. His teeth dragged against her neck. His fingers roved to the zipper again and opened her suit, pulled it away from her shoulder. Teeth scratched over flesh. Laila hardly breathed, her heart going haywire.

	“Maybe we’ll eat you first. The sea doesn’t mind eating what we don’t finish. The Lord made the lesser creatures easier to please. You’d be a treat for what’s down there.” Skye had leaned in close; her breath stank on Laila’s ear.

	Quick as it came, Langan lifted his mouth and removed his hands. Laila zipped and inhaled, tried to calm her heartbeat. Skye laughed and stepped back to the captain’s quarters.

	Gerry had disappeared for a few minutes and popped up once the room was clear. She lugged the charger from the engine room, glanced at Laila, and wholly understood standing by, seeing something bad happening, and doing nothing to stop it. She now wished she could apologize for her anger earlier.

	—

	The fishing reel was an ancient model with a button for releasing line tension. The line itself was so tough—one hundred pound test to ensure clumsy snagging didn’t ruin a rookie’s afternoon—that after Apollo tied the five-inch lure, he couldn’t rip it or bite through it. Cutting it seemed like too much of a hassle for something that couldn’t make much of a difference, so a long tail sprang from the side of the lure.

	He took the pole from between his legs, scratched his cheek just below the patch with his nub, and swatted the lure into the water. He yanked it back and tried again. Three more times like this, he set down the pole and began throwing the lure by hand with his toe on the button to give off slack. He yanked the lure in by the line.

	He did this until night was upon them. Fishing sucked and he hadn’t caught anything, not even a little one. He yanked the line back one final time. It became stuck somewhere along the route. He pulled harder and then the easiest way seemed to be to put a foot on the handle and spin until the slack left. He got to a knot that kept the lure jammed somewhere beyond view and gave up.

	He’d attracted attention that he hadn’t anticipated. As he straightened, he heard the bigger than normal splash and then saw the purple tentacle swat over the side of the boat, right where he’d been pulling up the lure. 

	“Uh oh.” He stumbled back. This was not good, but maybe he could solve this. He dropped his pack and withdrew the government-issue knife. It was just a fish thing, not like those snakes and certainly nothing like a whale.

	The tentacle grabbed and slipped, grabbed and slipped. Apollo saw about six feet of meat that tapered to a point. Suction cups covered its bottom. He charged at it and swung the knife into its girth, thinking he might actually get a meal out of it.

	Blood squirted and the tentacle slipped again. About a foot from the tipped end, Apollo brought his knife down in a rainbow arc. The tentacle skated out of view, losing the bottom nine inches along the way.

	“Ha!” Apollo stabbed into the meat and rushed to show Laila and Gerry in the cockpit. 

	There were lights on inside, dim, but there. The triple-fanned turbine was on the roof of the little building, doing its duty diligently, even if it was slower than they’d become accustomed to in the modern world. 

	Apollo kicked the door, too busy to fiddle with a maneuver that might free his hand. Gerry turned and opened up. “What’s that?”

	“I caught something. Sort of.” Apollo explained the story. It was interesting enough to get the attention of Skye and Langan.

	Laila frowned. “It reached over the side? Where’s the rest of it?”

	“The rest of it fell back into the water.”

	“Did you see only one tentacle?” Laila frowned. This was odd. Tentacles usually came in multiples. By the look of what Apollo had, a multiple of eight.

	“Yeah. There’s more of them?”

	“Usually seven more, and one big cranium.”

	“Wild.” Apollo grinned until he saw Laila’s eyes widen. She was the only one facing the door and the little porthole window. “What?” He looked over his shoulder.

	The deck was about forty feet long and twenty feet wide. Most of the bric-a-brac and debris of human existence had washed away, but some bits remained lodged in edges, garbage and rope mostly; it fit in nicely with the crab shells and bird carcases. 

	The enormous purple blob was almost all the way over the edge and its lead tentacle reached the entire width. It had orange rings with black middles, like dozens of eyes. Its head like an old lightbulb, real eyes the deep black of an abyss. If an animal ever looked angry, this giant octopus appeared angry.

	“Devil beast!” Skye shouted.

	Langan took his cue and ran back to the captain’s room to retrieve the harpoon gun he’d hidden there. Apollo followed him out to the deck with his knife ready. Gerry grabbed a large pipe wrench from a toolbox on the floor and trailed as well, quietly hoping there’d be no fight left by the time she got there. 

	Laila looked, thinking if it was all in, then it was all in. Her knife had been on the counter to the right of the dash, but it was gone. Skye sneered at her, blade in hand. “You focus on keeping us on the path. Many will die, but God has more work for me. Do as you’re told and I will let you live.”

	“They need me—”

	“God needs you. You stay in here until I don’t need you anymore.”

	—

	The first harpoon jutted from the bulbous cranium. It had appeared to deflate, buoying the spirit of the fighters facing off with this true monster. The tentacles continued their reach, but the head seemed lesser.

	Apollo broke forward, sensing his moment. He reared back to stab the knife into the thing’s face. A tentacle reached from around his back, spun him up like spaghetti on a fork, and then buried him beneath its body.

	Langan fired the second harpoon the moment the octopus had its form almost entirely onto the deck. Only two tentacles remained on the outside. The spiked tip of the second shot nailed a few inches above the first. It was as if the octopus inhaled a great breath then, ballooning slightly before unleashing a slick black splash onto Langan’s suit and neck. 

	He growled as he swung the magazine changer to a third harpoon. Ropes ran back to the base of the gun, going unnoticed by Langan. This wasn’t a catch he’d be retrieving. 

	Beneath the thing, Apollo stabbed and sliced with the little room afforded to him. His lungs burned with the complete lack of oxygen available. Teeth chewed on his left leg, the suit protected against much, but the strength of the beast’s jaw crushed the bones within. Blood ran and the octopus wriggled, but time was short. Apollo stabbed the knife one final strike before he lost consciousness.

	Above, Gerry began slamming the wrench on the flailing tentacles. She howled for Apollo to hold on. Langan loaded a fourth shot and stormed forward. A tentacle grabbed him by the waist and lifted him into the air. He fired and the shot struck the top of the beast’s head. It opened all tentacles for a second, sliding several feet as it did, rear tentacles dripping further over the side of the tugboat.

	Langan was on his face and then on his feet in a heartbeat. He grabbed two harpoons from the magazine, the ropes in a tangle. A growl came up his throat as he broke back to the octopus. Ink fired out and he dove sideways.

	The hold recovered and two tentacles quickly had a firm grip on Langan. The squeeze gave birth to a moan that erupted up his throat. His hands opened. Gerry had backed away on her ass. The deck was slick with water and ink and blood. A harpoon glinted in the light from the cabin, and she crawled to it. 

	Harpoon in hands, she got up and charged, following Langan’s path to avoid tripping on the ropes connected to the magazine. Langan moaned again. The octopus held tight, did not reel him in, not yet. Beneath, the thing hadn’t been able to put Apollo away sufficiently. The octopus was in a battle and that had to come first since the meal beneath it no longer caused any pain. 

	Apollo hadn’t breathed in close to a minute.

	Stepping on the tentacles wrapped around Langan, Gerry lost her footing and fell, arms over her head. The tip of the harpoon ran into the octopus’ right eye. It shivered, convulsed, more ink spilled and the tentacles opened. Its jaw opened as well, letting out a high-pitched, gurgling squeal. It began slipping backward, piling over the side of the tugboat.

	Riding it as it moved, she climbed up and reached for the harpoon. She swung an arm and missed. The stance had steadied again. Langan moaned anew as the grip returned.

	Gerry swung her arm again. Missed again. A tentacle found her and wrapped around her, lifting her. Suddenly the harpoon was right there, sticking out of the eye. She latched on with both hands and forced it in almost its entire two feet. The octopus shook and a spasm jerked everything open before it slipped, then pushed away for freedom. 

	Gerry saw Apollo and dove to grab him as his lower half had cleared the edge of the boat, trailing the beast. 

	“Help me!” Gerry shouted, but nobody came. Her feet went against the lip of the bow. A great snap filled the night, followed by a rip like a zipper placed before a megaphone.

	The pressure went slack and Apollo was on her. She flipped him onto his back. He was down to one eye, one arm, and one leg. The blood absolutely gushed and she slammed on his chest when she felt no heartbeat. She pounded and punched, pounded and punched. She put her mouth over his and plugged his nose. Her breath shot out in puffs. She pounded and punched to keep the blood moving to the brain, working for his heart. 

	Minutes passed. 

	She fell back tired and understanding. All that work she’d done had that blood running, but not in a circle. Not to his brain. She sobbed into her gloved hands then wailed to the dim night sky.

	Apollo was dead. 

	 

	


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Shadows stroked the crusty deck with slim fingers. Laila watched what action she could see of the scene until the octopus pulled Apollo below its massive frame. Her guts flushed to water again and a gorge rose in her throat. Skye had turned her back to Laila and the console.

	Impossible to hold, Laila broke for the tiny washroom off the captain’s quarters. She unzipped and plunked down on the seat, dry-heaving, gagging. Below, her insides splashed into the musty bowl. One hand was on the sink and the other held up the lower flap of her suit.

	As if valves turned within, she stopped shitting and blew the sum of the birdseeds she’d eaten out in a grey mush next to the toilet. The toilet paper roll had become a pulp brick. She couldn’t move. The deluge had her body overwrought and the idea that Apollo was gone increased gravity tenfold. 

	Tears rolled on her cheeks and she leaned her forehead on the wall. She closed her eyes. The gentle waves shook the can, rocking her, working like a lullaby. Winked out in physical and mental exhaustion.

	With a start, she snapped upright, aware that her ass had dried, mostly. Out, zipped and stumbling, she had to know what happened. She kept a hand on the wall and made for the half-closed door that led into the cockpit.

	Skye was at the controls. Langan sat on the floor, leaning against a wall. A pained expression wrinkled his face.

	“Might not need you after all.” Skye smiled over her shoulder.

	Laila continued past and leaned on the door to the deck. The handle spun and she pulled back, her feet trying to slip out from beneath her. She got her body around the door. Another bout of vomit was there, burning at the base of her throat. It fired up, scorching her mouth and nostrils as she crossed the deck. The jerk of her spin sent her feet from under her and she smacked her head.

	She blinked.

	Eyes open, the sky had lightened. Gerry stood over her.

	—

	There on the deck with Apollo, a terrifying realization struck. It was two on two. Before, though unlikely victors should combat arise, they had numbers on the crazed evangelicals. Sure, they needed Laila, but what did they need Gerry for? To them, God would keep them from harm, if only in their heads, until it was too late; they’d never need a nurse. 

	In the dark, she crawled toward the little boat. Once there, she began rooting for one of the vests they’d found. The stink of the radiation dust had irritated enough that none of them wanted to wear them until they absolutely had to. Hoped they’d never wear them at all.

	She considered life moving forward on the boat. She saw herself bowing before Skye. She saw herself drowning when Skye decided she needed a sacrifice to God’s sea creatures. She saw Langan sink a knife into her throat before they feasted on her flesh because when the Lord wasn’t providing in an obvious way, nutcases got creative. She considered lowering the little boat into the water and trying her life on the ocean. Giant octopi, ancient whales, those damned snaky things, what would a rowboat do for her?

	A rowboat guaranteed one last choice.

	Shit. She stood up. Earlier, in the light, she studied the function of the lifeboat. There were two lynch pins on the bracket that kept arms firmly inward, holding the boat in place until needed. She pulled those pins and swung the boat over the side. A steel switch on a crank flipped and she slowly lowered the boat, stopping before the hull touched the surf. 

	Laila. If she left, Laila was stuck.

	Gerry went back down to her knees and crawled around the outside of the cockpit and inched up to look in a window. Skye was at the helm. Laila and Langan were out of sight.

	This was a revelation and it was hard to tell if it was for better or worse. Probably better for Gerry as she’d have company in the lifeboat, but chances at life were certainly better on the tugboat. 

	The other option was to take out Langan somehow—like scheming to bring down a mountain.

	—

	“You awake?” Gerry asked, shaking Laila. She’d let the woman rest before because Langan had come out and started looking through the mess on the deck, collecting hunks of octopus, and didn’t want to be caught out in the dark. So she’d hid.

	“Yeah.” Her words were sandpaper on the ears. 

	“We need to figure out where we stand.”

	“Apollo.”

	The corpse was on the deck still, wide-eyed, mouth open. Birds had been at it. There were holes in his cheeks and neck.

	“He’s dead, nothing to do about that now. We need to know what Skye is going to do to us since she can drive the boat.” Gerry’s head bounced back and forth like she watched a tennis match, paranoid of every angle.

	“Pilot the boat.” Laila rolled onto her side. “Not drive.”

	Gerry barked a single, quiet laugh. “I need you to go into the cockpit and weigh the situation. Get a drink and eat some seeds, act like nothing’s changed. Then when you come out, get a life jacket. Okay?”

	“Where will you be?”

	“By the little boat. I have it down. It’s ready to go.”

	“What if we just go in it?” This plan terrified Laila. “We just go?”

	“It’s probably going to be the last thing we do. We should only go if Skye’s going to kill us, so you have to try.”

	Laila closed her eyes and nodded. Onto her knees and hands. Ink and blood had seeped into cracks of the finished deck boards. Alongside the sickliness, she was suddenly certain her blood would mix in with that mess too.

	—

	“Hungry?” Skye asked. 

	Langan was in the midst of torching a hunk of tentacle stuck to the end of a knife. 

	“I’ll just have some seeds.”

	“You’ll just have some seeds.” Skye was grinning. “You’ve been playing everyone. This is easy.”

	The drone’s light was dead center on the console. 

	“I never said anything.” Laila dug into Apollo’s bag. They’d left it in the cockpit, empty but for food and a water bottle. She drank from the bottle.

	“The Lord does not care for misleaders. The Lord destroys misleaders.”

	Laila closed her eyes and drank. Alarm bells rang. She simply drank, wishing there was more, wishing she could argue, but to do anything more than suck that bottle was too scary.

	“Do you love Jesus?” 

	This one seemed to demand an answer. Laila opened her mouth, drew in as she said the word, “Yes.” The cockpit had changed and she hadn’t been looking, hadn’t been smelling. It reeked like a fish. On each wall was a large cross, painted in octopus ink and Apollo’s blood. 

	“That was a trick question. I know you’re a heathen and one of Satan’s minions.” Skye turned to Langan. “Is that ready? You know, Jesus always had fish to give. Ate fish and bread at his last meal. For you it’s only tentacle and seed, but that’s close enough.”

	“Wait, n—”

	Langan held the blade with the hunk of tentacle before Laila’s face. Another blade pierced her suit three inches left of her belly button, though not as far as Langan would’ve liked. The suit was good against knives too, to a limit. He withdrew and blood spilled. Laila’s hands went to the wound and her mouth gaped, a hum coming up the tunnel of her throat.

	“Toss her to God’s pets.”

	Langan bit the octopus from the end of the blade and threw both knives to the floor. One stood tall in the wood and the other clanked away. They wouldn’t need the weapons for these two. He groaned as he lifted Laila and stormed through the open cockpit door. 

	She was too scared and pained to fight back, her body flopping over his shoulder like a feed sack.

	—

	From where she was, Gerry saw the agonized face of Laila, as well as her chest and thighs, as they bounced on the horizon. That was enough. She let the crank on the lifeboat open and rode the final foot and a half to the surf. The splash would give away her location, but that hardly mattered with the splash that followed.

	“Where’s the other one?”

	Gerry heard Skye’s voice as she paddled—poor as she was at the act—toward the splashing sounds. Laila wasn’t dead, but she was in the bad water, thrashing.

	“Where’d—Hey!”

	Gerry ignored Skye. The woman had begun laughing. 

	Over the still ocean surf, the lifeboat cornered the rear of the slow-moving tugboat, pushed by the gentle backwash from the engine kicking mostly underwater. She saw Laila then. The woman was up and down, only a few feet away from reaching the tug. She was trying to swim and Gerry encouraged her, “This way! This way!”

	Laila was gasping, using only one arm to doggy paddle. Gerry fought the flow at the back of the tugboat, paddling hard, quickly learning that she had to switch from one side to the other to move in anything but an oval. 

	“Come on!” 

	Then Laila was there and the boat threatened to tip as she grabbed on.

	“Wait!” Gerry shifted her weight and Laila had her shoulders up. Gerry had more than thirty pounds on Laila. She reached over and latched onto the form without leaving her distant position. “Okay, I got you. Okay.”

	“Help me.” Laila’s voice was a gasp, her hand over an open wound.

	From the deck of the tugger, Skye’s voice boomed. “Behold, I am going to send for many fishermen and they will fish!” She laughed. “Jesus said that, and I am not one to question His ways!”

	A tiny shadow came from overhead and then clanged. The fishing pole landed in the boat, wedged between a seat and the interior of the hull. Gerry didn’t notice it. Laila didn’t notice it. Skye’s words went ignored.

	Gerry opened Laila’s suit, stripping her down to the hips, pulling one arm free, and pressed the old canvas blanket she’d stolen from the corpses in the engine room against the wound. Unwilling to risk anything more than necessary, Gerry hadn’t taken off her gloves since the van, but now, trying to fix a situation of the skin, she peeled them away and tossed them in next to her. Dexterity and human contact were of absolute necessity. From Laila’s pack, she withdrew the knife and the torch. She cut a hunk of blanket away and then looked up to Laila. Her eyes were closed, her face scrunched in aggravation and agony. Much of her hair had begun falling out and murky water seeped into her flesh. 

	“Open your mouth.”

	Laila opened her eyes instead, questioning.

	“Open your mouth wide, right now.”

	Laila did. Gerry put the rubber handle of the knife between her teeth, blade pointed out to the left side of her face. She popped up and pressed a knee to Laila’s chest, stretching her back. The torch lit and Gerry laid her left arm against Laila’s chin to keep her still.

	When flame met skin, the woman tried to thrash, but couldn’t. The energy just wasn’t there anymore. Gerry burned the wound until the blood boiled and blackened. The knife fell from Laila’s mouth as she loosened. It bounced twice and then plunked into the ocean. Sweat poured down Gerry’s face as she placed the swatch of material over the wound. The fight was entirely gone from Laila, and she slumped, mouth wide, eyes droopy, her body pliable. Gerry dumped clean water from the engine room onto the dirty cloth, zipped up the suit and sat back. 

	Both women heard a gentle buzzing; neither had the curiosity or worry to deal with it.

	—

	The tugboat moved at about three knots. Skye had had to turn her wrist more than earlier, did so and quickly the reason became apparent. Buildings came into view. Skye’s heart sang and she left the console.

	Langan was on the deck. He’d closed his eyes and faced the air before him. It was comparatively clear, almost clean. It was warmer than it had been at any time during the Run. It smelled like life.

	“Get rid of that.” Skye nodded at Apollo.

	Langan turned around, eyed Skye, and she nodded again at the corpse on the deck. He thought nothing of it. The body was light, lighter than the woman had been. The knife Apollo had hidden fell from the remaining leg. It was big and nice; it made Langan smirk. 

	From over his head, he launched Apollo into the ocean. The body dropped and then floated like a fishing bobber. Langan bent and picked up the bowie knife.

	“We will be on shore soon. The Lord will provide. The Lord provided me with money and that money will provide transportation to the Promised Land and beyond. My work is not done. Your work is not done.”

	Langan stared silently.

	Skye returned to the helm while Langan again faced the warm air, his mouth open as if to wash away the pain therein with clean oxygen.

	Ninety-three seconds after tossing the corpse, an immense splash cracked the calm to pieces. The wave continued, rising twenty-feet above the water as a grey mouth swallowed the body. Langan’s gaze met the gaze of the tiny eye of the beast. It was like a nightmare porthole of a demon submarine.

	As quickly as it rose, it was gone. A tingle of fear fluttered in Langan’s guts. He remained central on the deck, watching for the incredible thing.

	Three minutes after the beast breached, it rose again. Its back was like an island. The tugboat shifted sideways on a wave before thumping down onto the ocean. Skye shouted something. Langan ignored it. He had the long knife in his hand, knowing it was futile and that he’d surely die if it came to battle with something like this.

	To the far side of the boat, the grey living island breached the surf again, rocking the tugger in the other direction.

	Skye broke through the cockpit door. “What’s happening? Are we hitting something?”

	Langan had his legs spread to keep balance. He pointed the blade at the whale’s sinking back.

	“One of Satan’s beasts!” Even as she said it, Jonah came to mind—And the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the stomach of the fish for three days and three nights. Living in a whale was not something that interested her. “Make it go away!”

	Langan opened his mouth as if to protest, but the whale rose from beneath the boat, lifting it from the water and then tipping it, flopping it back even. Playing with its supper.

	“Dear Lord, guide this vessel! We’re following Your path! Deliver me, I am Yours, deliver me!”

	The whale bumped the tugger again. Skye rushed to the controls. There had to be a way to make the boat move faster. She tried the obvious and pushed the joystick forward. The engine roared and Skye stumbled backward into the wall.

	Up, she adopted a wide stance like Langan had. Ahead, the shore was there. The top of a flooded building came into view and she knew she was saved. It was a church steeple. The cross had greyed and was about fifty yards from shore, but there. God’s promise reinforced.

	She stomped onto the deck. There was a ladder up to the roof of the cockpit, affixed to service the turbines. She climbed, pitched her body upright, and stood with her arms wide.

	“For I am what remains of the holy people! The Lord, God, has chosen me for His own possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the Earth! I have followed His path—”

	The whale breached again. Langan gave not a glance back to Skye as he dove over the side and into the ocean. 

	The cacophony was tremendous, so loud it shook Skye’s chest. A great shadow surrounded the tugboat. Fleshy walls rose higher and higher. It was like riding in a glass elevator but instead of floors, it was pale meat. 

	The boat rocked and tipped down the monstrous gullet. Skye pitched from her spot atop the cockpit and landed on a pile of partially digested debris and mutated sea life. Two heartbeats, her final two, erratic, confused heartbeats, thumped before the tugboat followed her down, pounding flesh and bone into a smear at the back of the beast’s throat.

	There would be no three days and no three nights, for Skye Krug was not Jonah and this whale would swallow that Biblical parable whole.

	—

	The buzzing finally got Gerry’s attention, a fear of some unforeseen sea wasp had her imagination screaming. But there was nothing flying close. She looked at the tugboat. It had become a speck. 

	“What is that?” 

	Movement caught her eye. The reel paddle of the fishing rod spun out at a good pace, though not racing. Gerry picked it up, depressing the slack button. The rod jumped from her grip and caught on the lip of the bow.

	“What?” She lifted the rod again. The line was taught, the pole facing front, her arms outstretched. The lifeboat began moving, slowly, no more than a few miles an hour.

	She had no way of knowing this, but Apollo’s final clumsy attempt at casting had wrapped the line around a steel coupler on the back of the tugboat a foot to the left of the gunwale. 

	Gerry held on, feeling luck bubbling in her belly.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Exhausted but hopeful, Gerry squinted to narrow her vision. The link almost seemed like a mirage. The fishing line had broken more than an hour earlier and the pole had gone back into the boat behind her. She did this blindly, knowing if she looked too closely at what the water had done to Laila’s flesh, she wouldn’t be able to look away. 

	While the line had still pulled the boat, she’d watched the blisters form and crack, seeping clear fluid—as if Laila had grown two-dozen weeping eyes. Thankfully Laila had kept her gloves on, even in the boat, so when her spent arms brought hands to face, she touched only puffiness.

	“I don’t feel so good,” Laila had said, her voice a rasp. Had she also swallowed that bad liquid? What did her throat look like? “I’m kind of tired.”

	Gerry only nodded until the line snapped and nurse mode kicked in. They had enough potassium iodide supplements for three careful people to survive a few weeks in the wastelands. She broke six small squares into a crumble and forced Laila’s head back, poured the powder into her mouth, let it sit a few seconds, and then forced the woman to drink. She crumbled double that and rubbed it into Laila’s face, barehanded. She rinsed her hands with drinking water and pretended that was clean enough. After that, she took up a paddle and started a clumsy crawl, following the floating fishing line. It eventually disappeared and Gerry kept going in what seemed like a straight path. The water was lake still and maybe, if they were lucky, she’d hit somewhere near the usual checkpoint and Dawson Creek. 

	It was rare that anyone made it that far, but from what she’d seen when they had, there were solar cars on the streets. They had Apollo’s charger. They had food. There was a chance.

	If Laila made it. 

	The idea of pushing those fifteen hundred barren kilometers alone was exhausting. The radiation lessened, and true normalcy in air quality started kicking in only a few hours’ drive north of Dawson Creek. It had been bad all the way to the territories in the earliest decades, but automated surveys reported receding levels. After thirty years, those surveys came back to suggest life pushing against the death. New growth trees and shrubs had sprouted beneath a cloudless sky. Apparently.

	That was all well and fine, but they’d never survive eating new growth trees. A semblance of civilization was the only way. And Laila needed a doctor. To a lesser extent, Gerry needed a doctor too.

	Arms like rubber, she brought the boat closer to shore. It wasn’t a mirage, she fought the growing waves. She had to assume that was how it worked and the waves were because of the shore.

	That the tugboat had disappeared was scarier than the thought of meeting up with them on shore, like losing sight of a nasty bug while sitting barefoot on the can. 

	Forever seemed to pass and Gerry opened her eyes every few minutes, the land appeared to get further away. She’d panic, grow wide-eyed, and then recognize it was still there, and still only as far as it ought to be.

	For longer and longer, her eyes remained closed, but her arms kept moving. If she stopped, they might float out to sea and then all that work was for nothing.

	“Alaska,” she whispered to her arms. “Alaska.”

	—

	The quality of air had changed. The bottom of the boat dragged on something. Gerry opened her eyes and looked around. Land was right there, two, three hundred meters away.

	“What was that?” Laila said, her voice crunchy as granola.

	“It’s land. It’s the third checkpoint.” Gerry turned around, the powdered potassium iodide hadn’t helped Laila’s skin. The blisters had dried and cracked, peeling her flesh like sunburn. “Are you doing okay? How do you feel? Will you be able to walk?”

	“I hope so.”

	Good enough for now. Gerry began paddling with renewed vigor. Shore was a sandy wash that mounted up over the former streets of the small town. She paddled above churches and businesses. She tried to focus on the buildings rather than the midnight eyes she saw below the surf, peeking up at her, moving to trail in curiosity, in hunger. 

	Five yards from a sturdy-looking boat landing, Gerry held a paddle against the top of a hydro pole while she psyched herself into action. She needed to get the boat up close enough to jump out. She’d need to drag the boat then. Drag it more than a little. There were things that like to grab beached survivors.

	Five minutes, ten minutes, forty-seven minutes—though Gerry had no way of knowing that—passed. On the shore, she watched the carcass of a huge fish. A mound formed near it and then burst. Thousands of little beetles charged onto the landed meat. It took only seconds and that fish was a set of scales and bones. The beetles disappeared down into the center of the mound before it sunk flat again. It was as if they were never there.

	Gerry counted to two hundred trying to wash away the image. It wasn’t leaving so she took a deep breath and paddled at triple speed for thirteen strokes before the boat hit sand and began leaning. 

	She’d put her gloves back on when the paddles had begun giving her blisters, or irritating the radiation blisters already there. Those gloved hands grabbed onto the nose of the little lifeboat. Her wet boots slipped and skidded. She kicked and ran, breaking as if a creature was there and swinging for her and the mostly ruined woman in the boat. The ground stiffened as the sand dissipated, making way for cracked and crumbling highway asphalt. Gerry nearly squealed with glee, the sound was in her throat, ready to fly, but she heard a cracking sound far off to her right.

	“Laila, I’ll be back. I need to find us a ride. Stay low, okay?”

	Laila opened her eyes. They were cloudy, yellowy. “Sure.”

	“Do you need a drink?”

	“Yeah.”

	Gerry considered it a half-second. Another crack, this time coming from the other side of the highway had her mind back to task, and she said, “I’ll get you a drink in a minute. Stay low.”

	Gerry wanted to run, but couldn’t, she was wobbly and swaying. Ahead, there was a jam of cars and trucks that blocked more than half the street. Overhead, the clouds were thinner, and she felt the subtle hint of sun. It buoyed her. If even a speck of light came through for a few seconds every day for the last month, she’d be able to get Laila into a car and the hell out of there. 

	Dawson Creek was like any town. She passed a charge station, a government building, a grocery store, and a handful of specialty shops of undefinable interests. Windows spilled out, discarded daily bric-a-brac lay about the sidewalks and into the street; the dust was thinner, blown about like the first overnight snow of winter before the sun came along and melted it away. The skeletons of Dawson Creek were completely bare.

	She’d been looking at one of those beaming white sets of bones and thinking about the beetles that had cleared them when she stumbled into a pothole and fell onto her knees.

	“Sonofabi—” The word died in her mouth. Before her was something that did not belong where it was. Did not belong at all. 

	It was a brand-new Sando Land Cruiser; a boxy little car with automatic lift and drop hydraulics, turbine and solar battery chargers, and a top speed of two hundred kilometers per hour. Running out both sides from beneath the frame, poly-canvass straps lay like dead snakes. In huge script across the back of the car were the words, THE LORD PROVIDES. It sent chills into Gerry’s skin.

	“Skye Krug.” As she said this, it hit her that the woman hadn’t arrived on shore, or she was in hiding somewhere. Gerry spun, scanning the lifeless world. Nothing, so what had happened to Skye Krug? The simplest answer was most likely, she was dead. “Follow His path, huh?”

	More of her insanity made sense. They had to stay on the path because there was an intervention in justice awaiting her. 

	Gerry smiled an honest, big, stretch her cheeks smile for the first time in more than a week. She was going to make it. She was fucking going to make it!

	She ran to the car and swung open a door. The computer had a destination set into the automated system. It was about three hours away and went off the map. 

	Probably an extraction point. They could pull out Skye once she made it somewhere the government drones weren’t apt to follow and then she might continue her terrorism and cult leadership. No more. 

	The luck butterflies paraded about her insides as she scrolled the electronic system console with an index finger. She was so giddy she almost forgot Laila.

	“Shit.” She pulled a finger down the screen and selected a course back to the shore.

	—

	Laila was awake in the boat and coming to feel like she could move. She flipped and rooted amongst the stuff they’d gathered and found the water bottle. She spilled a deluge into her mouth and down her throat that felt so cold it seemed as if she drank straight ice. 

	Sat back, she took a breath and tried to stand. Staying low might be wise, but the blood in her veins had to move around; it felt heavy and like there was too much of it. Up and dizzy, much of the water rushed back out and she fell to the asphalt and vomited.

	She needed to stand she needed to—

	“I can smell your soul,” a voice hissed tight to Laila’s ear. Hands were on her shoulders slipping to her neck, feeling for the zipper. “It smells good.” The zipper came down and Laila felt teeth drag across her flesh.

	Langan.

	His mouth closed on her throat and sucked, his teeth nibbling.

	“If I drink your blood, I will know your secrets and I can move the car. Or maybe I only want to eat you and fuck your corpse.”

	The skin of her neck broke and Laila screamed. He slurped. She fell flat to the road and he lapped and sucked. He leaned back and a laugh erupted from his chest. It was horrible, as bad as his mouth carving into the sore blistered flesh. 

	“Please. I will… I can pray. I can follow God’s path. Please.”

	“God is dead. I am God now.” Langan lowered his face and drank more, sucking hard, biting harder, getting more blister fluid than blood.

	Laila flailed weakly, squealing and crying.

	“Maybe we need no car. I can live on you in the water until I float to a better world. When I finally eat your soul, I will fly to the angels and eat their souls.” 

	The big man stood. He lifted Laila and spun her. She screamed anew. His face was an open wound. His dark skin had become yellowy-red meat.

	He howled to the skies. 

	He dragged her backward, toward the water. Her knees failed. The strength remaining in Langan matched the lack of strength left in Laila. Her toes skidded divots in the sand. Those fingers bit terribly into her armpits. Facing land, his feet splashed and the cool water had Laila thrashing again. That water was bad and—

	“Hey!”

	The tone of Langan’s voice changed and Laila dropped to all fours. Somewhere, a million miles from where she sat, an electric engine hummed. 

	She faced the opposite direction and stared into the giant camouflage eyes of the rubbery wet body before her as it lifted Langan higher. The man swung and punched. An octopus. Those tentacles tightened and his arms flailed. 

	Heavy wet things came down on Laila where she kneeled into the ocean’s surf. That monster had a harpoon in its eye, another two beneath that. Busy tentacles coiled more fully over Langan. She was hopeless, doomed. A scream churned inside, but never breached her rash-ridden throat. 

	A grunt sounded behind her, further onto shore, and the weight left her shoulders. Then Laila felt more weight on her. She screamed this time. Dragging, pulled backward. Further. The octopus eyed her as it drifted away, into the water, Langan still held over its head, something difficult to define tangled in another tentacle. 

	How could it have her and be so far away?

	Laila looked over her shoulder. Gerry had her, and then her eyes moved to the car. It made no sense, but she was done making sense of life.

	—

	The car came to a stop two minutes from the ocean. Gerry had to act quickly to get away and poke a new destination point.

	“Are you okay?” Gerry asked.

	Laila nodded. 

	“There’s food and water, medicine, even wine.”

	Laila opened her eyes at this. “Where did this car come from?”

	“I think Skye had it dropped in by a helicopter or drones or something.” The car smelled clean and made their bodily stink all too clear. “Do yourself a favor, don’t look in a mirror.”

	“I saw my reflection in the water.”

	Gerry reached over and grabbed Laila’s main zipper. “Will you let me put cream on you? And I need to douse that cut.”

	“Are we really going to make it?” Laila asked as the zipper travelled southbound to her waist.

	Gerry grabbed the medical kit, loaded with radiation treatments. “We’re going to make it. We’re going to Alaska.” She sprayed out the burned hole with a wound treatment called Sick-B-Gone—a concoction sold at pharmacies all over the world. It covered everything from tetanus to infections to flesh eating viruses.

	Laila grinned then and leaned back, collapsing her seat flat. Gerry tapped the screen further north on the old road and the car started moving. She then donned blue gloves from the kit, smeared cream on her fingers, and got to work.

	“That octopus had me. Why did it let go?”

	“I threw Apollo’s charger at it. It grabbed it when it landed on the harpoon in its eye. That octopus had to have followed the boat or Langan. That was the same one from before.”

	Laila looked like a woman getting a banana cream pie facial. “Where did the big boat go?”

	“I didn’t see it. I guess we’ll never know. Now, stay still until that stuff seeps in. You hungry?”

	Laila shook her head gently.

	That made one of them. Gerry opened a pack of faux buffalo jerky and gnawed the heavily flavored meat. Grown in a laboratory, she knew no different, she did not care. Right then, no cut of meat on the planet, past, present, or future could possibly compare to that jerky.

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Arpen Winslow’s handsome bust materialized over a seaside image. “Well there you have it, that’s as far as our drones fly. 

	“That car seems like a bit of a cheat, but if you ask me, I think Gerry Samson would’ve made it without the helping hand. And trust me when I say the justice department will be digging into the terrorists who follow the Church of Jesus Christ, the Redemption and the Light. Skye Krug or no Skye Krug, they have means and are a dangerous plague on modern society. Luckily, both Krugs met justice.

	“But that’s beside the point. We have a double set of Runner’s crossing the finish line. Paradise is theirs. Gerry Samson turned out to be a powerhouse and I can hardly believe it, I didn’t think she had it in her. 

	“I’d also like to congratulate a man named Todd Goldman who put the entirety of his meagre life savings on his friend with outrageous odds against her…” Arpen Winslow would continue as normal, delighting the masses with his beauty and a soothing voice and reminders that everyone watching was not next up, so long as they did right by society.

	 

	


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	The car had stopped and Gerry, in her half-sleep, looked out the window and saw a giant creature running behind a distant barn and house. She blinked and decided she’d imagined it. It was a shadow. The sky was different, more normal already. She scrolled the map and picked a location several hours away. 

	She watched out the window as the car began to move. The roads weren’t cleared, but they were mostly empty. The car automatically lifted and ducked, rolling into ditches, the interior of the car remained in a constant level state. It was a comfy ride. The seats flattened into beds and the cooler area was always within reach. The satellite radio would get stations if they cared to hear anything, but Gerry thought near silence was pretty nice.

	Laila awoke shortly after they got going again. “We in Alaska yet?”

	Gerry grinned. “Not even close, have a day and a half more. The car only goes as fast as is safe, but we are safe in here. We’re gonna make it.”

	“That’s incredible. I feel horrible. How do I look?”

	“Awful, but better than you did. You’ll need to scab up, but in a week or two, if you’re lucky, you’ll be back to normal.”

	Laila frowned. “If I’m not all scarred. I always liked my skin. My mother said it was the Japanese genes that gave me my complexion. I like to think she was right.”

	Gerry hated her own skin and changed the subject. “Hungry yet?”

	—

	Sleep came easily. Every time Gerry awoke, she had another bite to eat. She couldn’t help herself. The cookies were too tempting. The only reason she didn’t pig out and finish them all in a single sitting was that Laila was there and it was possible she’d like, or even need, a cookie eventually.

	Laila woke a few minutes after Gerry finished another snack.

	“About half an hour ago I saw one of those big prints. You don’t think it would be recent, do you?” Laila asked.

	Gerry shrugged. “My guess is there are lots of animals to watch out for. It could be that some didn’t thrive in the radiation, but dealt with it until they could get away. There are animals just about everywhere, but you don’t always see them, right?”

	Laila nodded and pouted out her lower lip.

	“Besides, think how many people have seen a sasquatch. Like nobody. They hide.”

	Laila smiled at this. “I’m not sure whatever might’ve been considered a sasquatch in movies is a good model for that thing from the zoo.”

	“Have you noticed some trees out there? They sprouted from the old dead trunks, that’s pretty cool to see. The radiation must be weakening pretty well already.”

	Laila picked up a chocolate chip cookie and took a bite. “I ate like five of these when you were sleeping.” Gerry laughed but didn’t explain why. “I hope they have cookies in Alaska.”

	“Alaska. Alaska. Alaska!”

	“Alaska!”

	“I bet they do. Or maybe an equivalent or at least sweet substitute. Who cares, we’re alive. We’re fucking alive!” Happy, tired tears traversed Gerry’s face. “My guess, some people must’ve survived the tough years there and they became their own country after.”

	“Not all would’ve survived. During the earliest bout of quakes, back when information was still coming regularly from there, they reported that a huge fissure formed on a fault line that nobody knew about. Everything west of Anchorage fell into the ocean, more than half the country. Well, back then it was part of America.”

	“Really? Why?”

	“Think it had to do with protecting against Russia or China, or maybe it was gold. I’m a bit weak on Alaska.” Laila took a piece of jerky, popped it into her mouth and pushed it around, savoring the sweet, spicy, salty flavors. “Anyway, that was a bit above sea level then, but after the shift, it’ll be much higher. Imagine that, the world just falling apart beneath your feet.”

	“Terrifying. But there’s still the two cities then?”

	“I guess. Anchorage had mass evacuations underway, much of the city crumbled, but that was more than forty years ago.”

	“Right.”

	—

	It was full night and the stars were high and beautiful. Seeing them meant they’d passed the radiation zone. 

	—

	Midday, sunny outside, Laila tapped at the screen. Gerry told her to pick whether the system took them to Fairbanks or Anchorage. Fairbanks was closer, still about fourteen hours away given how slowly the car moved, even on wide-open stretches.

	“Though I’d guess people picked one or the other. Amalgamated. Survivors do that.” Laila pointed at the screen. “We’ll go through, or at least past the former city of Whitehorse. It’s empty now. The radiation was still too bad even there. We’ll be there in about an hour.”

	Gerry nodded and leaned back again. “Imagine if that night you came in the hospital, you somehow knew we’d come to be living like this. Relying on each other. Becoming friends.”

	Laila grabbed Gerry’s hand and gave it a squeeze. She let go and said, “Not going soft on me?”

	“I think I’m due for some soft, maybe a massage, full on pampering.”

	—

	Whitehorse had faded red paint on the city sign that read, simply, DEAD. They bypassed much, but not all. The car wheeled in and out of stalled life that ended for many in a blink. Neither Laila nor Gerry discussed the dead or the wasted lives.

	An hour later, they stopped on the side of the road. Each took a turn squatting by a ditch. Gerry was quick. Laila still had rot in her guts, this gave her much longer to look around. Four feet from where she voided liquid bowels, an enormous footprint had dug divots into the sandy earth. She told Gerry and Gerry again shrugged it off.

	—

	Insects, larger than what was normal for Canada, but not quite the size of those they saw during the Run, landed on the windshield as they rode as far as the coast went in the former city of Fairbanks. 

	Whether it was when the quakes rocked the world or after, the town was lifeless, nearly lifeless. There were the insects and trees. The greenery pushed aside most of the letdown. It was a reminder that any paradise did not happen overnight.

	Gerry felt a first twinge of doubt. “Do you think it’s going to be like camping? Like roughing it, you know?”

	“Whatever it is, it has to be better than the wastes, right? We’d never look at Anchorage and say, let’s go back to the wastes, right?”

	A shiver ran over Gerry’s skin. “I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go back. I don’t even think I could live in Canada again, not knowing what I know. This experience, it changed me.”

	Laila nodded. “Plus, they’d send us out on another Run if we made it back to Canada.”

	“I dreamed I was still on the Run last night. Well, I am sort of, but I dreamed we were at the wasp house and those wasps were in the closet with me.”

	While Gerry spoke, Laila punched the new destination into the system. “You’re lucky they weren’t.”

	“I’ve always been lucky, at times, before all this.”

	Laila looked out the window, an index finger hovering above START on the touchscreen dash. “Maybe better hit the can before we get moving again.” She opened her door. 

	They’d driven a short way into Fairbanks before cancelling. It was rubble and the streets had great cracks running in every direction. Plant life had sprung nearly everywhere it was possible. Green vines covered walls and moss covered roofs. Stubby trees burst free through most surfaces, showing a resolve that was nothing short of inspiring.

	Laila unzipped and squatted. She peered through a long-broken pane of glass facing the street at the front of a non-descript office building of some sort. It was a short building and the back wall had fallen, allowing her to see much further. The piss ran against the asphalt and her heartbeat rang in her ears. Her breathing stopped short.

	Leaning against a building was one of the enormous furry monsters. It looked almost identical to the one they’d seen at the zoo. Almost but not quite because this one had breasts and was nursing an infant cradled in its arms. 

	The flow ceased and the relief Laila would’ve felt at not passing liquid from her bowels lost to the terror of seeing the beast. She zipped and stumbled back to the car.

	 Gerry was out around a corner and came running with her lower flap dangling, still pissing while she ran with a spread gait. “Geez. Geez.”

	Laila hopped in. Gerry hopped in. Laila hit the button. Gerry zipped herself away. 

	“I saw a sasquatch.”

	“I saw a sasquatch feeding a baby sasquatch.”

	They were on the road and gazing through windows at the emptiness of the streets. Of course the people were gone. Giant beasts had come to dwell.

	“What if Anchorage has them too?” Laila asked.

	“People with guns would chase them away. They wouldn’t want to live where people are. It wouldn’t make any sense, that’s why bears live in forests, not in apartment basements. Those things are like bears, right?”

	Laila nodded, thinking they were also like gorillas and gorillas weren’t so far from people, and like people, they were territorial—if she recalled that point correctly from when historical docs crossed with nature docs.

	—

	Worry began to lift. Getting closer to Anchorage, signs of recent life began to bud. The dead trees that typically lined the partially felled forests were gone, leaving behind huge mounds of sawdust. 

	The sawdust piles were mossy, but much more recent than forty years old. The new growth stood taller than it had anywhere they’d been through yet. 

	Windows open, the air was balmy and moist, but so clean the women agreed to stop and get out at the first pond they saw with hopes to rid themselves of the radioactive stink of the wasteland. It was only a few more minutes before a small lake came into view and it was close enough to what they’d hoped to find. Gerry had her gloves on and began swishing, looking to bring out any horrible creatures like those that lurked in the swill waters of Manitoba, Alberta, and British Columbia. 

	While submerging her gloved hand like bait, she looked across the lake and saw a moose. It was enormous, but in an absolutely normal way. It was light brown in a normal way. It looked at her and then returned to drinking in a normal way.

	Gerry checked over her shoulder when she heard the zipper. Laila was out of her boots and out of her suit. Where the suit protected still showed lingering splotches of internal poisoning. The knife wound was pink, but did not appear infected. She spread her arms.

	“I can breathe.” 

	Gerry straightened and began stripping while Laila charged into the water. 

	—

	A little way before reaching Anchorage, they passed a log cabin and Gerry fingered the screen to take them backward. It was a recent build, something in the last twenty years. The wood had greyed, but showed much life left in it. The driveway revealed gravel and the vehicle parked by the front door was a truck, from before the change, then again what wasn’t in that part of the world? They’d cut themselves off.

	Parked, with the route ready to resume in a hurry if necessary, the women got out of the car and moved closer to the cabin. It was quiet aside from the regular forest sounds of birds and rustling tree branches.

	The door had a paddle handle that turned on a screw. It was open and Laila pushed through. One big room inside with a loft at the top of a ladder. Pots and pans hung from nails. A wood stove doubled as a cook stove and heating unit according to the black vent pipe that ran to the far side of the room, a few inches from the ceiling. There was a couch and three shelves packed with books. Laila crossed to the books as Gerry looked around the kitchen.

	The faded names on the spines were fiction authors. Laila recognized only a couple, Stephen King being one and Karin Slaughter being the other. She pulled paperbacks and hardbacks one at a time and smiled at the pictures. Monster stories. Crime stories. Love stories. These didn’t tickle her the way non-fiction did, but it was like a first kiss all over again. 

	Hope was on her and abounding.

	Gerry grew bored of investigating for a last meal and joined Laila. “Doesn’t look like anybody’s been here in years. Must’ve moved to town.”

	Laila put a book about the Loch Ness Monster back on the shelf. “Let’s take a break from the road. We can sleep in the bed; it’s probably up there, really stretch out.” She nodded her chin to the ladder.

	Up they went. Beneath the low ceiling was a dresser and a bed. Laila checked in the dresser, asked Gerry about the food and decided the woman was correct, meaning nobody would miss the clothes. 

	She took off the suit for a last time and donned boxer shorts and a long flannel shirt. It was thin and broken in, comfy and soft like a hug from a blanket fresh out of the dryer.

	Gerry found a tee long enough to act like a dress and forewent anything on her bottom half. Together, they stretched out on the king size mattress, above the covers thanks to the heat.

	It was dim when they awoke to the cracking of trees. Laila peered out the little window next to the bed and into the furry face of a beast. Her breaths shortened and she shook Gerry awake.

	“What?” Gerry said, all too loudly.

	“Shh, look.”

	She did and they found pants and slipped their boots back onto their feet. The beast must’ve heard them moving and roared with displeasure. It suddenly made sense why someone would leave such a fine cabin.

	Gerry fell from the ladder at the cry, but scrambled quickly to chase Laila out to the car. Lights on and moving, they heard the beast trailing them for about thirty seconds before it lost pace, and the car continued to Anchorage.

	—

	The outer wall of the city had real promise. It was a mass of posts with pointed ends that rose forty and fifty feet into the sky. Strangely, the gate was open. Gerry suggested one of those beasts wouldn’t fit through the small gate anyway. Laila considered, reminding her of the beast at the zoo. It had crawled through a garage, a space with about the same sized opening of that gate.

	The streets were clear. Many of the buildings had crumbled, but appeared tidied up in a way that suggested the locals cared about the aesthetics of their neighborhoods. 

	The sun started to rise as they rolled. Gerry began honking the horn button on the dash every time something looked like recent life. Nothing stirred aside from scurrying animals and fleeing birds. 

	The car came to a sudden halt, rocking Laila and Gerry. The world ended at a cliff that dropped hundreds of meters to the Pacific Ocean.

	“Good thing the car knew when to stop.”

	Gerry turned to Laila. “Where is everybody?”

	“I’m sure we missed something. Maybe there’s only a small community. This is a spread out city, right? Maybe everybody wants to be neighbors and lives down one block or whatever.”

	“What if nobody’s here? What if the sasquatches ran them off. I can’t do it again. I can’t run anymore.” Gerry held back sobs. “That’s not living.”

	Laila shook her head. “That can’t be how it is. There’s people here and they have a wall to keep out—”

	“But what if they got in? What if they… W-w-what if there’s no paradise and getting to Alaska is some bullshit myth they use to motivate Runners?”

	“Stop it!”

	Laila set another course and the car backed up to turn around. They continued down streets, looking for life and finding none. They drove back to the gates, discussing other places that might be left to check, the little towns they’d passed.

	Gerry swallowed hard and nodded, sure, they’d backtrack to places they knew weren’t inhabited and they’d pretend for a while. They had food enough for another few days, more if they started rationing.

	It was mid-morning when they reached the gate and saw what they saw charging toward them up the highway. Beasts, dozens of them. The road began to shake. The things were clumsy, but fast.

	Laila tapped the screen.

	“What are you doing?” Gerry said, eyes forward, voice stiff as sheet metal.

	“We gotta go.”

	“Where?”

	“We just gotta…I don’t know. We gotta…run.”

	“I don’t want to run anymore.” 

	Laila looked at Gerry. Gerry kept her eyes on the savage hoard racing toward them. “They’ll kill us!” Laila grabbed Gerry’s shoulder and shook.

	“This is not worth it. The government poisons the planet and we have to pay? Those abominations chase us. Them and the birds and the wasps and we just run and run and run. That isn’t living.”

	“I can’t let them get us!” Laila was crying.

	“Then don’t.”

	Laila looked at Gerry for six heartbeats and zero inhalations. She unlatched the screen console from the center of the dash to drag it to her side of the car. She pressed a button and the screen flipped and the small steering wheel slid out. She squeezed her right hand on the wheel, activating the accelerator. 

	The car swung around and raced through Anchorage.

	From the left, more beasts, some closing in on fifty-feet-tall, stomped down streets. From the right, more of the same, the mayhem was incredible—glass, cement, wood, all of it airborne as swinging arms smashed buildings. Many of the beasts were female, a few carried infants to their chests as they charged.

	A warning light flared on the dash.

	“Go. Go. Just keep going,” Gerry whispered.

	“No more running?” Tears ran rivers over Laila’s scab-crusty cheeks.

	“Go. Don’t stop.”

	Laila fingered a small screen, one that had been hidden behind the larger one before she pulled the console and steering column over to her side, one to override the warning. She kept her right hand squeezed on the accelerator.

	The beasts roared, gaining on them, pouring from every street. There were hundreds.

	Gerry reached over and took Laila’s left hand. The warning returned, as if begging the driver to reconsider, but it was too late. The beasts stopped chasing, stopped screaming their anger, and watched.

	The little car was in the air, soaring over the great cliff at the end of the world.

	 

	
A NOVEL IN TEN NINE DAYS

	Radio Run began a little backward. I’d sold a couple standalone titles by the time I’d decided to attempt writing a novel in ten days, but my footing as an author was still undeniably shaky. 

	The one thing I really had going for me was output. I’ve always been able to find the words I need to fill in the typically effortless unfolding of stories. But doing an entire novel in ten days was a tall ask. Tall enough that I thought it would be fun to document my progress—not only writing, but what I ate and watched…for some reason—on a blog. 

	In the end, the story’s a bit derivative, but I think it works. And it must, at least to a point; Radio Run was the first book I did with Severed Press—I’ve since ceased fucking with them, and I wish every book on which they slap an AI generated cover all the worst—and I’d come to do sixteen in total. 

	Anyway, below is the contents of those blogged days, a snapshot into the world of pulp-style writing.

	 

	 

	Day 1:

	Unnerving and outside editing and critiques have been swallowing much of my creative juices. I can give myself all the time I'd ever need, but if I'm working on somebody else's stuff, I'm screwing myself out of a word count. Other people's stuff, it just saps you.

	With that in mind, I've had an idea floating for the last few weeks about a monster(s) novel that mashes a bunch of stuff and sets it to a TV show run by the CBC that basically documents criminals trying to make it to the paradise (somewhere in Alaska, not sure where just yet) beyond the irradiated, flooded, and floored western half of Canada (starting in Brandon, Manitoba). Anyway, I don't have most of the particulars yet because I haven't thought of them. 

	Now over the last month or so, I've pulled double duty on Unnerving stuff and then critiques to give myself some free time. How much will depend, but I can surely force ten days mostly to myself, given the extra hours I've done since January. So, that's the plan, I'm going to write a 60-70K word manuscript over the next ten days, and I'm going to blog about it to be accountable to my goal.

	Failure double sucks when other people can see it.

	Seems to me that the best way to do this is to diary my days to figure out where I can better my chances and then give anyone interested something to root for or against.

	 

	Saturday

	10:00 AM - Woke up

	10:30 AM - Ate breakfast

	11:00 AM - Got idea to start writing book instead of getting super ahead on edits, started writing

	12:30 PM - Hard drive malfunction, nervous Googling to figure out how to access files (I drop-boxed two days ago, but still)

	12:45 PM - Ate lunch while hard drive was doing something scary, because I couldn't think about writing until I knew the thing was okay

	1:15 PM - All fixed, back to writing.

	4:15 PM - Jets versus Golden Knights (go Jets go)

	5:00 PM - Writing between periods

	5:15 PM - Jets up 3-1 going into second period

	6:05 PM - Writing between periods, ate snack

	6:20 PM - Jets up 4-2, carry through victory, lead series 1-0

	7:00 PM - Writing

	7:30 PM - Made Jiffy-pop (supper) and started watching The Running Man for ideas for an evil game show host

	8:15 PM - Popcorn eaten, movie paused, writing again

	8:30 PM - Drowsy, went for walk by the ocean, then to Walmart for cat treats and cat litter

	9:45 PM - Writing

	11:30 PM - Ate snack, wife gave me rundown of TV show I watched one episode of, but she finished the series. Turns out serial rapist who gets teenagers to rape too, what a twist

	12:00 AM - Writing

	1:00 AM - Drowsy again, got on exercise bike, listening to The Changeling by Victor LaValle, very good

	2:00 AM - Shower

	2.15 AM - Writing

	3:30 AM - Wrote blog post about day, going to bed

	 

	Day 1 Word Count: 10,013

	Total Word Count: 10,013

	 

	DAY 2:

	The day started well enough. The words weren't as easy as the first day. I'd pretty well spent the brunt of the coming and going thoughts I'd had about the story, but once I got into it, things started rolling. 

	Using a road and map is helping me gauge how far I ought to be in the story. I've been trying to watch bits of movies to get ideas, but I don't know which to watch. I wasted a few minutes scrolling on YouTube and doing that will kill my plan. Mostly. I have an idea on some stuff that might help with visuals, maybe it's better if I can't think too far ahead, don't want to corner my cast or get too derivative.

	 

	Sunday

	9:45 AM - Woke up, ate breakfast

	10:15 AM - Writing

	1:00 PM – Lunch, watching a top ten list of apocalypse movies, provided zero inspiration...is there actually better brain food for writing?

	1:30 PM - Watched the first half of The Mist (2007) while working out, wanted to see big bugs

	3:15 PM - Paused movie to shower, did not return to it

	3:30 PM - Writing

	5:30 PM - Supper break, watched hockey 

	6:15 PM - Writing

	7:15 PM - Hockey break for the third period

	7:45 PM - Blowout in third period (6-2 for Caps, quit watching before buzzer), went for walk

	9:00 PM - Writing

	10:30 PM - Tired (dishes to do), wrote blog post, going to spend a couple hours listening to more Victor LaValle

	Day 2 Word Count: 7,017

	Total Word Count: 17,032

	 

	DAY 3: 

	It was another slow morning. Then a slow afternoon. The words really only came easily after my workout. Something about sweating like crazy that clears the head and allows the creative subconscious to build up a ready outpouring.

	I also noticed I've mentioned some of the food I'm eating, but not all the food. I eat a ton of granola bars and drink about a pot of coffee throughout the day.

	Based on where I am on the map (I have a start point and an end point I'm working with, physically I mean), I'm right close to halfway through the story. So, yippee.  

	 

	Monday:

	9:30 AM - Woke up, breakfast

	9:45 AM - Started reading and answering emails, stopped myself

	10:15 AM - Writing

	1:00 PM - Lunch, watched videos of extinct 'monsters'

	1:45 PM - Writing

	3:45 PM - Walked around neighborhood (too hot in Western-facing office that time of day when sunny, turns out it was just as hot outside)

	5:00 PM - Hockey

	5:50 PM - Writing

	6:20 PM - Hockey (boo), supper

	7:45 PM - Writing

	9:00 PM - Watched two and a bit episodes of Brooklyn Nine-Nine (wife had started watching the series the other day, seems pretty good, though I'm not much for TV shows)

	10:00 PM - Worked out (mostly cardio), shower

	10:45 PM - Watched short deathbed scenes on YouTube

	11:15 PM - Writing

	12:00 PM - Listened to more of Victor LaValle and The Changeling

	1:00 AM - Writing

	2:00 AM - Blog post

	Day 3 Word Count: 7,170

	Total Word Count: 24,202

	 

	DAY 4:

	Today was the most difficult yet. I think I must've been really grinding my teeth in my sleep because I had one of those headaches that digs right into the bones. I took a bunch of Tylenol, but those headaches that become body aches drain me something awful. So, I was unfocused and struggling to see what was coming next for much of the day (and I even had an idea of where I'd get to).

	Turns out it's harder than I thought to get a good idea from ocean monster movies that aren't about a hunter going out and hunting, or scientists, or bikini babes kicking away from great whites. Did watch a good portion of Deepstar Six (turns out the late, great Miguel Ferrer is in it). 

	I hope my complete lack of understanding of boats helps me write characters and situations involving a complete lack of understanding about boats, but somehow some of the folks get where they are going. It's the future, so maybe some built in automation or guidance systems.

	On the upside of this difficult day, I passed one hundred pages written. If I guessed, I'd put myself at about halfway there.  

	 

	Tuesday:

	9:45 AM - Woke up, breakfast, budding headache with sore teeth

	10:00 AM - Writing

	12:45 PM - Lunch, looked for movies about getting on a boat in an emergency (Oceans Rising (2017) - unwatchable), Twitter questions and conversations

	1:50 PM - Writing

	2:35 PM - Nap (headache that ran through to my eyes, neck, and back...too much screen time is adding to headache, methinks) 

	4:15 PM - Too damned hot in office, read on couch (Richard Laymon short - The Maiden, from an anthology titled Dark Love, cool story)

	5:15 PM - Watched hockey, supper

	7:00 PM - Writing

	8:45 PM - Listened to Victor LaValle while playing video game hockey, body sore, headache gone

	10:30 PM - Writing

	2:00 AM - Worked out (watched about forty-five minutes of Deepstar Six, will continue tomorrow at lunch), showered

	3:00 AM - Wrote blog, still have dishes to do

	Day 4 Word Count: 7,308

	Total Word Count: 31,510

	 

	DAY 5:

	Strange day. Started out strong, then fizzled some. But I'm still ahead of schedule and I can pretty well see where things need to go from here.

	If numbers keep up, I'll finish on time. No way to tell now if it's going to be good enough to place somewhere, but I think it's a fun idea. I'll spill more beans once I'm through.

	 

	Wednesday

	10:30 AM - Woke up, breakfast

	10:45 AM - Writing

	1:15 PM - Lunch, more videos of bad stuff in the ocean

	2:00 PM - Writing

	3:15  PM - Walking (listened to end of Victor LaValle's The Changeling, again, very good)

	5:00 PM - Reading (new Owen King novelette, Positive Comments, very good)

	6:00 PM - Supper, watched some hockey

	8:00 PM - Writing

	8:30 PM - Hockey on TV

	8:55 PM - Writing

	10:15 PM - Workout, shower

	11:30 PM - Writing

	12:15 AM - Social media surfed

	1:00 AM - Writing

	2:30 AM - Wrote blog post, going to bed

	Day 5 Word Count: 7,033

	Total Word Count: 38,543

	 

	DAY 6:

	Today was tough. I know three or four steps ahead now and for me, that makes it tougher to write. I like when it's spilling and I'm completely surprised, which is how it gets working eventually when I know what's coming, but it's harder to get moving.

	Was wiped all day. Even after sleeping in. Didn't work out. Hardly met the minimum, thankfully that bad movie gave me a visual that spurred my brain.

	Hopefully I can finish early, no doubt now, I'm going to finish this in time (unless some tragedy strikes).

	 

	Thursday:

	11:30 AM - Woke up (the cats were fucking nuts all night), breakfast

	11:45 AM - Writing

	2:45 PM - Lunch

	3:15 PM - Writing

	4:15 PM - Too hot in office, read on couch (Binge-Watching Cure, pretty good book, fewer genre stories than I usually dig), watched hockey (boo), ate supper, started into movie (Tentacles 197-something, quality poor, quit)

	9:00 PM - Writing

	1:15 AM - Social media and snack break

	1:30 - Writing

	2:15 - Blog post, have dishes to do (going to start listening to Stories All-new Tales edited by Neil Gaiman).

	Day 6 Word Count: 7,039

	Total Word Count: 45,582

	 

	DAY 7:

	Very good day. Words came easily and my brain had a bunch of surprises for me. Shame it came on a Friday (which is movie night in my neck of the universe).

	If I get on a tear, it's possible I finish this tomorrow.

	 

	Friday:

	10:15 AM - Woke up, breakfast, gave cats extended pets 

	10:45 AM - Writing 

	2:00 PM - Lunch

	2:45 PM - Writing 

	4:00 PM - House chores 

	4:30 PM - Writing 

	5:00 PM - Hockey (boo), supper, Walmart, drugstore, watched movie (Thelma & Louise)

	11:00 PM - Writing

	12:30 AM - Exercise bike (started Occultation and Other Stories by Laird Barron), shower

	2:30 AM - Writing

	3:15 AM - Blog

	Day 7 Word Count: 5,028

	Total Word Count: 50,610

	 

	DAY 8:

	Today had begun with me flying. I got a ton of story down in about two-and three-quarter hours, but I must not have moved enough (this happens when I'm in the zone with anything), because when I stopped to workout, I did the first of the interval sets (jumping jacks) and something rattled funny in my spine. After that, I was achy and distracted from my neck to my shoulders. This forced me to have a long nap to attempt sleeping it off (after pills didn't fix me up).

	So, I went from thinking I could finish this story today with me putting it off until tomorrow. I know how it's going to end, and I'll get there in three to five thousand more words, I just don't have the energy to do it tonight.

	 

	Saturday:

	9:45 AM - Woke up, breakfast

	10:15 AM - Writing

	1:00 PM - Workout (cardio), lunch, shopping (hard drive failing...barking at me every time I save or a song changes, had to get new one), watched hockey game (boo)

	7:00 PM - Writing

	7:30 PM - Nap

	9:15 PM - Writing

	12:15 AM - Video game break (Fallout 4...I'm terrible, haven't gotten into a groove, probably only logged fifteen or twenty hours total in it, early ones were much more for me, or at a much more for me at that time in my life)

	1:00 AM - Writing

	3:15 AM - Blog post, bed

	Day 8 Word Count - 6,429

	Total Word Count - 57,039

	 

	DAY 9:

	I have done it and I am happy. That was the most difficult writing task I've ever given myself. It left me beat and sore, as if I was physically doing something, but it's finished and I am equal parts relieved and happy. 

	Man, it feels good to have pounded this thing out. I think under the perfect circumstances (right story in mind, cast mostly predetermined, cool weather, limited distractions, music playlist arranged and set with multiple elements in mind), I could do a story this length in three days, but we'll see if I want to beat myself up like this again (and worse).

	 

	Sunday:

	9:45 AM - Woke up, ate breakfast

	10:15 AM - Writing

	12:30 PM - Lunch, hockey (why do Canadians bother watching anymore...twenty-five fucking years!)

	2:50 PM - Writing

	5:00 PM - Blog

	Day 9 Word Count: 3,050

	Total Word Count: 60,088

	 

	FIRST DRAFT EDITS:

	Being as this story is very short for a novel (60K is abut as short as it gets while still being a novel), and it's an action horror, it didn't take long to comb back over. 

	I loaded it onto my Kindle for a change in venue, which really helps to catch things, and started into it. About twelve hours later (over three days), I'm done an edit. Even for its length, that's pretty quick. I'll need to do another pass, but I'm happy with how this story came together. It's also kind of interesting all the things that pinpoint dates of creation (outside blogging as I went).

	I'd re-watched the movie adaptation of The Running Man about a week before beginning this, and while it's great (so is the book), it didn't fit that well with my Canadian sensibilities. En masse, people don't seem all that eager to devour each other or jump ship when they decide they like someone they'd hated. People need a reason and usually, rather than feeling exposed as wrong, they stick to their early choices. I revisited it while writing, but only half-assedly.

	In Radio Run (that's the title of this manuscript), I followed a similar path but built a situation more suited to normal people set out in the wilds because the public perception of guilt had shifted. These were not big bruisers (well, one is, sort of), these are just people. Canadians, which means if they're doing anything at all, ever, the CBC would put it on air if anybody wanted to watch it. 

	The next was a conversation I had with J.H. Moncrieff. She lives in Winnipeg. For me, Winnipeg has always been just a stop in a very long trek, because I've only had to be in Manitoba for something once but have had to cross it several times. I use Winnipeg as a starting point. Also, she wrote a book about sasquatches titled Return to Dyatlov Pass. As a Canadian, it's part of my citizen’s duty to reason how squatches could exist. In doing so, more wheels started turning. I won't give away anything in case this story sells, but this was a lynchpin of how the story came together in a smooth line.

	The next piece was Victor LaValle's The Changeling. I was listening to it in the early days and he named a character Apollo because another character liked Rocky, but didn't want to name their black son Rocky and instead named him Apollo, after Apollo Creed. I fucking love Rocky and The Changeling was great, so I used the name Apollo too.

	The last big one came with my wife complaining that we only watch horror movies. Which then had me thinking about great movies that aren't horror movies. We watched Thelma & Louise, and once it was finished, I knew why my subconscious pushed this one to the forefront. Won't say, again, in case this story sells.

	 

	A few days after typing the last of these words, I submitted the manuscript to Severed Press. Exactly thirty days after that, I received an email; they wanted to publish it. I could hardly fucking believe it.
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