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Аннотация
On April 4th, 2014, 6 billion and 783 million people died in the blinding white fireballs of the Pan-Global Nuclear Holocaust. Sophie Saint-Germain, wife and scientist and mother of one, was not among them.
She lived for a time, and so her words endure.
The reclamation of her terrifying story is a miracle in itself. Uncovered during the Shoshone Geyser Basin archaeological excavations of 2316, Sophie�s unearthed diary reveals the most secret confessions of the only known long-term female survivor of the Holocaust in central Colorado. Her diary reveals the truths behind our legends of the High Shelter, the White Fire, the Great Dying, the Coming of the One, and the Gray Rain Exodus, her horrifying journey into the wasteland made with the sole conviction that her daughter, Lacie, was still alive.
For these are the first of words, chosen by the Woman of the Black Hawk:
FROM THE FIRE
GIVE ME SHELTER
THAT I MIGHT ENDURE THE STORM,
GIVE ME THE STRENGTH
TO PRAY MY DAUGHTER WILL PREVAIL.


From the Plague Land, from the Fire. This is the book of the woman who was, this is the codex of our ancestors� revelation.
~
An episodic narrative, FROM THE FIRE, EPISODE V: GRAY RAIN EXODUS is the fifth installment of a serialized novel by Kent David Kelly. It is preceded by END OF DAYS (I), THE CAGE (II), THE HOLLOW MEN (III) and ARCHANGEL (IV). This unforgettable novella comprises 27,000 words, 110 printed pages. From Wonderland Imprints, Only the Finest Works of Fantasy. 


FROM THE FIRE
AN EPISODIC NOVEL OF THE NUCLEAR HOLOCAUST
EPISODE V: GRAY RAIN EXODUS
by
Kent David Kelly


V-1
THE DESCENDING

The woman in the armored suit is driving, trembling. Her gloved hands are salt-flecked by the sweat shaken from her eyelashes, from out of her languid hair. She sips from the plastic tip of a well-gnashed straw. Outside her vehicle�s windshield, glimpsed through gaps gashed in the lead-lined curtains taped up against the glass, there looms a world of nightmares.
The canyon walls slide by, streaked with gray water and scalded runnels where the snowmelt from earlier weeks has boiled away in firestorm. Reddish shadows dance across the road like filaments of spirit, unreflecting memories of dismembered phantoms, tumbling along in a hallucinatory glaze. A pilgrimage of those no longer breathing.
She squints, she beholds and disbelieves. She drives on. She can barely dare to see the canyon as it is.
And what of the byways beneath the mountain and on beyond the canyon, the labyrinth of Ruin, she wonders? What of the underworld, torn apart and risen over all that was?
She tunes these impossible questions out, just as she tunes out the remembrance of dead bodies and sutured wounds and static begging and cries of pain. Nothing has happened to her, not ever. She is only the moment. She is newborn.
The past of a spidery husk-self she had once been is now a cocoon of ruptured and silken memory left far below, and down behind her.
She listens, hearing alien echoes of once-reality as the canyon walls slide by. The engine, the tires, Silas� ragged breathing. And when the gray-spun winds weave high, there reigns above her the ultimate silence�� no birdsong, no traffic, no roar of distant fire upon that day, only nothingness and the gentle fall of ashen people and incinerated forests, unchronicled motes falling softly out of the sky.
A man coughs in the back seat, a gurgling cough spliced open by a gasp of pain. She glances up into the rearview, a glance is all she can spare. The silhouette is back there, the dying man. And much nearer, in the mirror, the after-flesh of the one.
Me.
A skeletal thing, reflected, stares back at Sophie from out of the mirror, beyond judgment, as voiceless and irreproachable as a gliding liquid dream waterfalling through the shadowed tiers of an erratic mind, the last pale shadow-flesh of the woman, Sophia Ingrid Saint-Germain.
* * *
She heard a roar as the winds returned. A moaning cascade of un-voices beckoned her out to twilight, the breath of the opened world.
What is that?
Come see, the underworld seemed to sing.
She drove out of the canyon at last and the debris-spun gales of mountain wind shook the H4 so hard its suspension coils squeaked. The SUV rocked back and forth. A light binged on, an alarm began its metronomic chiming.
Death, she thought for a panicked moment, something is wrong, the fuel�� but no. The wind had coaxed a CHECK DOOR light on, then blinked it out just as quickly. Damaged in the collision, she guessed, the wall of the cave. Flecks of baked glass, scraps of rubber and incinerated trees pelted the side of the H4, slithering. It sounded like being buried in sand, like being buried alive.
She turned left at the twisted guardrail, and the vortices of the disrupted wind circled in behind.
She descended. A fitful spurt of rain fell from the roiling clouds, followed by veils of gray mist, all-enveloping. More debris twirled upon the wind, and through the closed (but never quite sealed) air vents crept the mingled stench of burning, oil, dust. Ebony and ruby clouds crashed over the fog, claustrophobically low beneath the elder sky. And as the rain faded, the ashes came raining down all the more.
With the halogen high beams on, her visibility over the narrowing coils of the road tapered off to fifty feet, perhaps less. If the Hummer�s LED clock was too be trusted, it was 15:04 PM on an unknown and endless day.
Born back into the remnant of the world and oh, the concept of Time. She shook her head, a droplet of sweat coursed down the left side of her nose. What a strange, remorseless thing. Time is still alive.
She spared a nervous look down at the battery light. The charge seemed fine. The fluorescent gas needle, however, was wavering. Ten, fifteen miles an hour. And the seatbelt light was blinking.
Ever descending. She braked and turned on and down through the first, circuitous hairpin of the road, never daring to look down over the cliffside. The skirting beams of the headlights glowed, defiant silver blue vaporized not too far out ahead, warring with undulating streamers of gray dust, tumbling branches and plastic bags.
There was almost enough after-light to drive by. Almost.
The tortuous road was cratered, warped by unthinkable heat and cooled again. Tarry bubbles had formed, bloated and popped all along the asphalt, cooling into ringlets like enormous teardrops caught in freeze-frame. Boulders had tumbled down the cliffs. Some had bounced off the road and gone careening down the other side, and some had not.
�Don�t you think none about what you do, now, Mrs. S.-G.,� came the solemn and failing voice from behind her seat. She tried to smile for Silas in the mirror, where he truly smiled for her. �Don�t you think now. Just drive.�
And she did.
All at once she remembered a glimpse of the lost world, another curve in the winding, a brief blossom of sunlight reflecting off the mountain road as two wind-parted clouds tossed away in separate directions and the sun poured down for some few beautiful seconds. And then, from under that stifled memory of The Day, the voice:
This is not a test.
This is an urgent bulletin from the Emergency Broadcast System.
Seek interior shelter immediately.
Do not remain outside; do not seek cover in or beneath any vehicle.
Take only the most vital essentials and shelter in place at once.
We repeat�
* * *
Reality, the Experienced, juddered back into its rightful place in Sophie�s mind as the H4�s front wheel caught a jagged rock and crushed the tip off of it, sent grainy powder flying. The remainder of the rock went skirling away, tumbling under the guard rail and off the cliff, clattering down and gone.
You fool, she chastised herself. You get a flat tire, you have one spare. One! And how far is Kersey? Ninety miles on a perfect day, if you�re gallivanting through the past and down through Denver. Nearer to what, two hundred miles through the mountains, down and around near Loveland? And how far now, assuming the roads even exists any longer? What about the nuclear missile impact craters? How do you measure a detour such as that in hours, Sophie? How do you measure that in days?
There would not be enough morphine, enough water. Silas was going to die. There was �
There was something black and enormous, a silhouette of death, immediately around the next bend.
She spun the wheel, avoiding a boulder by going the long way to the left, over rubble. Almost she had forgotten and veered right, toward the edge where the melted guardrail leaned askew.
She let out a shaky breath. She could feel that she was driving much too fast.
When she had steadied, she looked down at the speedometer. Her speed, downhill with constant use of the brake, was a little over fifteen miles an hour.
�Come on, now,� said Silas. �Watch careful what you�re doing, Mrs. S.-G. Don�t be sending us over. You stay with me.�
�I�m sorry.�
�Don�t be. Just keep watching, now. Be safe.�
�I am. I will.�
And they were driving down into the lost majesty of the great turn, the scenic semicircle where the rainbows and the silhouettes had thrived upon a time, the down-slope where the thickest of the forest had once been. The forest�s remnant might have still been out there, somehow enduring, but if it was the skeletons of the trees were down too far to see.
The wind began to slow as Sophie tried to look out into the distance, where the wall of fog was vertical and streaked with wet bolts of cinder-light. As she looked, the H4 rumbling and unceasing in its never-ending left turn, the clouds above the vehicle collapsed.
Thunder rolled. The breaking-open clouds crawled up into themselves, heading �east� (And where was east without a sun? Where was anything?), colliding with the mountainside and splitting apart to reveal a somber line of crags on high above.
The Shelter High, forever lost to us.
The Archangel of radiance, the whorls of the sun�s reflections, its wings and limbs were lost up there in twilight gone to gray. The Hell-furnace of churning sky, an un-glow, gave some twisted mockery of sunlight. Far below, the world of Ruin was vivid yellow, cinder-gold. It was like looking down over a devastated train set through a thick pane of old warped glass, like looking over an avalanched ski village through amber-tinted goggles. Smoke churned far down there, curdling clouds of ash clogged the edges of what was real, billowing air snaking over everything and reflecting still-smoldering fires from far away.
The air below was seething, the breath of the dying earth was solid and alive. Up above, higher than that strange glowing landscape, a little higher than the H4 upon its thread of road, the sky was a horrible and swirling yellow-gray, fading up into crimson dark.
After the grand turn, an eternity, the world below had loomed a little larger.
And down she drove, perhaps toward what remained of Black Hawk. The fields were filled with husks, the discarded dolls of peoples� bodies. Something caused the bodies to decay very slowly. Sophie knew quite well about autolysis, the entropic breakdown of a body�s liquefying enzymes. But what of putrefaction, the wasting of flesh feasted upon by bacteria? What had happened to the bacteria, what had changed?
The fields wavered, dunes of scorched dirt choking away dead tufts of grass. Flower-like white hands and feet�� feet with burned sneakers still hanging from them�� peeked out here and there, a garden of idle slaughter. The bodies had a strange, withered appearance, like bundles of sticks.
�Where in the Hell are we?� murmured Silas.
�By Black Hawk,� Sophie answered. �We�re by��
�No. Never saw these other fields. We�re somewhere else.�
And Sophie realized that he was right.
Already, we�re lost. She gritted her teeth, she drove a little faster as if that would erase the welling panic inside her belly. We�re lost and I�ve no idea where we might be. Everything in dying, all is changed.
�Don�t think of it,� said Silas, as if reading her mind. He even gave her a little wave. �Just you drive.�
* * *
Nowhere. The descending, the fields of the dead in fading.
The plan she and Silas had worked out over Tom�s folded and highlighted maps of Colorado, calculated to angle their way toward Kersey north and east in a series of many-miled zags, had been bold, outrageously bold and impossible. She could see that now. Two hundred miles, perhaps more? There was no way to know how many times they would need to loop back, to drive around traffic jams or piles of the dead, to account for craters and wind, radiation and landslides. With conditions as they were, twenty miles would consist of an improvisatorial stitching together of twenty consecutive miracles. A hundred miles would be a journey of many days.
And what of the survivors?
But Silas had driven to the shelter, all on his own, while terribly wounded and with far less equipment or preparation. All the way from Littleton, Sophie, up through Black Hawk and to you.
It could be done, Fate be willing. Could it not?
Die trying, was all she could tell herself. Get to Kersey or die trying. There is nothing else to hope, nothing else to live for.
She took a deep breath, remembering. There would be bomb funnels in this natal terrain, impact hollows and blast shadows. The north-south spine of the unsundered Rocky Mountains would have spliced the blast waves into coils, half each to west and east. The emerald and umber fabric of the world had been unraveled. They would need to thread a thousand needles to weave the way, they would need to adhere to the mountain roads for as long as possible.
Using I-70 would be completely out of the question, the tunnels and canyons under the ski resorts would make the interstate�s remnants virtually impossible to pass. Glenwood Springs down to Idaho Springs would surely be impassable as well. How many dead were knotted along that way, how many corpses locked inside their melted cars, buried under rockslides from the nuclear detonations?
Such was not, Sophie and Silas had decided, to be imagined.
Never, never go that way.
And so, she and Silas had made their own tentative plan to divert around the cities as much as they could, favoring the paved roads which passed through forest instead of canyons, particularly those routes protected by shielding slopes. The key was the Peak to Peak Historic Byway, Colorado Highway 119.
The best way, Silas had believed, might be 119 on toward the lakeside timber-town of Nederland, then 72 past the sandstone Flatirons of Boulder, or what was left of them. Perhaps then 72 to Lyons, or 85 toward Greeley? There was no way to know how many missiles had fallen, which cities had been pulverized and which were hollowed shells, irradiated tombs. He and Sophie hoped�� prayed�� that whatever course they were forced to choose, the eastern Rockies would shield them from the majority of the radiation; that the fallout would drift overhead and into the utter east, intangible and distant lures into oblivion, sent away toward the Atlantic upon the prevailing wind.
But what if the plumes of radioactive dust had already rained down weeks ago, and had solidified over the wasteland? What if the rain was stirring the poison and lacing the air with death? The air we�re breathing now?
The vents could not be sealed.
It was all too immense to comprehend. She looked back into the rearview mirror, searching for Silas� eyes. How are we going to do this, Silas? How? He had fallen asleep, his eyes softly closed, his face composed in solemn purity as if he were listening, listening in the darkness to the sudden absence of Eternity.
* * *
Lost.
But black luck was with them, a curse of conflicting chance and fortune. The slopes of Fairburn Mountain had not collapsed, not entirely. Half of the mountain had weathered the horrific blasts, had channeled the fires and devastation northwest-ward toward Rollinsville.
In finding the way, Sophie had to loop farther south than she intended, toward the ruins of Black Hawk once again. The world had been reforged, unmade, almost sculpted in repurposed potter�s clay yet left without the veracity of a recognizable second form. Below the mountain and off the warped and few paved roads, smudges of desolation were interspersed between almost pristine islands of withered wilderness. It was as if a titan had squeezed the bones of the earth, strangling them in both hands, crushing almost all to dust. But lovely and untouched slivers of the Not So Long Ago, the Once-World, had squelched up between the titan�s knuckles, had been dropped in random mounds of soil newly turned.
Blindly, four-wheeling through shattered timberland and spinning out over �roads� which Sophie had never seen, the H4 struggled on. It was swallowed by the wasteland.
When Silas once more awoke, dehydrated and terrified and begging for his Jenny, there was panic, even an argument. No, there was no way to reach 119 if 119 refused to be rediscovered. Even such basic concepts as �north� and �mile� began to lose their meanings. Wherever the mud wave-roads carried them, they had to keep moving. To stop for too long would be certain death. And to idle out in the open? Or to kill the engine, to crowbar open the damaged hood and look for leaks? For both of them to sleep? Such things were unthinkable.
God, how are we going to refuel? Sophie drove a little faster, discerning the remnant of the road by assessing the depth of two tiered swathes of ash. How are we going to endure this? Impossible. We�re going to die out here, never knowing how close we were, how far.
Oh, Lacie.
I am so sorry.
But she kept her foot on the pedal, she steered. Machine actions, tap the gas, move the wheel, became instruments of faith. Refusing to see all, she kept her eyes wide open, peering out through the gaps in the lead curtains and gazing out over the murky rind of Hell.
Silas kept two of Tom�s guns at the ready, a .380 Luger Lightweight Compact Pistol and the Galil ARM 7.62mm assault rifle. Sophie did not believe he could really fight if she needed him, but he was there, the grizzled marksman, sometimes even propped up on one elbow despite delirium and pain.
He did not speak for the longest time. The one thing worse than Silas�s hoarse cries, Sophie realized, was this absolute and hopeless silence.
* * *
More black rain.
In searching for 119, chasing the ghost-lit echoes of an immeasurable and wavering twilight outside of time, Sophie was forced to drive through old dozer-cleared tracks spidering off the length of something that at least possessed something like a name: National Forest Service Road NFSR-857. She forced the Hummer to climb through piles of acrid and cracking mud, around the tangled burn-knots of uprooted pines. Many of the trees had not been burned, there on that side of the mountain�s hollow. But all had been blasted down and shattered, pointing in the same direction. A compass of deceit. The �roads� she toiled over in those first hours of the outside were little more than trenches in the dirt, runnels formed by the absence of tree-fall, with bulwarks of hardened and dynamited sludge to either side.
She goaded the vehicle, and while he was lucid, Silas tried to improvise a box-brace for his Luger pistol. The rain cleared most of itself away again and congealed into oiled mist. Sometimes, burst carcasses of dead animals were revealed.
Neither of them saw a living thing.

V-2
THE WORLD OF DOLLS AND BLACKENED GLASS

After countless hours, they found themselves driving near to the crater of a vaporized lake, a hollow of once-water surrounded by hills of clay. Under the clay and deep, there were chasms gashed out from the underworld, razor scarps shot through with jet black glass, bearded by stumps of incinerated pines. Pale dead fish were scattered around the crater like silvery confetti.
Silas thought it might have been Dory Lake. Sophie could not say.
If it was, they had somehow driven over newfound hills and gotten slightly east of 119, never realizing they had crossed on over it. How? Had the sets of guardrails been buried in the ash, with new �roads� of baked mud and sludge cross-hatched over the old by wind and rain? Was that possible? If it was, then she would need to find�� What was the name of that street, where the Carsons used to live?�� she would need to find Dory Lakes Drive, yes, that was it, and get pointed� to where? In what direction?
Downhill. There never would be again a verifiable west, an east. There was up, and there was down. Around the lake, around the gash of the underworld and down from here.
She remembered a line, a fracture, from Tom�s favorite and endless poem, the Paradise of Milton:
Long is the way, and hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.



Indeed.
Find it, Sophie.
And yes, there were fractured skeletons of houses looming up out of the yellow dark, demolished playthings of the titan, toys in their splintered hollows. By the skew of the molten windows and boiled paint, here and there, some of the imploded mansions seemed almost familiar.
Driving out over concrete circles, over sidewalks which sometimes peeked out from the ash-clay in streaks of meaning, Sophie discovered the great hill where her peers� and doctors� mansions had once been. �Carson Country� as Tom had called it, a gated wreath of luxuries once home to dinner parties and fundraisers for the Girl Scouts, had fallen prey to Nihil.
And there is nothing, evermore.
But there was. Where the mansions had once been whole, there were blown-apart giant flowers of pipe and timber. Along the lower scarp of Dory Hill, there at the edge of sight, shone little cascades of pink and parti-colored shapes sticking out of the woodpiles. Rotting bodies, shards of bathtub, shattered armoires and wardrobes which had spilled out their gouts of clothes.
For some reason, down the slope, the bodies had tumbled down the hill, the farthest of anything. Some of the dead were lain in the misted rain like pallid angels. Why had they fallen the farthest? Perhaps some of those lost souls, refusing in the end the ludicrous sanctuary offered up by basements or garages, had even begun to leave, to run away.
There in the down-distance, a hand, a face. Staring up at Sophie, inkblot eyes. Old. It was certainly someone�s grandmother.
You down there. Sophie found herself questioning the silence. Did I barely know you? Did Lacie ever have a sleepover with your grandchild?
And there, a young black man without arms. You, did we ever walk through the casinos, did I ever walk past you?
Sophie stared down the hill to where the mist cut the rest of the pallid shapes� identities away, her foot poised over the brake as the H4 coasted along over a street, a concrete path of the Once-World which was miraculously almost clear.
Behind her, Silas was groaning. She realized that his teeth were chattering.
Downhill. There was even a bent stop sign still standing. The way through the ash was open enough on that windswept bottom end of Dory Lakes Drive, that she could steer with only one hand.
More torn and desiccated bodies, some of them had first names. After awhile, Sophie gently bit her other hand to keep from screaming.
* * *
But the hill-tomb of Dory held wisdom, a key. For beneath the mud-furrowed mouth of Dory Lakes, there was what was left of 119.
Thank you. Oh�
Sophie let out a ragged breath. She felt a compulsion as she drove past the last of the mansions� pavement circles, to change Silas� bandages, his diaper, to clean him before they would go on. Once she was on the relatively smooth undulating stretch of 119, she did not want to stop unless absolutely necessary. She put the H4 in park, crawled into the back seat. She explained what she was doing to him and when he began to disagree, she said very clearly that he had no choice.
�You can shoot me if you must, Silas. But I am going to clean you. You are not going to wallow in your own filth and waste away. Remember our shower? No? I�ve seen it all before. You are going to stay with me, and your dignity as well. You are going to remain a man. Now hush.�
He had cursed her softly, through tears and with no small amount of affection in his voice.
He was dying. They both knew, and his last days of agony, laced away by the morphine, would not be many. But his eyes were still twinkling bright and true, and he could move his arms. He could even sit up, roll over, test a weapon, if Mrs. S.-G. would only let him.
Mrs. S.-G. flatly refused.
When he demanded to know why, insisting that he could serve as sentry better if he was buckled upright in his seat, she explained in clinical terms the condition of his back, the fabric and garbage bag plastic embedded beneath his skin, the burns and blisters around his genitals. She said at best, he would need to lie still for at least an hour (And what was an hour any longer, after all?) so that his new pliant bandages could firm and settle, so that the fluids and sanies and the blood all trickling out of him could crystallize and form a resin to line the bandages, so that her work could set him a little more solidly (Like a husk, she thought, like an insect husk, like the chemical sludge of a molting butterfly inside a cocoon, Christ, stop it Sophie), or else he could start bleeding uncontrollably. And there he would die.
After that, he no longer questioned her.
* * *
Between cleanings of the guns, vigils elbowed up �on watch,� prayers and mumbled scraps of song, Silas tried his best to sleep. While he did so, Sophie left the engine running. In one of Tom�s barely-used composition books she scribbled out the beginning of their journey, sparse shadows of directions. At first, her account was little more than terse descriptions of estimated elevation, identities of landmarks (Was a boulder in the road a landmark? A melted truck?), lefts and rights taken, hazards avoided and clear ways found.
She told herself that she could make her way back to the shelter if she had to. But in striving to remember every detail, Sophie soon realized that returning to the shelter would be impossible.
And so we go on ahead, she thought. Goodbye. Get on 119, you�re just avoiding it now because you don�t want to see. But what if we need more food, what if something runs out, something you forgot? And what of fuel?
They had not yet passed enough wrecked vehicles for her to feel confident that she could siphon gas if she had to. She had the barrels, the plastic containers, but there was no simple answer to the need. And the H4 was a gas guzzler, especially in the mountains and in four-wheel. She would need to stop the car, probably even stop the engine, hoist a fuel can out of the back or worse, a barrel off the roof. She would need to funnel gas in at least twice on the way to Kersey.
God, two hundred miles at best. At best!
Could she lift a barrel on her own, without the winch? Could she move Silas without hurting him? Could she risk digging through the supplies from the back hatch, while Silas could not watch over her and anyone might be watching?
Siphoning might well be easier.
She looked down at her notebook, the last word underlined: �Fuel???�
That is when the shape of her writing began undulate. That is when the logistic-notes began to turn away from landmarks and coordinates, threads through the Apocalyptic maze, and to re-weave themselves into a diary of travel.
Exodus, she named this.
Silas moved very little. He groaned, he checked his guns and their safeties, he even drank a little water by turning his head toward the clever taped straw and bottle which Sophie had made for him. But he had nothing else to say.
I shouldn�t have told him, the way his body really is.
And this, remembered from long ago: Sophie, do I look like a monster?
She did not write for much longer. Long minutes had already passed. The wind and rain were pushing filth into streams, revealing the last of the Dory way down to 119. And Silas was breathing more easily, and quieting.
A rise in the wind was mistaken�� for one panicked moment�� as the sound of a car�s engine, and Silas was listening too.
What was that?
Silas had his pistol braced, his trembling fingers were on the latch to the power window. His eyes were wide.
A distant rumbling, nearer and above, behind. It was an engine after all.
Driving, some car shielded from the EMP, still running. Someone up behind us, Sophie realized. Someone from up on Dory Lake.
That was when Sophie closed her notebook. It was time to drive onto 119, to finally get moving.
Whoever you are, I�m sorry. I am no one�s angel. No one but Lacie�s.
They turned out onto the highway, defined by the remains of guardrail beneath the piled gravel. The rain spat itself dry, the wind carried on and on. Strange little whirlwinds, like dust devils, spread out in pirouetting silhouettes through the stark wash of the headlights. These whirlwinds were filled with scorched clothing, paper and shredded cardboard boxes, testaments to abruptly ended lives swirling over the road, scattering through the ditches and out to ruin.
A doll without a leg went tumbling across the highway, head over belly, head over belly over and over again.
Follow me, it sang in Sophie�s mind, borrowing the elder voice of a tortured girl.
Patrice?
Follow me.
(Here there remains a later, unattributed notation within the recovered record:
�What all we know
Of the Gray Rain Exodus,
The journey of Saint Sophia
From the High Shelter, from the fire
Unto Kersey-Land,
In the unerring afterglow
Of Her own words,
Is chronicled hereafter.�)




V-3
THE DIARY OF THE EXODUS

(For the consideration of the Archivist-Legatus, note bene: Sophie�s original diary-chronicle entries, numbered by her as 1 through 531 [with numerous internal conflicts of organization], have all been researched and expanded upon by myself, A. S.G.-C., to form the speculative narrative which comprises the preceding papers which I have entitled for serial journal publication as I�� End of Days, II�� The Cage, III�� The Hollow Men, and IV�� Archangel [with Sophie noting the �Hollow Men� herself, apparently being a reference to a surviving poem once beloved by her Tom, a poem eerily prescient to the Burning, written by one Thomas Steams Eliot sometime in the early 20th century. Refer to Appendix E.])
(Due to the circumstances of her travel through the wasteland, there is at this crucial juncture not sufficient detail to the primary material�� especially regarding Sophie�s own thoughts and musings�� to continue to form a narrative representative of the several days following. And, it is clear, she inserted these pages into the diary later and only intermittently updated entries 532-719 throughout her later survival at the Geyser Basin. Much of this woman�s mysterious and fragile life, a sliver of hope encased in amber, remains to us unknown.)
(Therefore, to continue the story of Sophie and Silas and to provide the reader with an understanding of the nature of the diary itself, the following section has been taken verbatim from Sophie�s shorthand, beginning with entry 532.�� A. S.G.-C.)
~
(As shall be seen, Sophie�s writings became far more terse and cryptic during her drive toward Kersey. She kept a scribbled compendium after leaving the High Shelter, continuing her numbering sequence from the earlier chronicle, somehow writing while she was driving.)
(We must conclude that such entries were written during the brief and exhausted sleep stops along the way. When we consider her care of Silas, the needs for fuel and debris removal and considerations of camouflage, this is likely all that she had time for. From these �bursts of revelation,� it appears to me that several sequential entries were written by her at any one time, a cascade of thoughts, in the hours or perhaps days following the original culmination of events.)
(It is sad and yet somehow immaculate, I believe, to say that the true moments and secrets she spent with Silas in these hours are forever lost to us, soul-filled ashes upon the wind.�� A.)
~
(Assuming their earlier drive from the shelter down Fairburn Mountain as requiring nearly the entirety of Day 1, the chronicle resumes on what is likely Day 2 with entry 532.)

[Chronicle Entry 532.]
Timeless season, endless darkness. There now remain only blindness, wind, wreckage all in unison, the black and tumultuous Shadow of the Fire ever after. It may be almost May now, �spring,� but Silas and I can only guess.
Tom, I wish so much you were here to guide me. I do not understand how I can ever be forgiven for only loving you, a fool, for never fully believing in your dream or in your fears for Lacie and myself.
And without you, I can say this only in the silence of the page, we are nearly without hope of ever finding your brother Mitch and our sweet Lacie.
But I will die in trying.
Following the descent from Fairburn Mountain, I somehow headed south (how?) and west (why?) along frail and skeletal thicket-roads which I had never known, leading me far too near to the ruins of Central City. It was the stench of dead bodies, of festering and acrid decay leaking up through the air vents like some vaporous and rancid milk, which warned us further on into exile.
We realized my miscalculation, thank Fate. And at once, beholding next to nothing and fearing everything, we drove away.
(Later, a feebler hand)
Having been forced to backtrack once again, we are going north now on 119. The conditions are indescribably wretched. Fifteen miles an hour is high speed, fifty feet entail a straightaway. I can never see the slopes or cliffs of mountains toward the horizon, only cinder-blackened sky and occasionally, the fiery whorls in the clouds, the inverted whirlwinds devouring away the air, the un-presence forever burning in the clouds which we have come to christen: the Archangel.
Very wary of survivors, if any shall dare to be seen. Thinking always of Pete.
Pete. I hate myself for not having the backbone to try and save him. By necessity, I am a different person now.
My love, I don�t think you would recognize me.
There are no friends now beyond my Silas, nor even strangers. We hear and see hints of survivors, like the engine, but little else to betray their presence.
I believe that we are hunted.
It is as if the world is filled with the walking dead, and�� lacking their prey of obligation, the living�� they have begun to feed upon their own kind. Zombie myths are nothing compared to some of the horrors I have seen, the way people died in the ditches and SUVs, the things men did to women and women did to themselves to escape the agony.
No imagined horror could ever compare to the wasteland surround of Black Hawk. And yes, diary, even if I were to recognize someone� some strider of the nothing� I fear I would not stop for them.
(Later)
The world is filled with black shapes out of the blacker dark, silhouettes and spines. A few pathetic stumps of pine and aspens cluster here to the north of town, the only signs of life that Silas and I have seen.
Last hour, I slowed down alongside a two-truck wreck surrounded by dead burned deer, does and a stag, arrayed in misbegotten piles. Not even the flies, if they exist, would show themselves to feed from them. The indecipherable crash had been between a FedEx truck and a feed semi, and the semi had run straight over a compact, a Volkswagen I think, crushing the driver and spilling small hills of seed across the road.
The deer had died there, feeding. Feeding on what little they could find even as their burned flesh failed all around them.
I cannot stop thinking about that.
I slowed, to understand how they had died, I needed to see. Silas yelled at me.
And diary, they were ringed, ringed by beautiful dead birds, once ruby and cerulean and gold, feathers all blackened and covered by the greasy sheets of ash. Birds lying in heaps, sheltered only by the wreckage from the wind.
Shorter entries from now on. I cannot shelter-write like this, the way I used to. I cannot bear this.
[533.]
Past Maryland Mountain, her bulk unseen, and back beneath the slopes of Fairburn once again. We crawled and four-wheeled over half-burned fallen trees, passing a clutter of wrecks and embracing corpses�� men, women, children�� outside the Cold Springs Lookout.
We are just passing East 46 and Golden Gate Canyon now (a deathtrap, Silas says, a way we will not ever take), despite its potential descent out from the mountains, because it could all too easily be a dead end. A tomb reach of collided cars. Too many dead to be down in there, said Silas. I agree. We cannot get down that way. No good way to die: crashing through smog, 30-foot visibility, straight into a corpse-thickened wall of wrecked cars, cars with all the rotting bodies poured out from their every shattered window.
No. Highways, this close to Denver, will not be the answer. We go on, north must be the passage.
(Later)
The mountains, here my beloved mountains are all burned and laid waste by the gray and poison rain. Mudslides uncountable, massive slime-peaks dried to crackled pyramids of waste.
Sludge.
Ashes.
Dust.
Amen.
[534.]
So tired, Silas trying to help himself and he cannot. He insists on building braces for the guns, while he can�t even eat without me holding his head up. It�s as if he thinks I�
~
I ripped out a page. It was weak, it was shameful of me.
Can�t look back at whatever I�ve written. No more of Dory, the engine, the doll, Patrice, no more of mother. Can�t ever look back.
~
Did I write of the airport, the Athanasiou?
Runways were melted sheets of asphalt, buildings were all fused mounds of crumbled cinderblock, translucent jewels of glass. Once-wildflowers were all white fingers, dead and finch-pecked extremities sticking out of dirt-piles. At least some few of the birds survived, and even a badly-scarred gaunt and snuffling fox (!), I saw him, a fox whose creeping across the road caused me to brake and to almost scream.
But there are no living flowers here, no seeds.
Every bird and beast is now a carnivore.
I looked out there for survivors, only because of Silas� longing for the girl. Amelia, the one who had offered herself to him, in return for solace from the airport ruin. The girl he had refused to violate, the one who had died along the rising way to the shelter.
I could tell, it pained him, whatever the secret, whatever truly happened to her.
I could ask it of him now. But no.
When we looped past the ruin of the airport, bodies blown about. There was no one left alive. And if there were, Sophie, what would you do?
What would you have done?
~
The guns are restless now beside me. Silas and I, we�ve reached a compromise. Silas has only the pistol; the rifle is down between us, the submachine gun is on the passenger�s seat.
He is asleep, cradling the pistol. He left the window down an inch again.
I could end this now. It would be so easy.
Patrice is goading, coaxing, luring and laughing at me.
Lacie, if I were to�
(A portion of a page has here been excised.)
(Later)
Stronger now. My turn to sleep is coming soon.
Braecher Lake on the meadow boiled off, only a gray puddle is left there, coils of mist rising off its rind. Even the meager vision of that faded away as the Archangel burned once more above us, cinder-black before she veiled again her eyes.
The grit in the vents, the smell of piss, the utter stink of bodies and defecation. Cannot roll the windows down. Pelting sands of glass, the stink of rot, the endless howling of the wind. A tire rolling from out of nowhere with a gust, strange mounds of moths and butterflies blowing apart in the evil wind.
(Later?)
Rudolph Ranch, and then the tombs of the drilling companies. Molten wreckage. No survivors.
[535.]
I believe it may be twilight. I thought I saw the setting sun to what was once �west.�
Silas says it was the reflection of a wildfire. Perhaps he�s right. He�s quick, alert once the morphine is fringed away, he�s only old in some ways. His eyes are proving to be far better than mine. Sometimes, as I drive very slowly, he even lets me close my eyes, rest for some few feet before I need to turn the wheel.
So exhausted.
And what else �today� have I seen?
Hints of corpses, silhouettes in the edges of the smog. Barbed-wire fences with shirts and pant legs hanging off of them in greasy tatters, arms with fingers still outspread, scraps of once-people and their pathetic husks all blowing on the wind. Dead blackened and bloated cows in burned-out fields, and then the town of Gilpin.
Oh.
Sped through, mostly ruins but piles of bodies that had been burned, not by the White Fire, perhaps with gasoline.
By whom?
There are people out there. They do not want to be seen.
(Later)
Sour in my mouth. Sick to my stomach.
Siphoned gas from a wreck, Silas watching, coaching. The suit resisted spills, but I ruined a shirt and both gloves before I understood what I was doing. Helpless!
We didn�t need the fuel, not yet, but I needed to know how.
(Again later?)
First survivors seen.
Fired at by someone, no hits. Possibly warning shots. I almost wanted to fire back out the window, but at what? Oh, godless, Patrice. How dearly I wanted to.
Shouting something. I dared not roll the window down.
We fled away immediately, pushing vehicles aside.
[536.]
I have promised not to kill myself. Yes, Silas forced this from me.
(Later)
Violent wind. A vision, nearly a mile before the smog closed in again. Sheltering mountain peaks near to Rollinsville, even some glacial stashes of snow unmelted upon them. After everything afire, sacred snow!
And mud, and filth, and torrents of umber ash. Gargantuan black streaks of brutal landslides. Fierce slices of the wind, hot-frozen, liquid fog and fire. These impossible entwinings of the elements, giving only a glimpse of mountain horizon and stealing it back again.
But I saw the mountains, the distance. I wish I had someone to pray too, I would pray not to see.
The world is Nihil, oblivion.
But only that one moment of the miles, the seeing, then vast sheets of gray and brown windstorms crashing back down and drowning it all away.
Yet somehow, the valley west of Rollinsville looks sheltered. Some trees, even buildings unburned. Someone might survive in there. We cannot search, we cannot stop.
We can�t.
Lacie, you are my only home and I am coming to you now.
Mommy loves you more than life.
[537.]
Rollinsville, once a rainbow-haloed and bustling village of dirt roads. Now, there are hills of molten and cooling glass, all veined through with mud and upturned stumps of shattered trees. All turned to slag and taken by the fire, the firestorm after the strike, or perhaps later. There is something left of the wilderness, but wherever there were buildings (besides the few south I saw earlier), there are only these horrible mounds of bone and rubber and molten cars.
Infernal pyres, all burned out, seemingly long ago.
No survivors.
(Day 2 continued?)

[538.]
Did I write of this?
Forced off 119 for some miles, onto Old Stagecoach.
North, Manchester Lake, shallow but still of water. There was a boat drifting out there bobbing up and down. But we could not see anyone. Pieces of wreckage and bed-sheets floating on a muddied scarlet pool.
A floating baby. I whispered this to Silas, he could not rise to see. He insisted a body would have sunk, it must have been another doll.
It must have been.
(Later)
On 119 again, navigating the piles of cars around the Sayle Road junction, a tire-puddled and scorched-out labyrinth of un-survival stories never to be told.
Soon after that oh Tom, my love, a moment you would have loved�� a wild wind, then: the startling beauty of the faded and crimson Sun (!!) breaking through over the lake, and then lost again.
I never believed I would see the sun again.
Remembering love. Hiking, waterfalls.
Do you remember?
Memories and bittersweet.
[539.]
Slowing, dozens upon dozens of wrecked and molten cars and I am trying my guilt-wracked best never to look inside them any longer. 15 mph. Finally past the fork of Shoshoni Road. Unburned trees over the slopes of Sayre Road, thank God at last, true forest which seems untouched.
I do not believe in you, God, I cannot. But still I am praying.
Trees and even some withered grass. Thank you, let not the poison take this land. Thank you.
[540.]
Los Lagos Reservoirs, unreflecting mirrors all clouded over by the ashes. Stench of burning pork and plastic through the air vents. I�ve closed them tighter, but a greasy dust is somehow creeping in. Stopping, idling to re-tape Silas� window, his �sniper-hole.� Yes, he again made certain I leave him wider view seams for gunfire.
�Naw, I just like the view,� he whispers.
He�s smiling, but will not often speak. He�s weakening. Where his joints peak through the bandages, his skin is coming off in strands.
(Later)
Found a hiding place off the road. One watching, the engine running, for some hours we are going to sleep!
(Day 3?)

[541.]
Engine ragged. Gas a little over half, and the plastics in the back. The two spare barrels I could fit up top are still sealed, racked and ready to go.
Is it morning?
The sky a little brighter, black and then to crimson. The wind is ever-changing. Passed the turnoff onto East 72, Coal Creek Canyon. Fewer wrecks than I anticipated, even out to the west. Surely Aspen was destroyed?
Started exploring 72, east and down, but at Silas� insistence�� he had a terrible feeling about it, said he heard an echo of weeping on the wind�� we turned around.
(Much later scrawl, chronologically, apparently in a much older Sophie�s hand:)

The Valley of Weeping, as told.
My beloved Silas.
He probably saved our lives.
(No elaboration upon this curious distinction is given in the diary.)

[542.]
Magnolia Road crossing. In the scorched and rutted mud by another still-standing stop sign, three melted-paint SUVs were parked side by side, and around them circled a line of dead bodies all holding hands. At least a dozen of them, two were children. All shot, and I do not think that they were executed. They chose this, they let someone do this to them.
One or two weeks ago, is Silas� guess. He is guessing by their decay.
And I was pining, sipping tea, I was in the shelter all along.
[543.]
Sundance Stables, nearer in toward Nederland now.
(Later)
Past the city limit sign, elevation 8,236 feet above sea level: I couldn�t believe it. Our first true sighting of a loner. A walker! A lone woman with soulless eyes.
She stared right through me.
She had a briefcase strapped to her back with bungee cords, and she was pushing a rusty shopping cart. I looked into her bloodshot eyes, hidden away behind a slit, mole-eyes framed between two yellow bandages. She had cut herself a �mouth� in the lower bandage, for breathing.
She stared and then looked away from me. Silas was urging me to drive on, to go�� �She�s already dead,� he promised me�� but I could not leave her there. I could not.
I slowed, I rolled down the window, I called a common name (did I choose Mary? Marie?) and the woman left her cart behind and hobbled away from us across the fire-ravaged fields, limping into darkness.
[544.]
Shameful. I so wanted to go back for her. She left her cart and supplies behind, by calling out and terrifying her, I could have killed her.
Silas said she had a butcher�s cleaver strapped to the back of her belt, I do seem to remember this. But did she? Truly?
I cannot remember.
He talked me out of searching for her again. What could we have done? Would she have been pleasant, grateful, eloquent, profound? What stories of survival could she share? Would she love? Grieve? Would she have come with us all the way?
Would she have murdered us in our sleep?
Silas is the stronger one, Lacie. If you ever are sitting reading this, my daughter, honor him. He got me through this, despite his delirium, his agony.
He was always the stronger.
[545.]
Evening, I believe. A little exhausted rest once I had hidden the Hummer off the road. Hours mean nothing now, we measure everything by the burning of gas. Having siphoned once again, the �time� is three-quarters full.
Changed Silas, much worse. Diarrhea, caked with blood, and not nearly enough urine. I hydrated him despite his delirium. Nearly choked him, I fear. He woke halfway through and called me Jenny, and asked me, Why, my love? Why?
I shushed him back to sleep.
Still some morphine vials, but not much more that I dare to spare. I fear I am losing him. He cannot eat. His scrotum is swollen and something is wrong with the burn-flesh curdle over his left thigh. He smells� sweet. Bittersweet, of yeast. He is hiding the left side of his abdomen. He would not let me see.
I cannot care for him much longer.
I�m going faster, love.
Oh, my Lacie. I swear to you I�m coming.
[546.]
And Nederland. I� don�t understand exactly what happened here.
It appears an airliner, a United flight (from the surviving tail jutting up out of the ashen waves), tried to do a water landing on Barker Reservoir just to the east of town. Wreckage all over everything, and the great white frontage of the plane smeared over the highway, into the sundered ruin of some kind of store. And the wind, rolling pieces of airplane in the gutters. Torsos and half-cloven bodies everywhere, dried intestines wavering in the trees.
I did see one blackened crow, blind and gaunt yet still alive. Pecking. It was feeding.
[547.]
Into and through what was left of Nederland. I could not dare to sleep there.
So much death there, so many bodies. I couldn�t make myself search the cars. It was all I could do to stop and pour some of our own gas into the tank. When I stepped outside, I did not close my door all the way.
I heard. Silas began sobbing.
But he stopped himself, choking. Pretending to cough into his hands. He wanted to talk about his daughter, his granddaughter, and Lacie.
(Later)
Hard to sleep, had to open up the suit despite the risk. My helmet seal is faulty in some way.
(Later)
Through town past Navajo Trail. North, ever on. Did not take East 119 to Boulder, I understand now that any city will be a Hellhole, a deathtrap entire.
Someone is watching out for us, some dark angel. Someone (it appears) has driven through here, and even returned. Because there was a spray-painted scrawl on a black stop sign ahead: �DEATH,� with an arrow pointing ahead, toward Boulder and beyond.
Whoever you are, whoever has gone and returned and written this in paint, I saw. And I believe you.
(Day 4?)

[548.]
Woke trembling.
Peak to Peak Highway still onward, sometimes even driving through the trees (many of them are browned and dying, perhaps from radiation), west and then north. Diverted off a little around a terrible wreck, two school buses, one collapsed inside the other.
And then past Mud Lake, a split-rail fence was still standing there. As it has been for decades.
Somehow this gave me strength. Something, at least, has survived untouched. A legacy of things once made. It is as if humanity is finishing its poem.
And who will read of us when we are gone?
[549.]
Two dead horses in the middle of the highway, the corpse of an obese woman still holding her suicide rifle, slumped over one�s belly. Silas asked me to stop and search the packs piled atop the other horse, a palomino with its side torn open.
I could not bring myself to do this.
[550.]
A little greenery past Sugarloaf (?), even a hint again of sunlight.
Tom, I am always thinking of you and our time together.
But what is seeing now? Is it worse to behold? Blackest night in the midst of day, the wind and the burning of the Archangel high above.
The warmongers, they scorched the sky.
Oblivion and yet, a little sagebrush, a few surviving trees. Waving grasses in crimson mist.
I�m so tired. I don�t know if I�m making sense.
(Later)
Silas awake again, thank God. He even tried to eat some of the spinach.
(Later)
Passed the turnoff east, Silas did not feel we were yet far north enough from Boulder. Hard to believe we�ve come as far as we have, over these endless days.
It�s as if I never lived. He knows these roads so much better than I do.
Without him, would I already be dead?
I know this.
[551.]
Seven telephone poles, still unblackened and perfectly strung, winding their way up through a somber clutch of aspens. Even a little almost-pure rain, gray and soft to swathe our Exodus.
Beautiful things out here, in the nowhere. Haunting and terrible. And I did see another living thing, the silhouette of a lone horse limping off in the distant fields, I am certain of it.
I could not believe it.
[552.]
Opening a window, stifling, the stench. Hard to breathe.
But fewer ashes in the air up here, visibility perhaps even 200 feet. Horrible burned-out wrecks and roadside suicides, almost worse to be able to see so much more.
But it is clearer up here. If there are more survivors, they are near. I can feel it.
[553.]
Away from Calvary Chapel, beneath the mountain. A glimpse of hope outside ourselves. Survivors!
I will not say precisely where. They want to be left alone.
They were well-stocked, they may even last a year. Kind hearts, and brave enough to speak to us despite our weapons. Four people, a young girl who would not speak, a younger man, an elderly man and a blinded woman with lovely hands.
The younger man came to me when I stopped, and he said to us, Go. Let us die in peace and be with our beloved.
I hope to honor him, this memory. I leave these words of his here forever, as an epitaph to faith.
And we gave them some little supplies, some food, and they gave us gasoline they no longer had a use for.
It is possible for love to be again. It is.
(Later)
Beautiful here, in the mist after darkness falls. I so miss my Tom.
[554.]
Grassy Top, Swiss Meadows. The nearest I have seen to a normal and healthy forest, high here in the mountains.
But there is no one.
[555.]
Silas lapsed into a babbling for a very long time. I stopped, he was feverish and shivering. I changed him, and threw away the blanket he had soiled, used another to keep him dry.
He whispered of many things.
I learned more of his journey up here. Much more. Too much of what he saw, the death of his beloved. One young boy he found on the way up from Littleton, a boy he did not speak of earlier and for good reason.
If it was never meant for me to hear, how can I not forgive him?
Is it merciful to choose to kill?
I cannot judge him. These things shall be secret, forever. There is no sin without a God. I will not record them here.
[556.]
Town of Ward. There�s nothing left. It looks like a line of propane tanks leaked, neglected, or perhaps over-pressurized in the heat.
I do not know. The entire town was burned down.
On the north side, a clustered pile of unburned bodies hugging one another. They were forced out of somewhere, out of shelter, and then they died. Radiation poisoning, perhaps? Or something in their food?
I could not look away. The gray rain was coming down upon them, the rain was pooling in open hands and into open mouths.
[557.]
Millsite Inn, one of Tom�s old favorite�s, burned down in the Ward fire I believe. I still recognized it from the slanting, tumbledown remains of its green-timbered roof.
(Later)
Perhaps a mile out, a traffic jam. I think some dozens of people had made it out of the fire and tried to flee. How many cars were working after the EMP? There was a Greyhound bus, with chains wrapped around its front and dead bodies wrapped in the chain-coils out in front of it, as if a dozen men had tried to haul it out of the road. Others, men and women crushed up against the bus by the other wrecks. I don�t quite understand what happened here. They escaped the fire, but not the fire�s nightmare.
Where were they going? What had they to hope for?
Be at peace, souls. Please now be at peace.
[558.]
Mount Meeker, a second vision of the distant world. One glimpse and then another. And then, a gale of wind, the darkening of the Archangel up above, and a horrible black storm, sweeping like an avalanche down the distant mountain�s slopes. Piling ashes, piling plastic and gore and filth.
I pulled over behind a demolished shack and sheltered us in the back seat as best I could. Silas and I held one another, cried together. The storm lasted for hours. When we could drive again, it was in inches of greasy ash.
[559.]
Exhausted. Changed Silas, changed into the other suit. This one�s valves are better and I can even drive for awhile with the helmet on.
(Later)
I changed my own bandages and found some kind of tenuous, yellowing infection in the webs between the fingers of my right hand. Treating it as best I can.
[560.]
Reading one of the binders, searching. Not an infection. Radiation.
I�ve been driving at times with only the gloves, not the over-mitts. Now I�m wearing the mitts again despite the difficulty. Going much slower now as a result. Silas has not said anything.
(Later)
The ash is deepening.
[561.]
Morgan Ranch is gone.
[562.]
Silver Spruce. Cannot see the reservoir. And beyond, a third vision in clearing sky: the lordship of Sawtooth Mountain, with black tornadoes pouring down its sides. Racing this new storm now, I need to wear only the gloves again to go faster around the wrecks and through the ash.
The radiation burns are clean, but getting worse.
(Later)
It seems to be spreading through my hand. And now, my other fingertips.
(Here there is a break in the chronicle, a torn out page.)

[563. (Re-numbered at some point, as are all entries hereafter.)]
Peaceful Valley Ranch. We�ve lost them, we�re hidden so I can write again. Not much, need to get farther before we�re fully safe again.
The second storm had lessened. We were passing a parking lot filled with burnt-out charter buses, I tried not to look. But Silas cried out a warning so I did. There was a tow truck�
(Later, continued)
�at the end of the row with its windows shattered out and replaced by ply-board, ply-board with view slits sawed out of it. As we were a little past, the truck�s engine started up, its headlights flashed and a rifle poked out from the passenger side as it moved out onto the frontage road and then out to the main to block us off.
They almost managed.
I floored it in the H4, clipped the tow truck�s bumper�� a dear mistake and one that almost cost us everything.
The truck greatly outweighed our H4 and we rebounded off in the collision, and nearly went into the median guard rail. Rifle shots, two of them. Neither hit in full, but I heard the second spang off a yield sign just to the right of us. The ricochet hit somewhere in the bottom right body of the H4 and Silas cried out a curse. I swerved, overcorrected, both Silas and I heard one of the roof bungees snap.
I had time to think, Please God not the water bottles, and felt the H4 tilt to the left as weight released. Our two largest fuel barrels, the ones I�d barely been able to get out of the shelter, rolled off the Hummer�s roof and banged out into the street. A mixed blessing; the tow truck slammed on its brakes and four armed and hobbling men got out, three of them corralling the barrels and one of them with his rifle leveled straight at my side mirror.
Staring me down. He looked to be about sixty years old, Hispanic, well-built and lean in hunter�s flannels. A high leather collar sheltering his face, shadowing his mouth. He never took the shot, but he very well could have. I saw the radiance of his eyes.
He saw me. Saw me crying, my mouth moving. He let us go.
(Later amended, in a spidery aged version of Sophie�s hand:)
The one who allowed us all to be.
Did the others punish him for his mercy? He let us go, we had so much food, so much unique knowledge in the binders, so much medicine. He could have killed me had he chosen. Silas might have taken him in turn, but by then it would not have mattered.
I wonder if he was taken down for judgment, to the Valley of Weeping. I still dream about him sometimes.
(Later)
Well-hidden.
Mother, sweet Patrice. Dreams, so full of shame. And yet you sing to me.
Father was silent on this night.
(Day 4 or 5?)

[Unnumbered entry.]
So slow, so many re-circlings, lost ways.
Losing gas. Stopping to siphon. We need fuel, and desperately.
[564.]
Feel we are safe now, much farther along the Peak to Peak Highway. Fewer wrecks now. I fear anyone else who passed through here did not make it past Peaceful, without being stopped and taken by the tow-men.
I wonder if the mercy shown to me by that man was a culmination, a weighting of other guilts upon that wise man�s soul. Had he killed others? How many others tried to pass, and did not make it through?
[Unnumbered entry.]
Siphoning isn�t going to be enough. Something is wrong with the H4, gas consumption is way up. I didn�t see the bullet hole and even with the flashlight underneath I saw no leaks. I refuse to get under, to risk a rip in the suit. And if I found a leak, what then?
But the engine is louder, almost gurgling, and there�s a whining sound I can�t place.
I told Silas and he said only, �I know.�
It might be under the front hood as well, I don�t even know where the fuel lines are. But the hood won�t open easily with the damage from the cave, and even if I pry it open, there�s no certainty that I can latch it closed again. And what if it jammed itself up then? We�d be driving blind. I could kill us by opening it. Such a ridiculous thing, little things are fatal now. As is everything.
Silas has little faith in �new� vehicles and there is nothing else we can do. But we�ll need to find fuel, to fill the tank with fresh gas if at all possible, to keep us going.
Despite all, we have to keep going.
[564 (again, mis-numbered).]
An RV in the ditch that looked almost intact. Wearing the second helmet, I went out to search it, but Silas called out through the windows, he smelled that many bodies were inside.
I didn�t go in but still, this was a treasure trove.
Siphoning fuel off from the wreckage. There was even a motorcycle latched to the back, more gas there. Back to three-quarters.
[565.]
Impure, mixed fuel.
The gas needle is wavering between a quarter and half. We�re leaking, but not that much. The gauge can no longer be trusted. Something is very wrong.
[566.]
The burn between my fingers is much worse, the tendrils are connecting, the yellow is turning to scarlet and it is gathering in my palm. The other hand, spreading there as well.
I itch so.
(Later)
Sleepless.
I yelled at Silas once, when he cried out in his sleep and terrified me.
I�m so sorry. I cannot do this.
(Lacuna: It appears another full sheet, at least two pages, has again been torn from the diary. The missing pages were written in a heavy hand. Pen pressure analysis is underway in the hope that some of the imprints in the ancient paper can be detected, perhaps even decrypted to tell more of Sophie�s story and her travails.)
(The next surviving entry hereafter, at the top of the following page, is numbered 579.)

(Day 5 continued? Day 6?)

[579.]
Backtracking, hiding, resting, healing, re-planning, bandaging, scavenging.
The journey has been longer than either of us could have ever imagined. Silas says it is time to go down out of the mountains now.
I am so afraid.
We need to get to Kersey, yes. But what about Fort Morgan, Chris and the others on the radio? How many soldiers are still alive? Why are they shooting people, why were they saying they cannot admit Asian personnel even if they are wearing US Army or Air Force uniforms?
Still enough men out there to wage a war.
Silas says it was North Korea, China. Alliance. Is that possible?
I cannot fathom how we will ever survive the storms without the mountains. I cannot go down out of the mountains and onto the interstates, I cannot lose the hope the trees now give to me, the cabins. I can�t. Silas says we must.
Oh Lacie, I am trying. I have sworn. Mommy is trying to be strong for you.
[580.]
Stopped for fifteen minutes and practiced with the HK submachine gun, and then the sniper rifle (which I never had a chance to properly calibrate in the nil-horizon shelter). The assault rifle I�m still too wary of, especially with its magazine floor-plate catch and the trigger guard, my gloves�
Silas saw the radiation burn on my hand when I stripped off a glove to unload a clip�� I mean magazine�� for the sniper. He saw, but he knew I needed the fire practice. He understood. I needed to be certain that I could be ready to fight, if he might be too weak to help me.
My right hand still itches, but now it is almost numb.
He says we need to get out of the mountains �tonight� if we�re ever to get down to Kersey before the next great storm, and I know he is right. The winds are silent but to the west, all is black. It�s moving slowly.
We are going to need our guns, I fear, and very soon.
When I sleep, I hear the voices of the bold. I feel Patrice is watching over me.
[581.]
Tommy,
(The remainder of this page has been left unwritten upon. This is the sole �white space� extant in the diary.)

[582.]
Down. Highway 72 at last came to an end. It was like losing an old friend; we never would have survived if we had gone east or west, I�m certain of it.
A moment�s chill when we saw a roadblock, painted with a symbol that made me think of the hostile men from Peaceful Valley Ranch; but no. Would those men have journeyed so far from the tow-shelter? I do not think so.
But something had smashed through it (the roadblock), and no one was to be seen at the ash-dune crossroads where 72 ends on 7.
We had another argument, Silas and I. But logical this one, parrying and calculating. Which way should we go? Toward the cities, now that we knew there were other survivors still alive?
I myself thought west toward Allenspark, he thought east and down from there might be safer. Too tired to make a careful decision. We pulled off into an unnamed loop, past a burned-out house and into the woods there and hid, and Silas watched over me.
I slept for what felt like a very long time.
Silas seems a little better in spirit, much worse in body. I need to get him farther away from the Rocky Mountains, I can see him haunted by memories of holidays, camping, army leave, his grandchildren, his wife.
He doesn�t want to die up here among the ghosts.
(Later)
We shared so much. He wants to meet Lacie before he passes.
[583.]
East and down 7, following Silas� judgment against my own. He has yet to guide me wrong.
Vietnam indeed. His survival instinct is uncanny; something speaks through him and I truly believe I am in the presence of someone whose ancestors were angelic. He is guided, as am I.
(Later)
Ever down. It is taking a great deal of time to descend through the curves and wreckage, and the farther down we go, the more the trees are lost and burned away.
Where there once were valleys, there now are entire sheets of obsidian glass casting reflections of darkness upon the fog. The rainy air is no better, and visibility is much worse as we descend.
I fear the coming storm. I fear everything.
(Day 6?)

[584.]
Supplies are growing low; I am going to need to stop and ransack another vehicle soon while Silas covers me with the LCP. Days have passed in our descent, but I do not know how many.
(Later)
Below the mountains now. Eternal darkness. The Archangel is no more, on high and lost to us.
We have never again seen the sun, and I believe now that we never will. We passed last �night� through the ruins of Lyons, and there were literally mounds of rotting bodies at 5th and Broadway where we made our way onto 36 East for the long journey toward Kersey.
Sandbags, barbed wire, pillboxes, half-torn-apart military trucks turned into pathetic mobile fortresses. So much death, so much misery and torture. Dead people hanging in chains from lampposts with smeared �LOOTER� signs dangling from their throats, (And where are the flags, the symbols? Who was the authority here who ordered execution?), a few stray cats feeding upon the soft flesh of the damned.
And so much more, Lyons. I cannot say all that I have seen.
We believe some hundreds of people survived here, there was martial law of some kind, rationing, detainment, work unit selection and then the looting, killings and then somehow everything collapsed.
I do not understand, I only know that the bodies piled were not all burned. Many more were machine gunned and left to lie. All of those unburned bodies that I could see, even the children, they must have been charging at the fortress-trucks when they died.
[585.]
36, Ute East. Just past Foothills Highway Junction, a sight that brought my heart into my throat�� an Armored Personnel Carrier of some kind. Silas thinks it was American, it reminded him of an M113, but it was pulverized and too burned out to ever be sure. There was most of a uniformed body shorn off in the back hatch.
Especially on our guard now, I drive one-handed with the SMG at the ready. Despite the gas waste I am in four-wheel once again in case we need to go off the highway on a moment�s notice, to hide from anyone approaching.
(Later)
I saw silhouettes of men walking near Burch Lake, and they were dragging someone behind them, some woman roped inside a sleeping bag. They leveled weapons at us, scoped us, but did not fire.
I raised my own gun, as did Silas. We never stopped.
Whoever she was, the dragged one? I know it was too late for her.
[586.]
Past Lake McIntosh. A few ruins there somehow standing, a grain silo, part of a house, a windmill.
Hid near the burned-out park. Slept briefly off road in hiding, but woke to Silas shouting to me that he heard voices once again. Yelling. Back on the road and drove out quickly.
(Later)
Stopping in at a gas station�
�fuel pumps don�t work without electricity. Silas told me this, but I know he was wishing it would not be true, even more strongly than I was.
The interior of the store was somehow perfectly intact. Stink of spoiled dairy. Unshattered windows, no tilted shelving, even the cashier�s glazed �bunker� door was ajar. Some ashes from the vents, but no footprints.
I brought in two duffel bags. I packed motor oil, WD-40, foods with as many preservatives as possible (candies mostly), bandages, scissors, flashlights, batteries.
How had the store been left there unlocked, untouched? It is as if one person had been on duty, listening to the radio, and simply heard the news, tottered over their stool, unlocked their own cashier�s door and then the outer, and walked away.
[587.]
Longmont at last.
Desolation, incredible.
My skin is still tingling. Went thirty, sometimes even fifty through the wreckage, driving away as quickly as we could.
The radiation from the impact, prickling my cheeks. Like needles, invisible pins with sleeting, phantom tips. The second helmet is helping, I think. Silas held the other damaged helmet to his face.
Geiger counter ticking madly. Far too dangerous to stop to siphon gas.
Crossing 287, the full horror of the thermonuclear strike. What we could see down there of the edge of the crater� so huge it was edged with cliffs, cut through with cascades of blurry air and black tornadoes imprisoned down inside of it.
The suits were never designed to handle all of this.
[588.]
Passing more of Longmont. The concussion rings of wreckage. What I have seen, oh, Hell has ascended and is upon us.
There is no way the world will ever recover from this. Not ever.
[588 (mis-numbered).]
We had no choice but to go that close. There was no other way.
I�m suffering from mild radiation poisoning throughout my body. I�m certain of it.
The spinach is running out and I can barely eat half a can without vomiting. Silas knows I am ill and despite his own health�� he has made me promise that I will not write of it here again, and for now I will not�� he is holding on to life for me. To protect me, to watch over me.
He is cleaning the guns again. He refuses to sleep.
[589.]
Bonfires, flicker of smoke and cinder.
Past Union Reservoir, some kind of ramshackle, tiered encampment had been built up there, but it was mostly blown down. Silas had the binoculars, he had forced himself up into a hunched posture which clearly cost him much. Having seen out the view slot, he urged me to drive faster�
He said he thought he saw people feasting on some kind of meat, stripped from the bone. I did not ask him what he meant.
(Later)
We saw parachutes, dangling from the ruin of the trees. Some of them still had uniformed bodies strapped inside their risers.
(Later)
Engagement? At Cartwheel Airport a little further on, some kind of battle had taken place. There were several destroyed tanks (clearly Abrams M1s), many suited infantrymen�s bodies torn out of box-wall bunkers, and the planes themselves had been draped in some kind of red flags that were flapping in tatters as a black whirlwind rose and slithered over the cratered runways.
American and Chinese. There is no doubt now.
I dare not go any nearer to Fort Morgan. Whatever war is still being fought, I cannot bear to have any part of it.
Oh, Tom. How I wish you were with me, so near to the end of all.
[590.]
No more sleep.
We keep our firearms high in shifts, scanning the shunted-off horizon of the gray. Watching for anyone, for anything.
My entire right arm is burning.
From 66 East onto 87 North, I-25. I-25! Exit 243, I believe. I told Silas we had officially rejoined Colorado�s civilization, next destination tourist bureau. He barely smiled.
On Interstate 25, bridges and overpasses are blessedly still intact. And there are mile markers still at times. Something else to count the ages now.
The true horror begins here. The endless traffic jam of the dead. I can see it, the thousands of dead melted in their cars. The buses, the devastated military convoys. The piles and parts of people.
(Later)
Daddy, if you can truly speak to me beyond the shelter, in my dreams, please do so now. I need you.
Please?
(Later)
So many people, families. Oh, I cannot even tell you what remains here, all along the interstate.
I need you, daddy. I forgive you now. Please speak to me.
(Hereafter, the diary was rewritten by Sophie several times over the years, in order to exhaustively chronicle the foreboding events which she and Silas suffered through upon I-25 and in the siege-hold of �Gehinnom,� Pearson�s Corner. My attempt at a provisional narration now continues. ~ A. S.G.-C.)


V-4
GEHINNOM

Dark greasy ash and bone chips swirled around the H4, scouring its windows, leaving streaks of oily filth across the glass and then scouring it all away. The Hummer shuddered as the black wind gripped it and shook it from side to side. Bodies and parts of bodies tumbled by. The Hummer crawled through endless wreckage, the eye of the endless storm, a mobile vault perfectly centered in a headlighted, almost blinded bubble of revelation.
The garbage-choked air whistled in through cracked panes of glass and found its way out again, flapping the duct-taped window seals like the wings of a diseased bird. The entire cabin reeked of spinach, urine, gas, smoke, body odor and the curdling of blood. Fuel was leaking, rags and diapers were in short supply, candy wrappers blew up in dizzy spirals from between the seats.
But to Sophie, none of this mattered. They were on I-25 at last, heading in the direction the elder world had christened North. The impossible dream of reaching Kersey, of finding Lacie, began for the first time to seem like a reflection of some oblique and future reality.
Halfway home.
And what of fuel? came a panicked voice in answer to this musing. Sophie, there�s nowhere else to stop to find more gas. You must use the last, the plastic cans. You must. Every car you�ve seen east of Loveland is a molten slagheap. Every �
She ignored this. If she did not, she would go mad. Fuel, once a modern annoyance so trivial as to be unthinkable beyond the act of gassing up at some mall-adjacent station, was now becoming a matter of life and death.
�Halfway home indeed,� she whispered, swallowing past the bitter chalk-taste which had over-coated her tongue.
She looked out to the utmost edge of the roadway�s distance, perhaps thirty feet ahead where melted car wrecks rose out of the blackness like spectral shipwrecks locked inside the swells of a petrified sea. The entire interstate was a melted and re-cooled plane of rolling concrete, a rippling thread of hardened quicksand with slagged buses and RVs and semis sunken into its resettled surface. Pressure waves from the blasts had turned the highway into a series of small hills with re-hardened piles of metal and obsidian glass mounded everywhere, things which she had at first not even realized had been cars. There were no tires, very few human remains except for what was blowing out of Loveland to the west. But somehow, the highway was mostly intact. It had turned to liquid, reshaped itself and cooled into this undulating shape, a narrow and natal land filled on and on with popped asphalt blisters and foul-smelling hills.
She closed her eyes, just for a moment. Exhausted. There, she caught a foreign glimpse of childhood in remembrance, a young skirted Sophie in catholic school, learning the lore of the Gentiles. There had been a tale of Gehinnom, cinder-forge of the fallen, glowing valley of the burning sands.
You serpents, she could almost hear the nun�s haunted echo even then, you brood of vipers, how shall you to escape the sentence of Gehenna?
No answer. Two mute souls.
But Silas, before he had fallen asleep (He�s dehydrated and unconscious, storm be damned, you need to check on him right now or he�s going to die, damn it Sophie, you �), had revealed to her that there was still a reason to hope:
�Naw, all this ruin, it�s a lot like Littleton, you know. Like I told, when I was leaving my own home? When I had to find a car to get to Black Hawk. You need to find cars that were in underground garages, Mrs. S.-G., or behind walls, or that were deep in shelter��
And now, a broken whisper from the back seat was saying, �Pearson.�
Silas? Sophie slowed the H4 to almost zero, looked over her shoulder. Silas� eyes were closed but his lips were moving. He tried to touch her elbow but only succeeded in scrabbling at the greasy sleeve of her radiation suit.
She put the H4 into park. She took his hand. �Silas, can you hear me?�
�Water.�
She unbuckled herself, half-crawled out of her seat and repositioned his untouched bottle of water beneath his lips. His tongue�s tip emerged and touched in through the bottle�s transparent neck, bloated and gray and searching.
She helped him to drink. The eyes opened, hunting, hunting for Sophie or for Jenny or someone else who could not be imagined.
�Pearson,� he said again.
�Who is Pearson, Silas?�
�No.� He cringed, lifted his neck a little and took another drink. Most of it streaked down around the yellow scabs of his chin. �Place. Pear� Corner.�
�Pearson�s Corner?�
�Yeah,� he whispered.
More water. She waited until he could speak.
�That big old truck stop,� he was able to say at last. �Way to Wyoming. Fortified, 2013, after the Federal Bombing? Yeah. It�s like a fortress now. Need to talk to you about that.� He looked into the toy mirror glued to the back of the driver�s seat, a Big Bird and Elmo mirror that Tom had bought some years ago. Lacie�s mirror. �Oh my,� he said then. He scratched at the stunted white stubble growing over his neck. �Damn, I�m all halfway to handsome, now.�
�I�m sorry.� Sophie smiled for him, but the tears were coming. �I forgot that was there. I�ll take that down.�
�Don�t you do that, please. However I look, it�s proof. I�m still here.�
�Yes you are.� She lifted and kissed the fingertips of his trembling hand. She could not look into his eyes any longer. The death decay, the graying and hollowed cast of his forlorn face, were not easy sights to bear. Worst of all, he was smiling back at her as if it were some sunny Sunday in Cherry Creek. So brave. �Of course you are here with me.�
She held his hand until he pulled it away.
He was trying to sit up all the way, trying to peer out the slits in the lead lining of the passenger window. �Soph,� he whispered, �how long was I down? Land looks like Hell itself. Where are we?�
�The last mile marker I could read was 248,� she said. �Just before you woke.�
He mumbled as he considered this, remembering. Then: �So Little Thompson River? Berthoud?�
�Almost.�
�Well, I�ll be damn. We�re close to Pearson already then. We need to double back to there? Think this through now. Desperately we need gas,� he said.
�We do.�
�Too close to Loveland. Poison, death rays, whatever you like to call. We can�t dare stop.�
�No.�
He considered this. �Well, you got to stop, you know. You just say the word, Mrs. S.-G. Me and my guns? I got you covered always. Ain�t no one ever going to hurt you while I�m here.� He coughed, that guttural rattling inside that started like dead leaves shaking together over the earth, ending in a wet slosh somewhere deeper inside. �Always.�
Oh, Silas. She tried to manage a braver smile, something to offer the rearview mirror, but she was crying. He could not see that. What am I going to do without you? She only nodded, turned and settled the H4 back into four-wheel. And still she drove on.
She four-wheeled over the median in a place where the divider fence had been knocked down into the ditch. The black dunes of ash were sifting away, revealing too much. The slag-wrecks she could see in the northbound lane were getting much worse.
Those were cars. Tombs for people.
She navigated over into the southbound lanes, driving around the back-axle heap left behind by a tanker whose warped and tinctured wreckage was sprawled off into the breakdown lane. The huge wreck had created a shelter-shadow, a halo of relative unburned ruin. There were clotted mounds there in the road, where the windborne dust had choked on something wet and kept on sticking, creating sloppy clumps of oily residue. Part of a woman�s torso was lodged between two surviving tires, still flapping a scrap of crimson skirt. One connected leg had a pink pump still upon its foot. Blackened toenails peeked out.
Sophie, swallowing bile, stared at her dashboard as she drove by.
The gas needle bobbed erratically as she hit a deep pothole. The mis-calibrated needle bobbed, adrift between one quarter and empty.
How much gas do we really have? How much is leaking? How can we even know?
She gritted her teeth.
��fuel pumps,� groaned a voice. Swallowing. Coughing. Silas was trying to talk to her again.
�Sorry?�
�I say, Pearson�s Corner. We got to stop there. Special emergency, emerg� fuel pumps�� He trailed off.
�There�s an emergency pumping station there? But wouldn�t that be a likely place? For survivors, I mean.�
�You think there any more?�
Sophie shook her head. They both knew that away from Denver, further north and east, there were many more survivors than they had before imagined. But were they people? She could not get the image of the black toes, the flapping skirt out of her mind. Run over or did she crawl under at the last, there was some of her leg and some of her belly, it was pulling apart, in the wind, she was�
�Don�t you know, no. How many people can there be. Nor do I.� Silas was tapping something. The mirror. He was staring at himself in the mirror. �Pearson�s though. That place is huge, see? RV park, showers, sleepers, everything else. Big, with a Hell of a lot of fuel pumps. And full-on FEMA-funded fuel bays with high roofs and emergency backups, regular and diesel and more if I recall. All kinds of fail-safes, after the Federal Bombing. Was all over the news, I drove Jenny up once just to check it out, all that buildup. She didn�t care. Naw, she was just after truck stop shopping and cinnamon rolls. You see what I�m saying?�
Sophie frowned. �I don�t think so.�
�Advanced fuel bay pumps are fast as Hell. Gas might still be there,� he said all in a rush. His eyes were wide, excited. Alive. �Gas is always underground, it defies gravity, right? You got backups, especially at a big fortified truck stop like that. Even if there�s power overload, and that happens with too many trucks through and forest fire crews and army convoys and thunderstorms and all, see, pressure plates auto the backup generators and the fuel�s just always on. Transfer switches. You pull into a sheltered bay, you fill, you go. Costs a little more but it goes straight to the fireman fund. You pay on the way out.�
Always on. The images in Sophie�s mind began to whirl, struggling to sync with Silas� understanding. Sheltered fuel bays. FEMA funding. You pay on the way out�
�So�� She chewed her lower lip, a scab there. �You think these special pumps might still be working.�
�Yeah, if they�re still there.� Silas groaned again. �All built up, protected. Got to try.�
Sophie�s mind was reeling, shifting into determined focus, calculating.
Pearson�s Corner, that�s just a few miles off if I remember. Might still have the gas. Might have survivors, too. The lake did, Fort Morgan did. But even if there�s dying people there, the fuel bays are away from the restaurant, and always on. We go in, we gas, get out� The truck stop might well be ruined, or wiped entirely off the map. But it was fortified, and what if it was still there?
The plan was not perfect. But oh, it was. It was the only chance, unless Sophie wanted to try to siphon gas from some other slagheap wreck that they might find.
In this storm? And when�s the last intact wreck that you could see?
How much gas did they really have? There was no way to know, the damage from the bullet, the worse damage to the chassis from going over rubble, and the instrument shake-up caused when the H4 collided with the cave wall were all conspiring against her in a merry game of �You could run out now, you know. Why wonder? Empty soon. Why, you could die at any time.�
She made a decision. She gripped the wheel.
�Silas,� she said, �it�s perfect. Damn the danger. Help me find it, we�re going to try. If we see anyone, cover me. If we hear anyone, we�ll make a getaway, try to get as much fuel as we can first. Which exit?�
�Two fifty-four, if I recall.�
Sophie had no idea where they were, not precisely. But she knew she was somewhere near to Highway 60, near to US Route 34 or what was left of it.
Even at a five to ten mile an hour crawl, Pearson�s was very close. And after all, there was very little choice.

V-5
THE TOMB OF MANY CIRCLES

With Silas� guidance, a crossing of the median and the chance revelation of a downed and fire-bleached highway sign (�� TTRACTION�� EXIT 255�� MARIANA GOLF COUR��), Sophie slowly found her way toward the sheltered ruin of Pearson�s Corner Truck Stop, Caf� and Bakery.
They made their way off the interstate and four-wheeled onto the trash-strewn frontage road, where the wrecks were fewer and the land a little lower. In some places, there were even identifiable remnants of the dead: skulls with faces, shoes, briefcases, leather jackets which had only blackened instead of melted. Bone piles and tire chains littered the byway, festooning the drifts of wind-trapped gravel. Almost-identifiable cars emerged from the blinding smog and the dunes of asphalt, garish silhouettes at the edge of sight. Trash and pieces of debris, aluminum siding and shreds of tire, blew overhead in tumbling gouts, buffeted by black wind.
Once the interstate was left behind, the lower ground gave way to decipherable vestiges and slaughter, the playthings of a recently exhausted Armageddon. After the first impacts over Colorado Springs and NORAD and Denver, survivors had fled along the interstate, bogged down, and taken to the frontage roads and even the fields in a desperate and futile attempt to flee. And then the second-wave missile impact at Loveland, and the end of everything.
There were lines of blackened RVs and burned-out buses, semi trailers, multiple lines of a never-ending traffic jam. �Lanes� through the labyrinth were nothing more than sizable gaps where later fires had gorged their way through, where gas tanks or coal trailers or even entire tankers had exploded. But some of the bigger trucks were almost whole, even readable as effigies of yesterday�s mundanity.
Home Depot, read one truck�s side, Wal Mart said another. United Parcel, Con-Way Transportation, North American Van Lines, Thompson School District�
As Sophie drove, ash-stained trucks loomed up on either side, gray monoliths, pillars in the wasteland tumbled over end.
Silas was sitting up in the back seat, panting, scratching at an open sore over his left knee where the bandage joints had opened. �There,� he said. He scrabbled at the shoulder of Sophie�s suit. �That say?�
Sophie edged the H4 nearer to the half-toppled steel of the highway sign. One panel read �POSTILLON RV PARK,� the other �CAMPION, 60 WEST.� Further back in the gloom shone the pathetic remains of a splintered Sinclair gasoline sign, its green sauropod logo still discernible on the blistered slab of its crackled porcelain face.
�Yeah, down there,� said Silas. His voice was edged with hope, with fervency. �No. Back on. Turn back a little.�
�Back the way we came?�
�Some little, yeah.�
Sophie backed the H4 around in an awkward circle, rounding the collision of an upended Lexus and some kind of blown-out station wagon. And looming out of the darkness there rose a pile of split-open sandbags, tilted in a haphazard cascade like the remnants of a pyramid wreathed in sand. Still standing amidst the drifting ash, a huge tilted sign proclaimed in a jaunty hand-painted font:
WELCOME ROAD LOVERS
1,300 FEET TO PARADISE
FREE WIFI
GRAB AND GO
CHAPEL�� SHOWERS�� SOUVENIRS
REFUEL IN SECURITY
BEST CINNAMON ROLLS IN 700 MILES
GOD BLESS AMERICA

The scoured face of the sign was streaked with black plastic tears. A huge plastic tarp had constricted around the pole, and was blowing up in tatters up across its throat like a necklace of shadowy tentacles.
And sandbags. Sophie�s tongue poked out at the corner of her mouth in concentration. How old were these haphazard piles of reinforcement? People had survived here, long enough to build a makeshift guard post looking out over the interstate. Or rather, survivors from elsewhere had gathered here, a truck stop being a logical place of pilgrimage for anyone hoping for food, gas or shelter. But how long could anyone have survived after the firestorm, so close to the Loveland impact crater? How many days?
Some might still be alive.
She didn�t know. She wanted to ask Silas, but when she looked back into the rearview, he had changed. A grizzled soldier was poised in her back seat. He was vigilant, alert, trembling and silent. A trickle of fluid was running down from an open sore in his neck, down to his shivering hand and he did not seem to notice. He was fingering the Luger pistol�s trigger, licking his parched lips.
Get the fuel and get out of here.
For the first time, Sophie turned off the H4�s headlights. The enveloping cloud of isolate and claustrophobic blackness choked in and took her breath away. She thought for a moment of Patrice�s favorite movie, that horrifying movie she loved as a child because it scared her, of Dorothy in the farmhouse as it lifted up in the tornado, chaos and wreckage whirling by in a living nightmare out the window.
And here we are. This isn�t Kansas�
There were deep gouges of parallel scrape marks in the blacktop, where truck wrecks had been dragged, towed, reorganized. A tow truck with shattered windows loomed nearby, its secured chains rattling in the wind. Behind it was the ruin of a makeshift temporary building which had blown over, its dilapidated frontage still clearly reading: �CDL PHYSICALS, WALK-INS WELCOME.�
Welcome, indeed.
�Sophie, that truck. Did you see?�
�I saw.� She looked down at her gun instead of nodding. �I know.�
�There damn well might be people.�
�We don�t have a choice. Get both of your guns ready, Silas,� said Sophie. �We�re going to try this.�
They turned into a paved and devastated enclosure framed by shattered concrete walls, its entrance bracketed by guardrails that had been turned into vertical curlicues, as if they had been the rejected toys of some furious, monstrous child.
Sophie did not blink as the wind wove clearer and the darkness streamed into almost-light. She waited, then was forced to turn the headlights on again. She peered out into an inky stew of smog and cartwheeling fragments, looking for the restaurant, the showers, the stores, the fuel bays, Anything. But she could not see the buildings of Pearson�s Corner. There were too many bus and semi wrecks, pulled together to make walls and aisles of alternating trash and sand. Further on, trucks were parked in concentric rings, a maze of ways leading into a deeper, more tranquil darkness.
The winds howled overhead. There was no one to be seen.
�Silas,� asked Sophie, �here we go. Are you with me?�
�Course I am.� He popped out the pistol�s clip, checked his round and reloaded it. �Just be quick, all right? Get us gassed and out of here, quick as you can.�
�I plan to.�
Sophie put her foot on the brake, tied a water-moistened rag just below her face. The helmet would decrease her visibility too much outside, her awareness. She glanced down at the HK UMP40 Universale submachine gun, pocketed in her suit on its utility cord. She was suited, both she and Silas were well-armed. If anyone was still alive out there, she almost wished they would confront her.
Just try to get between me and Kersey, between me and my Lacie, she thought. She slowly lifted the gun from its pocket, hefted it. The clip was full. Just try.
Yes, a sibilant voice whispered inside her, the waking scrape of dead leaves rising upon a coil of the wind. Yes, try. Somewhere deep inside, the beast which had once been Sophie�s sister purred in the heart, trembling with shivers of expectation.
The wind slowed again, re-gathering. Sophie could hear the rhythm of something broken into disparate echoes, beats, a pulse beneath the gale that sounded almost mechanical. What is that? She dared to crack the window half an inch. The roiling stench of smoke, burnt grease and molten rubber swirled in as an almost tangible, blurring fume.
There was the echo again. Was that an engine she was hearing? How can there be �
�Generator,� Silas murmured. Sophie looked down at the gas gauge needle, afraid to look up into the whirling clouds enveloping the H4 and its light streams. What if she saw someone standing out there?
She closed the window and the sound melted away.
�You hear anything else?� Silas tried to sit up a little straighter. He peered out one of the view slits in the duct-taped lead curtains, his eyelids trembling as he narrowed his eyes. He let in a shaking breath. �Soph?�
�Yes, Silas?�
�Give me that other magazine.�
Not good. But the fuel, the need to keep moving, was paramount. Paradox, we can�t stop we have to keep moving, we have to stop so we can keep moving, we can�t �
Her hands twitched over the seven-round extended pistol magazine, testing the heft of the bullets inside. In the rearview, Silas shook his head at her.
�No,� he said. �The rifle one I cleaned. The long seven-sixty.�
She lifted the bulky assault rifle magazine with grim distaste, fishing it gingerly out from its paper nest in the open glove compartment. She palmed it and passed it back to him. He took it with shaky fingers. Sophie heard the ominous click-chuck as Silas changed the assault rifle�s ammo feed and readjusted the forward lip.
What did he think he saw? She pressed her foot down on the brake, harder than before. If there wasn�t anyone, do you think he would be readying both weapons?
�I�m scared, Silas,� she whispered.
�Me too.� He coughed softly against his shoulder, a wet and lingering sigh. �You listen, if you please. You my private, right? We get our fuel and gone, you hear me? And if the pump ain�t working no more? We get the Hell out of here. Then we� yeah. We figure something out. We soldier this.�
She nodded, trying not to dwell on the insinuations beneath his words. This was the most forceful, the most alert she had ever seen him.
�There we are. Ready as I�ll ever be,� he said. �Go in now. Coast as much as you can.�
She eased her foot off the brake again. The H4 crept forward.
Moving at a crawl, wishing she could silence the damaged engine, Soph guided the H4 between the lines of trucks and paint-blistered RVs. Gouts of shattered glass showed where an impact had occurred after some of the trucks had been parked in place. And what does that mean?
She gripped the wheel tighter, holding her breath, eyes wide, afraid to blink. The shadowy monoliths of wreckage crawled by to either side, dark metallic waves, the iron-sheeted walls of Hell�s in-spiral city.
And down. And down.
She tapped the brake to stay under five miles an hour.
Where are these fuel bays? She leaned in toward the windshield, her gaze struggling to look for human shapes in the twisting and tumbling garbage on the wind.
�Where?� asked Silas, and she jumped a little. She hadn�t realized that she had murmured the question aloud. �With this many trucks, these walls of flatbeds and tankers and all, I just don�t know. There�s a fork in the ways up there. God, it�s like tunnels made of wrecks. Go right, I think.�
She turned. A darker, more garish and somehow wider vista met the H4�s lights. The wind was quieter in the spiral deep. A few plastic bags with still-identifiable store names emblazoned on the sides were blowing and lilting endlessly like the ghosts of gulls.
Here, here solace we will find. In the eye of the storm.
She was certain then, as she looked around at the lighter wreckage. A good number of people had survived here for quite some time. Some might still be alive, irradiated, poisoned, broken, sheltered and still in the business of dying. There in the inner circle of all those parked trucks, the curve of the concrete valley�s far horizon made not of metal but of mist, more trucks had been backed up against each other to forge an iron fortress. Semis were fused together by haphazardly-welded metal plates, bumpers were wreathed with barbed wire. More than one truck had brown and foreboding stains spattered up across the grille. Pieces of a tattered flannel shirt fluttered from a tractor�s smokestack, a scarlet banner of grid and cross.
No gas pumps yet. Sophie shivered. God, where are the buildings? The fuel bays? We need to get out of here.
She turned her head and took a sip of salty water from her gnawed straw, her eyes never leaving the blackened spectacle of trucks streaming in the H4�s lights, concrete-metal-tire-glass. And what if some of the men here are still walking, Sophie? What if you need to fight for fuel?
Then she would need Silas, there at the end of all things.
She wanted to check her own gun again, but she dared not take her hands off of the wheel. The corridor created by the trailers and welded plates to either side was getting narrower, constricted as she edged out deeper into the open concrete valley, the Eye.
Shapes flew by, plastic bags and shadows. Her senses were uncertain, amped and haunted and conflicted. Unbidden, she remembered a grim and claustrophobic book of elegies Tom had once encouraged her to read, the Alighieri, the Inferno of Virgil and Dante and his descent into the Iron City of Dis, the spiral labyrinth of lovely Lucifer himself.
Here are the Heresiarchs�
And much more than thou thinkest,
Laden are the tombs.



Farther in, coasting. Ruins loomed at last upon the left. The long and roofed gas island for passenger cars had tilted and collapsed, a wildly angled scarp of roofing, bent girders and melted plastic letters dripping and frozen down the signs. Bulky mounds of roofing showed where crushed cars and SUVs lay beneath it. Further to the right loomed a pile of molten tires, ringed around with the bodies of dead pigeons and crumpled aluminum siding.
Farther into the Eye.
There�s nothing to help you here. No fuel. Hopeless. Get out, get �
There were three sledge-hammered vending machines beyond the end of the gas island, their gaping glass-shrapnel faces open, their backs shoved at precarious angles against a burned-out RV. One was half-filled with shattered bottles, the other two were completely emptied.
The headlights� illumination rebounded back as she coasted nearer. A reflection? Was that a window?
Beyond the machines, shrouding by blowing obsidian dust and dunes of wreckage, appeared the massive diner facility. Its signs were blown apart, its doors covered by plywood, its windows choked off behind splintered jumbles of nail and lumber. This registered with Sophie for a moment as an icy thrill, battling with her insistence to find the fuel, to find her Lacie: �Did someone have time to repair things? To cover shattered windows?� And then the thought was gone, suppressed and shunted, held down deep to drown away in silence.
She drove by the last of the huge low building, its half-collapsed lobby and blown-out ducting. A wall of tires, all chained together, was piled along the wall of its farther side. There in the gaps were lodged sandbags, feedbags, even mailbags and Fed Ex gurneys, steel carts piled high with bricks. Movable walls. There were narrow gaps at intervals in the not-quite-disarrayed vertical piles. View holes? Gun ports?
Silas let in a rattling breath, as if had not been breathing for many seconds. He exhaled words: �Soph get us out of here, get us out of here, right now.�
She looked down again at the bobbing needle. �I thought I was your private. Is this my decision?�
�You�re promoted to equal. I say out now. You decide.�
He�s certain we�re going to see someone. Is there any other way? She eased her jaw, wetted her upper lip, pushed her tongue against her teeth. No. We need this.
�You know we need this,� she said, wanting to close her eyes. The last edge of the restaurant building hovered off to the left, away. �We have no choice. Protect me, Silas.�
�All right, we look a little longer.� He sighed. �Protect you to the death. Swear to God and all his demons,� he said to her. �Damn them all.�
She thought she could see the farthest edge of the concrete clearing up ahead, another wall of trailers. Wanting to be as far away from the ruined building as she could, she drifted the H4 to the right.
More ruins, more denied gasoline. They drove past the almost-intact diesel islands, the meadow-gold signs warning �CLEARAN�� and �� NGAGE BRAKE HE�� and �� AIT FOR SIGNA �,� the drive-ups for the CAT scales, the squarish wreck of a crumpled forklift on its side.
�We can do this,� she said. Her voice sounded rattling, frail. Perhaps if she said it again, she could mean it.
�I�m covering you, Soph.�
Another long, rectangular building arose in darkness. There. That must be it. Please.
Opposite the diesel islands, she could see brick walls and a slate gray roof. Downed gutters and tilted signage showed the way. Closer.
�That�s it. That�s it! Leave the engine on while you fuel,� Silas was saying. �God�s sake, you know how dangerous this is going to be even if we�re alone. No choice but to leave the engine on, never get it going again.� He was stuttering his words, slurring, trying to slow himself. �Make, you, you make one hundred and fifteen percent sure you ground yourself, you hear me true. No static electric, no?�
�I�ll make certain. Just aim out the window and watch out for me.�
�Like a hawk,� he continued, �damned hawk on vigil like the night and mercy, none at all. And Soph?�
�Yes?�
�Don�t smoke. Clean the windows.�
She tittered a little, hysterically.
He�s trying to keep me from screaming.
�Can I carry my own gun, Silas?�
�While you fueling, engine on? Hell no, Soph. You got to trust me, I cover you.�
�Okay.�
�Right, then. Go.�
She edged the H4 around a pile of formless tires. There were the fuel bays, looming up as merged silhouettes of dark from out of the twilit streamers, the dust devils of the darkening storm. Conjoined, the damaged hollows of the cavernous fuel bays formed the mockery of a sturdy and steadfast building, tall and somehow askew.
The bays themselves looked like immense drive-in car washes, greased brick hollows framed by scorched aluminum and crumbled brick. They were huge, big enough to drive any size of truck through. Precarious dunes of garbage were piled in the first and nearest bay, but the other four seemed unobstructed. Some of the hoses had been crushed or severed, some were on the ground, their metal snouts jammed under a single manhole cover held down by an anvil. An anvil? The other hoses, still racked and intact, did not seem to be made of rubber. They looked like weathered leather, almost scintillant like snakeskin, like old-fashioned fire hoses which had been looped out from the steam carriages parked in some turn-of-the-century museum.
These somehow sinister hoses looked coiled, waiting in infinite patience for their prey. They almost seemed alive.
Each bay had an aluminum side door, ribbed rectangles of armor. The trash bay was half-open. Two were down, padlocked. One was wide open. Above this last, a burnt and shredded remnant of an American flag whipped on the wind, dangling from a fused girder and tire chain instead of from a flagpole.
Sophie killed the lights. She pulled the H4 into the open hollow, this last bay in the line. Once she was certain the wind was mostly becalmed there in the Eye, she opened the driver�s door and got out.
She almost fell out of her open suit. She zipped up, slowly, knowing Silas was watching over her. No friction, her mind was chanting to itself. Engine has to stay on. Get grounded. No static electricity. She wished she had secured her helmet, but it was too late for that. She breathed into her moistened rag.
She shifted her booted feet, and an aching tingle snaked up her adductor muscles, further in up her thighs. She stretched, arced back. And then like an idiot, she almost slammed her door shut out of habit.
You fool, this isn�t some shopping mall. She looked over her shoulder, left to right, listened. Smelled the garbage and the rot of human beings. That generator sound, the pulse of a beast beneath the wind, still echoed from what seemed very far away.
Wind, stench, and darkness. The feel of the suit, she was slick, a sweat of fear. There was the only absence of people. The aluminum rack of gassing hoses was overhead, and warning signage. There was nothing else.
She turned and opened the passenger door, so that Silas could look out with his guns. He was lodged in an awkward position, but he had maneuvered himself onto his side, so that he could lean up on his elbow and fire out behind Sophie if he had to. Indeed, the ARM assault rifle was near at hand and the pistol was already in his grip, its barrel wavering in the air.
The mouth of the pistol was very nearly pointing at Sophie�s face.
�Good God, Silas,� she breathed. She stepped back.
�Could have warned me you were opening my door,� he offered.
�You scared the crap out of me.�
�Sorry, captain.� Of all things, he grinned. He was doing a fine job, keeping the razor edge of terror from his voice. �Thought we were just rolling my window down. Just doing the best I can. You�re improvising.�
�Tell me about it, captain.� She kissed him on the forehead. The gun barrel lowered, he smiled a little longer.
She thought about taking off her gloves. She began to, but Silas shook his head. She was not about to debate the relative risks of gloved and gloveless static electricity buildup. But she did reach in and pull out the submachine gun by its grip, never touching the barrel.
�No. Don�t you hold that.� Silas� eyes were wide.
�What if I need it?�
�Cord it. Pocket it.�
She re-corded the gun and slotted it into her suit�s catchall pocket, as carefully as she could. Her hands were free. She touched the H4�s frame with all fingers, hoping to ground herself, not having any idea if it did any good.
Can�t believe we�ve no choice but to keep the engine running. Turn it off regardless? No, not unless he says so. What if we never get it running again? What if� Her mind was a wrecking ground of conflicting thoughts, arguments and calculations. But you saw, you saw all the signs. There might still be people alive out here. And what if you need to fight soon, Sophie? What if you need to get out of here right away?
She sighed. Enough of that. Focus. Do what you have to do, and quickly.
Looking down into Silas� eyes for reassurance, finding precious little there but fear, concern, fragility, Sophie nodded.
�Let�s do this now.�
She surveyed the immense and girdered rack of seven hoses, their stout tubes coiling up toward the bay�s arcing ceiling and lost to shadow. Some were blood scarlet, others brown. Each had a different fuel grade and some of these meant nothing to Sophie at all. The largest hoses were so bulky that each had a double-fisted grip clasp clamped onto its throat by steely bolts.
All the way past Loveland, since the untouched gas station where she had filled the duffel bags with supplies, she and Silas had talked about the dangers of fueling at a pump with the engine running, many times. And before, ever since we lost the barrels.
�Do this right,� she whispered to herself. �Do what you�re told.�
She felt a surge of girlish guilt, remembering her long-ago father hollering at her out the window the first time she had foolishly pulled the Volkswagen up to a gas pump (How long ago did he teach you to drive, Sophie? How many worlds ago?) and she had almost gotten out without turning the engine off. Are you insane? He had given her holy Hell.
Enough of this. It�s dangerous. Do it anyways.
Spreading out her fingers, moving quickly so that she could not outthink herself any longer, Sophie grabbed one of the red hoses.
�Naw.� Silas was watching over her from behind. �Think that�s diesel-two.�
And it was. The next was Ethanol, the third was something-S15, the fourth another grade she had not even heard of. The last hose in the rack had been hand-painted �SUB-RV� in letters of hasty white. Normal unleaded gasoline? Would it fit in the H4�s filler neck?
Here goes nothing.
Clink. The nozzle slotted in. She primed the pump. She heard the surge of air, the gurgle of pressurized liquid tumbling down and in. A normal fueling had just begun. It worked.
It worked!
�Oh, thank you oh Lord�s mercy,� Silas was whispering. She looked over to him, careful not to touch the fueling hose. He was blinking, struggling to reposition himself so that he could both see her and watch the opening of the bay.
The fueling continued. She thought about scraping the filth off of the headlights, then thought about static electricity. No. Instead, she tightened the roof bungee cords. She looked in and fretted over Silas while she worked, and listened to the wind. She could hear the clang and clatter of solid garbage hitting the bay walls, the aluminum doors and rebounding off.
Silas no longer watched her. He too was listening, scanning, staring out the wide opening then up at the fuel bay�s ceiling.
He�s looking for a convex mirror, she realized. Something to look out and around the corner. There was none. We�re blind in here�
There was some monstrous, unspoken terror-thought behind his encrusted eyes, and Sophie knew they should not have stopped at Pearson�s Corner. Not for fuel, not for anything. We had no choice. She stared at him, whiling the fuel to pump faster.
The gears of his mind were whirring, his face was trembling as he fought with pain and suppressed the urge to say whatever he was thinking.
He knows there�s survivors out there. He�s waiting.
Still, she was certain anyone still alive in Pearson�s Corner could not be in much better health than Silas himself was. There was only a fortified truck stop, a partial ruin. There is no true shelter here. And how many weeks had passed since the War of Hours, the fiery destruction of the world? But the spiral maze of the trucks and welded metal had been huge, deliberate. If there were AWOL military, or survivalists, they probably had access to more than one generator. How else could the fuel pump be running? If they had fuel, the trucks and some few still operational, maybe they even still had lights, electricity inside.
What was possible? What if, Fate forbid, the pumping of fuel had caused another backup generator to come to life in the other building?
Oh, no.
When she next looked down into Silas� widening eyes, she could see that he had just realized precisely the same thing.
He mouthed to her, holding himself to silence: Get out of here. Now.
She nodded. The gas they had stolen would have to be enough. The fuel was still running, they needed much more considering the leak and the drive to Kersey, the route bypassing Fort Morgan, but there was no time for that. She clicked the fuel feed off, pulled the hose, hung it back. The clack as it settled back in its rack socket seemed ominously loud against the wind.
She took only a second to think about screw the connected gas cap back on, and was just deciding what to do about closing Silas� door when the alarm klaxon went off.

V-6
THE VOICE OF THE SERPENT

�Shit!� Sophie pulled out her gun, fumbling it with gloved and shaking hands.
Somewhere out there, a door slammed open. Someone not very far away kicked a shorn piece of lead pipe or something similar across the concrete, and it gave an eerie skirling clang-ang-ang, an under-beat as the klaxon droned ever on. Heard clearly then, the voices of men were in the air, vying, conflicting.
�You trip that?�
�No!�
�Where�s Zeke? He fueling?�
�Hell no, he�s on lights.�
�Perimeter?�
�Neg.�
�They�re in the fuel bays!�
Oh, fuck fuck fuck.
�Get in! Pull out, Soph,� cried Silas, positioning his pistol and scrunching his bandaged body further in onto the back seat. �Go! Now, now, nownownow!�
But the men�s intruding voices were not just behind the fuel bay. They were all around.
The alarm klaxon warbled itself into a gout of static clicks, then echoing silence. Scudding boot-steps came closer, gravel crunched. Someone very near was whistling, of all things. Like a prison guard, Sophie thought, some guard ambling toward Solitary to give his favorite hated prisoner a beating. That animal, trapped in its little cage? Nowhere to run. What�s the rush?
The whistling edged nearer, the enforced casual melody of a killer, stalking in slowly toward trapped prey, ready to linger over a slow and luscious kill. It was the iciest, most disturbing human sound that Sophie had ever heard.
The whistling stopped, but there was a huge man�s shadow now. Fluorescent lights of some kind had snapped on out there and the beams were casting the greasy air into streamers of white and gray. And there were more boot-steps coming up behind the lurking man, a lot more.
Sophie was ready to slam Silas� door when she heard the casual, almost ruminating drawl of a deep-yet-muffled Louisiana voice from just behind her.
�Well now, darling. Hey la bas. Not quite expected, is what you are. What do we have here?�
Her knees pressed in together, suit surface to surface. She felt her bowels begin to loosen.
She turned slowly. The man walking in to stand in the fuel bay�s maw did not possess a face.
His mouth was covered over by something hand-made, something that looked like a surgeon�s mask, but it was fashioned from black leather stitched up and through with fishing line. Two crumpled bolts of yellowed tissue paper were stuck up his scabby nostrils. He was wearing ski goggles, a bloodied rag wrapped around his head, a poorly-buckled Kevlar vest and a singed and flapping hoodie draped over it all.� Below the waist, he wore faded jeans caked high with filth and oil, and what looked like a reflective barbecue apron. He held the butt of a splintered Rockies baseball bat, tapping, tapping, its length idly resting upon one shoulder. His other hand balanced a sawed-off shotgun. He pointed both barrels over at Sophie�s chest with an air of relaxed ease.
Sophie backed slowly closer to the H4, into the open passenger�s side, where Silas was gripping at the back of her armored suit. He was trying to push her away, to get a clear shot. No. Silas, you can�t see this. She concealed him as best she could. You�d never be fast enough to save me.
As she opened her mouth, desperately trying to think of what she could say, Anything, anything to defuse this rising catastrophe, she had time for one clear, lucid thought. It was a glimmer only, but something her beloved Tom would have been very proud of: She knew the man looming before her was supremely overconfident. He was holding two weapons, neither easy to wield one-handed. And his goggled eyes had parsed over her lowered submachine gun, and dismissed it.
He thinks I don�t have a hope in Hell.
�I don�t want any trouble,� said Sophie.
�Oh, Tifi, sad to say you�ve earned it,� said the man. His voice was baritone behind the mask, almost jarringly agreeable. Yet the nasal tincture, his parched and plugged-up rumbling, these betrayed the deadly truth beneath the pleasantries.
He gestured at her face with the shotgun barrels, while nodding his head toward the pumping hoses. �For here you are, stealing from my boys and me, you see.�
He somehow slotted away his baseball bat, like a boy�s wooden sword tucked back to a makeshift scabbard. He was still holding the shotgun in only a single hand. He couldn�t fire it safely if he tried. The recoil, Sophie guessed, would probably break his jaw or worse. But at this range, the scattershot�
Sophie let go of her corded gun, let it slip down into the utility pocket across her chest. The man huffed in disdain.
�Fancy shooter there, miss. Dare say now, you even think you know how to handle it, right by an open fuel tank? Very sweet.� His voice was droning, disarming even, but his free arm was dead straight down his side, the fist a trembling, angry slab of meat and bone. His head was lowered, his goggle-tinted eyes gazing up at her, yellow slivers. Sophie tried to remember when she had ever seen that stance, some movie poster. The Joker. Every line of his silhouette spoke sugared hatred, rage at bay. A wolf waiting to pounce.
He�s not toying with me. He�s waiting.
Seven more rag-men�� oil drifters, derelicts�� strolled in behind the man. One was swinging a police nightstick, another had a grimy crowbar which had been sharpened into a stake of steel, something you might stab a vampire with. All were armed, some smiling. Leering, even.
They�re not just going to kill me, Sophie thought.
Panic began to surge in over everything.
She swallowed. She managed, �I�m sorry. I�ll trade you very well for this, and go. I�ll never tell anyone where you are. I just want to leave.�
�Will you, now?� The man was chortling, only the shotgun he held was perfectly still. �Oh, my aching eyes. You see what she say?� He pulled down his leather jaw-mask without hands, by rubbing his chin against his shoulder. His lips were covered in black scabs. �All this lovely cargo, here-ah, and a running engine too, all this materiel just for lady-you? You caravan? You all alone, Tifi?�
Sophie disregarded this deathly play. She answered the unspoken instead, the questioning need she could see glinting deep in the eyes of the other men. �I mean it. I can trade well for the fuel. I�m a doctor,� she lied. �I have medicine.�
The triggerman actually looked back over his shoulder, a full second in which he could not see Sophie�s gun or her face. �Oh, she can trade so well now, services, can she?� He looked to her again, a terrible smirk at his unshaven jaw. �You�re in a position of great power, Tifi, in your very own kingdom of the mind there, aren�t you now? Isn�t that just sugar.�
One of the muscled men behind the triggerman chuckled drily. Emboldened, the man with the crowbar-stake tapped his booted foot against the H4�s back left tire.
�Riding low,� said this other, �and leaking, too. Fuel line. Hell of a lot of supplies back up in here.�
�Hell of a lot and heaven as well,� the triggerman agreed, �and damsel in nice v�tements, too, to top her off. Very fine,� he said to Sophie. �That I grant you. A good man could go for v�tements like that, miss-doctor-you. Something very cozy to get into. But oh, not sure am I, you�re in any position to trade now, love. That I fear. No. You�ll be sharing, see? You�ll be sharing everything, miss-doctor-you, and then some.�
�I�m far from defenseless,� said Sophie. �Open fuel tank or no, I�m certain you don�t want��
�Lady, you�re outnumbered. Do the math quickly, mind. Let�s have a look in here-ah, with you all quiet and nay touching that mighty pretty shooter anymore, unless I tell you to set it aside. Bon? Bon. Now. What�s up to the windows behind these drapings, you plumped to the roof with water bottles? What all�s behind the driver�s seat? What else you got in the back there-ah, �sides medicinals?�
She didn�t know how to answer.
Instead, in the moment of indecision, the triggerman demanded, �Never you mind all that. I�m thinking out loud, is all. Those medicinals, miss-doctor-you. You show us now.�
�There�s really no need to��
�You show us now.�
�Not just yet,� said Sophie.
The man raised his head, a coarse and grizzled skull staring her straight in the face. �What did you say?�
Silas, still unseen, was reaching up for her shoulder and it took all of her self-discipline not to give him away by looking down. She blinked. �Not with so many weapons out,� she said. �Not just the fuel tank. The morphine. The vials are very fragile. Let�s��
�Oh, fuck all this, Zeke,� said one of the younger men, a lanky and limping upstart swathed in brown rags with a leathery scarf-thing tied around his face. �Get her inside and let�s strip this thing.�
�Now, now, my hasty boy. I,� said the triggerman, a gentle threat spoken back over his shoulder to the other, �prefer to be known as Zachary.�
The other men shifted, huddled in an uneasy line just inside the fuel bay, under the door and out of the wild wind. The upstart strode in, right up past Zachary, smacking a claw hammer into his bandaged palm. Zachary�s line of sight to Sophie was blocked again for all of two seconds.
As the young one strode nearer in toward the H4�s door, Sophie calmly took up the submachine gun in both hands and leveled its mouth, centering on the dead point between the oncoming upstart�s eyes.
The youth swallowed, open mouthed. His eyelids fluttered wide. He dropped the claw hammer with a clang on the concrete, and held his bloodied palms out in a shaky miming of submission. He backed away past Zachary, somehow quickly and very slowly all at once.
�See what hasty bring you, now? Half rations tonight for you, young master Rollins,� said Zachary, never taking his eyes off Sophie�s weapon. �Back to square one. Let�s start afresh, ma�am. I�m sorry for all that. Morty scared you, I understand. But you don�t want to do that, love.� Zachary carefully lifted out his splintered baseball bat, and handed it back behind him. �See? All gentleman-like.� A lean black man with splinted fingers leaned in and took the bat from him gingerly.
�There we are. Fewer weapons.� He grinned at Sophie without fear. �That�s as far as we go. You can-no get us all, you know.�
�I can get you,� Sophie replied. �Perhaps even the young master Rollins.�
Zachary considered this. Then, of all things, he shrugged. He even took one step closer in toward Sophie.
�Life. Not exactly precious, darling,� Zachary was saying. He covered the mouth of the gas tank with his side. �Not any longer. And I want to get you inside with me. You appreciate? Get to know you. First is procurement, you understand. Now lower your buzz-saw, kindly step away from your grand, mishandled routier here-ah, or misery, I�ll blow the ever-loving shit straight out the back of you.�
She had no choice. She lowered the gun once more and stepped to the right, away from the open passenger�s side, and Silas� shivering fingers�� the hand without the pistol�� trailed and reached up after her.
There was a gasp from eight voices. Silas had been seen.
�Zeke!� One of the younger derelicts called in warning. �Get back!�
But Zachary only stood�� his head tilted in that somehow lupine, predaceous way�� and whistled through his teeth.
�Holding out on us, darling?� Zachary tsked at Sophie. �I know that stink, you know. Eau d�Vieux Carr�.� His face soured, his lips twisted over his teeth. �Barely can move now, can he? What kind of pet you hold dying back in there-ah, no kennel or none? Let�s put it out of its misery, ai. Woman, is that a n�gre?�
Sophie refused to answer. She had lowered her gun a little, but only to avoid getting herself shot. And what are they planning for you? What if that would be better, after all?
But in that face, she saw the first arising evening star, the twinkle of fear in Zachary�s wulfen eyes. What is he going to do now? she wondered. He�s as afraid as I am, but he can�t back down in front of him men. He doesn�t dare. Alpha wulfen, first bite of everything. The triggerman was difficult to read behind the goggles, the dirt, the shotgun itself. Any mistaken calculation would probably get Sophie killed.
�Silent on the n�gre, eh?� Zachary, aiming, steadied his shotgun in both hands. �Let�s see just what pet-filth you�re riding around with, how about we?� He backed one step away. �Jakey, Rob,� he said over his shoulder, �be ready to disarm. Jakey front. Now lower your gun all careful-like and step back slowly, darling. Rob, you cover her while I take a look-see.�
Two of the men�� ones motionless until now, bruised and swathed in leather and bandages�� moved nearer. One clutched a half-handled sledgehammer in gloved hands, the other carried an old Magnum revolver of some kind. That one was a fool, or panicked, Sophie could see: it looked like the revolver�s cylinder lock hadn�t even been clicked fully home, he couldn�t fire a single shot until he did so. And the eyes of both men were doubtful, strange.
Neither of them want to kill me, Sophie realized. The man with the half-sledgehammer was staring at the back of Zachary�s head.
He wants to kill Zachary. Sophie processed this. He doesn�t believe I�ll be so stupid as to open fire this close to fuel. He wants me for his own.
How many miscues were there to interpret here? Did it matter? Very soon, the situation was going to explode and any chance of Sophie�s interference in her own foreordained Fate would shunt off into a grisly end. It was time to act.
Making certain that Zachary was still watching her while he turned his body to let Jakey and Rob slide by, Sophie lowered her own gun completely, again into the utility pocket of her armored suit. She showed her outspread hands, but while she did so she moved back away from Silas to stand behind the H4�s open driver�s door. Perhaps due to the sudden crowding, Zachary did not question this.
He told me to back away.
Zachary held out a hand, one again off the shotgun, and Petey ran into it his arm. Rob ran into Petey.
�What you want, boss?�
�Wait. We�ve two, now. Thinking aloud, see. Changed my mind.� Zachary pointed his barrels at Sophie�s gun. �Not in the pocket. Don�t you sheath that buzz-saw away and think we�re grand again, darling.� You put that thing far away right now.�
He doesn�t know exactly to handle this. The men, they�re doubting him.
�All right,� she replied. �Where should I put the gun?�
�Inside the routier.�
�Then watch me. I�m going to pull it out by the cord. My fingers are going nowhere near the trigger.�
�I�m watching.�
Sophie made a delicate, slow-moving show of lifting the gun back out of the pocket, with two fingers on the handgrip. She handled it as if it were a time bomb, one she didn�t know how to defuse.
And isn�t that exactly what it is?
Bending into the H4, she lowered her gun onto the driver�s seat and detached the cord from the suit.
�Bon. Now move,� said Zachary. �Round the door, close it a little with your hip, hands up on the front fender and look away.�
There was almost silence, all the men were listening. The only voices, the men in the back were coughing in the still-running H4�s fumes.
He didn�t tell me to turn off the ignition. He must think that will keep us from shooting. Does he think Silas has a gun? And what about when Rob sees? When he sees Silas with the pistol�
Sophie realized in that moment that there was no way out. She was going to die.
As she turned to move out toward the H4�s front, there was a huge bang outside followed by a wailing, girlish shriek.
What in the Hell?
The screaming went on and on. A girl? The screaming was getting closer, and quickly. Sophie looked back. The effect on the men was as if liquid fire had been poured over their heads. Jakey went rigid, Rob flinched and looked back to Zachary for reassurance. Zachary had bared his teeth. The others behind Zachary backed away, cursing and gripping their weapons. The younger derelicts were silent, the eldest began arguing with one another. Somewhere, somewhere inside, guards had been overpowered.
This is the only moment, Sophie realized. Only chance we�re ever going to have.
There were many screams then, dozens. Girls were shrieking, old women sobbing. A babble of women�s voices arose over the wind:
�Help us!�
�There! They�re in the fuel bays!�
�Save yourselves!�
�You hear?�
�Her car! Her car is working?�
�God! Help us, they�re raping us!�
�Don�t let them touch you!�
�Kill yourself! They��
Two seconds had passed, if that. Rob had made his choice and moved in toward the open passenger door, and was staring down in horrified disbelief. He managed, �What the�� ?� And that was all.
The barrel of Silas� pistol was shoved between Rob�s scabrous lips, up against his teeth.
All of what happened next, the frenetic, chaotic splicing of simultaneity, Sophie never quite understood. She revisited the scene every night, in nightmares, a reluctant somnambulist forever exploring the same dread ground of an eternal trauma which refused to fade away. The Mercy Ground, she called the fuel bay ever after.
But what all took place in the next moments? There were so many people to behold, so many nightmares, intricacies of gore and chaos. And the girl.
Oh, the horror of the girl.
In the same second that Silas� pistol swept up and chipped Rob�s teeth, a young teenaged woman stumbled around the corner of the fuel bay. She was naked, emaciated, blistered and splattered in dried streaks of oil and blood. Some kind of ghastly, filth-trailing head-cage�� made out of a bicycle wheel, with some of the spokes half-torn out and then turned into barbs, surely to restrict the movement of her throat�� was chained around her neck and face. A black leather leash dangled from this contraption and trailed out behind her, dripping blood. One of the young woman�s eye sockets was badly patched over, and there was very little hair left on her head. Most of it had been yanked out in tufts, the gaping sores stitched over and cauterized.
She had once been beautiful. Now, she was gaping and her mouth was a perfect O of mortal terror. She shrieked, the barbs piercing her neck and letting out trickles of blood as she did so, �Help me! They�re torturing us! Take me! Take me, God, oh God!�
Jakey was grabbing the girl then, wrestling her to the ground. More women were rushing into the fuel bay�s open hollow, sobbing and screaming, and most of the men were turning around with weapons upraised to throttle them.
Sophie was a split second away from jumping into the running H4 (Open doors be damned, get out of here, get out), away from the human maelstrom of rage and limbs surging just behind her, when Silas pulled the Luger�s trigger.

V-7
THE CRIMSON BLOSSOM AND THE AMBER

Crack. Deafening.
Rob�s face shrank, imploded.
There was no other way to describe it. It was as if a black hole, a tiny cosmic singularity, had formed inside his mouth, its sudden impossible swell of crushing gravity sucking the rest of his head�s bone, teeth and fleshly matter inexorably in toward a single point. There was only a faintest haze of blood clouding in scarlet mist around the entry wound, but with the upward angle of Silas� weapon, half the contents of Rob�s head sprayed up over the clamped tops of the fuel hoses.
Bandages flew in streamers, gouts of oiled hair tumbled up in spirals. Ghost-white chunks of skull, each with yellowish curds glued poorly to the inside surfaces of their triangles, sprayed high like deadly shrapnel, rebounding off brick and bouncing down onto the plastic carry-alls strapped over the H4�s roof.
There was a burst of some animalistic scent, moist and raw. Something smelled like fragrant cheese.
The slug�s hot remnant ricocheted out over someone else�s head. The oldest of the other men shouted out, his face an almost comical twist of shock and revelation, O! And the nailed-through piece of lumber this man had been holding dropped between his feet, bounced, then angled outward in the air.
The nearest other man, it may have been Morty, tripped over the rebounding board and into the screaming blood-girl. They both fell over in a tangle of limbs, one clawing, the other shielding.
Another man was erratically aiming a vintage green Springfield carbine�� a moment earlier, perhaps he had been trying to decide if he could very carefully shoot the blood-girl in the face�� while two filth-caked naked women, one very old, were lunging toward him with broken fingers, their fingernails turned into searching claws.
That was the last vision etched into Sophie�s memory. The next she knew, she had pushed her submachine gun further over to the passenger seat and was in, one leg trailing, clutching the H4�s wheel. Without thinking she shunted out of park, hoisted her left leg in. In her panic she fisted the stick over to four-wheel instead of drive. Her right foot stomped down on the accelerator.
The engine roared, hacked and roared louder. The H4 lurched forward out of the bay with men and women running after it. Someone shrieked and fell, perhaps slipping in Rob�s blood and gore or stumbling over his body. Perhaps Sophie had run part of him over, with her back wheel. She didn�t know.
Even over the engine the babbling voices were rising, shouts, cries of panic and rage: �Stop her! Don�t shoot! Please! Christ, Zeke�� Stop! Don�t let them get away! Fuck! Get out of the way!�
But there was a louder voice, a trill of lust, a goddess song. Patrice was chanting in Sophie�s head, Yes! Finally! You see? A bicycle wheel with razor spikes. That, my love, is what happens to all the bad girls in a world destroyed by men. Face in a cage. Raped and dead alive and dead and dead and dead! All dead, all dead� cackling. But more solemn than this rose Sophie�s own conviction, in silence and commandment:
Save the girl.
She had to try to save the girl.
Immediately after firing his LCP, Silas had somehow managed to jolt and sit up, turning himself over. His fingers were bleeding where he had torn some of his nails off, scrabbling upright. The pistol went flying from his fingers when Sophie hit the gas.
Silas almost fell out of the Hummer as Sophie veered left and away, trying to circle so far out from the fuel bay that no man could find the time to open fire as she sped onward.
Swerving out of the bay, she had no time to calculate risk or repercussion. There were only life and death. There was a candy-striped concrete bollard sheathed in dented gray aluminum to her left, it read in stencil-painted letters, TRUCKS BEGIN TURN NOW / CLEARANCE ONL �
And that was all she saw. Her open door and then Silas� both collided with the bollard, each slamming shut in turn with a thunderous bang! Bang! Sparks showered and the aluminum alloy of the H4�s door panels shrieked as the bollard�s plated side turned into a spangled wreck, an upright jag that looked like a silver flower.
Silas cried out, his left arm twisted at an abrupt and misshapen angle as the H4�s slamming passenger door hammered him in and down.
God, Sophie, you could have severed all his fingers. You almost killed �
Reeling, tilting.
The H4 was turning, a precarious and dismayingly gradual arc as the wheels scrabbled over warped concrete, rubble and ruptured sandbags. Behind and to Sophie�s left, dozens of sprinting and hobbling skeleton-shapes were chasing after the Hummer, half-envisaged through a cloud of fuel vapor, smoke and incinerated rubber from the tires. If the H4�s speed had not been limited by the first gear of four-wheel, a complete accident and error, it probably would have flipped and both Silas and Sophie would have been trapped to meet their Fate.
Instead, Sophie had a moment to recalculate, to let her foot off the gas. She got the H4 into drive and running perpendicular to the onrushing crowd, she was looking over her left shoulder as they all swept toward her in two blurred striations: one swarm of naked and bleeding women, the other of armed men. Between the two, the girl with the barbed cage around her head had somehow gotten away from the man who had fallen into her. Her belly was streaked with fresh running slicks of blood.
Sophie fumbled away from the steering wheel with her right hand, padding the passenger seat for the submachine gun. It hadn�t yet fallen onto the floor with her wild acceleration, because its utility cord was tangled in the unused seatbelt which had flipped over the console.
Save the girl.
Sophie tried to both seize and ready the shifting submachine gun without looking down, while staring out at the frenzied surge and crush of people running toward her, gauging the distance between the H4 and the two swarms, and the nearing girl. She tried even more to steer, to correct the veering course which had now aimed the H4 at a chained-down Greyhound charter bus, and even to keep Silas from tumbling over.
She tried.
�Save me!� The blood-girl was running straight for her, limping and clutching her belly with one hand, waving her other twisted arm like a mutilated puppet�s limb free from strings. Twenty, fifteen feet away. �God, don�t leave me!�
And then, without meaning, without a fracture of comprehension or the faintest visual sheen of ceremony, there was a crack and the top of the blood-girl�s caged head erupted and became a crimson, gelid blossom, flowering open upon the fluorescent-streamered wind.
* * *
Once, afar, in a mundane modern used-to-be world of elder years and long ago, Sophie had been grocery shopping down in Cherry Creek and she had seen a jar of bleached and fatty beef tripe perched up high in Whole Foods Market shelving, pallid bovine stomach matter floating inside a crystalline jar of cranberry jelly.
She had stood casually there in her khakis and her azure and silken V-blouse, biting her lower lip. Stood there musing in an unnerved, deteriorating mimicry of silence. What in the Hell is that? Disgusting. Regarding the jar with detached fascination, she had not felt thirsty any longer. She had shakily put her covered latte down into its holder in the shopping cart. Revulsion had shivered up her throat, the inside of her cheeks, as she realized this jar of exotic �food� poised upon the highest shelf on aisle nine was the most revolting edible thing that she had ever seen.
A pair of young inebriated men, dressed gamely in CU Boulder t-shirts and day-glo flip-flops, had been egging each other on, betting on just which one of their worthy twosome was brave enough to purchase the jar, or at least to take it down from the shelf, to open it and look inside.
Ten dollars for a whiff, perhaps? Twenty for a taste?
A little joking scuffle had broken out, and Sophie (she remembered, guiltily, that she had edged her squeaky cart even closer to the spectacle�� not to admonish these overgrown boys who were almost soiling themselves under muffled grunts and laughter, but simply to behold whatever would happen next) had been nearby, with a brown paper bag of almonds held in her latte-freed hand, when the tripe jar slid out from between twenty fumbling boy-fingers and shattered, tumbling down in inexorable slow motion to its end, where it exploded out in a wreath of fatty flesh, the glass shatter-void of the jar designing a sudden, shrapnel-decorated gore-blot across the entire aisle floor.
Clean up, aisle nine. Darcy, clean up�
* * *
Half a second, this girl�s horrific death, and this absurd resurgent image from the time before flooded Sophie�s mind. She blinked, and large pieces of the girl�s skull were still falling down through the greasy wind, like pumpkin rind.
�Love of God, Sophie, get us out of here!�
It was Silas� yelling that snapped her back to reality.
She exploded, her face, her entire skull above the teeth. Silas, her head exploded�
�� Out of here!�
She could barely hear him. Hot and icy crimson washes of rage, horror, disgust were still welling up inside her.
The H4 kept careening forward. With her left hand she was tilting the steering wheel a little, it was slick with a film of sweat. The gun handle was gripped in her right fist.
I�m going to throw up. Pass out. Can�t, can�t�
The girl�s almost-headless body actually took four more staggering steps toward the Hummer before it collapsed, arms outspread, one leg up at the knee and twitching wildly. Sophie never forgot that, it haunted her forever.
The other women had slowed, the men were still running toward her. There were wails, shouts, even gales of brutish laughter as the headless body fell. Skull splinters and bone matter had splashed up the H4�s driver door, up through the open window. Hot blood and some kind of unseen fruit pulp speckled Sophie�s cheek.
That�s when, turning left so that she could see both where she was driving and the men charging toward her, Sophie managed to raise high the submachine gun, cross her right arm over her chest and out the window, and pull the trigger.
The other women had all fallen back, cowed, whipped, throttled and guarded. Seven men were looming over them, many more were running nearer to the Hummer as it wheeled around through the scrap-yard.
There were dozens of men then, all armed. Some were huge, others frail, many limping. Most were bearded, scabbed, ashen. Hispanic, black, white, bandaged beyond recognition. Some were little more than children themselves.
And where was Zachary?
Shots were being fired. They had been, all along. Silas was screaming.
One of the hulking men on the crest of the swarm had halted. He was beaming, gloating over the girl�s mutilated body. Some other were pointing at the guarded women or Sophie herself and hollering, their faces twisted in leers of rage.
�She�s getting away!�
Sophie had never killed anything larger than a roach, a spider. Aiming as best as she dared to in that second, she selected the gloating man as her virgin kill.
She intended to spray bullets left to right, to sweep the swarm of men, to avoid hitting any of the women, to kill as many of them as she could. And why? For slaughtering the girl, for imprisoning the women, for shooting at her, for terror and torture, for the dread of shame and fear, for Zachary�s mellifluous spite, for despising Silas for nothing but the color of his skin.
For everything.
There was no justice, only fury. Vengeance both for horrors seen and those imagined. She did not need a good reason. The fury was burning out of her, the thrilling, electric spirit of Patrice was at last in resurrection, clawing its way carnally and free, from the fire, screaming hatred of the men, a horrible broken sound that carried even over the cracking of guns and the auto-fire of the SMG.
Left to right? No. The bucking kick of the barely-braced gun caused Sophie to fire an erupting stream of bullets in an arcing vertical stream. The first shots chewed ashy craters out of the pavement, the next went between the grinning (then grimacing) man�s legs and ricocheting out into the crowd of men.
Two men�s bodies surged up and then down, frantic puppets strung up on the air on gouts of blood. Pieces of the hand and arm of a third man sprayed back into the fuel bay. The next bullets caught the grimacing man himself up in the thigh and then belly, stitching up under the ribcage, and swelled there.
The last bullets flew through the space where his head had been. His shattered body blew back. The men behind him fell to earth, cowering and screaming. Other men were diving to the ground, leaping back into the fuel bays, limp-leaping behind stacked tires or dented barrels.
Sophie�s gun fired for almost two seconds. The thrumming barrel clanged as it hit the top of the H4�s window frame, still firing until it bucked and juddered out of her hand. She reflexively flipped her sweating hand around to catch it�� You fool�� and while she could not grasp it, she slapped its butt-stock with her fingertips. It flew farther back into the H4, bounced off the center console and back into Silas� shoulder.
He cried out in surprise.
The H4 had completed its careening turn, was almost aimed back at the opening between the lines of trucks where they had first driven in. Sophie had less than a hundred feet to correct her course at thirty miles an hour.
Some of the men behind were back up and firing then, but not at her. No. Sophie gaped at the flaring light of crimson imagery in her side mirror. Two of the naked women had somehow secured a dead man�s bloody rifle, and both had lain hands on it. One was firing it at a man�s face, the other woman was getting stabbed in the belly.
Off to the right, dozens more men were storming out of the gusty fog, where the truck stop ruin was turning into a labyrinth of doorways. They were wearing winter parkas, cut ponchos, rags, duct tape, garbage bags.
Surely there were other women trapped inside. Were any of these men innocent? Yes, almost certainly. Was there anyone there who could hope to overthrow the others� tyranny? Were there children?
Any, I cannot save you, Sophie thought. She tried to melt the infernal vision of the girl�s staggering, headless body out of her mind. She never would. Can�t save any of you, any, I�m sorry, I�m so sorry, Lacie, my Lacie �
She pressed the brake, somehow steered the H4 into the gap between the trucks, swung a hard right. Silas grunted as he hit one of the windows.
Blindness, a glare of sparkling light. More men, a flatbed trailer off to the left. Shotguns and capped-off emergency flares were popping off, gold and scarlet. Holes blew open in the back of the H4, shattering supplies.
Silas was sitting up, with blood and opened bandages spilled down into his lap. He had lowered the left back window all the way and he was cracking off shots with the fully-loaded assault rifle.
Sophie�s ears rang as the deafening shots erupted behind her head.
Screams blew in from the flatbed trailer. Sophie caught frantic glimpses of the carnage Silas was causing, one man going down without a face, another without a throat, more men whose legs had all been flensed into scarlet clouds and strips of shattered bone.
Godless, she thought without any coherence, I thought people were made of meat, just flesh and bone but they explode, Patrice. They explode, like paint balloons.
There was giggling, guttural sobbing under the gunfire. Sophie realized that until then, she had been screaming.
That horrible weeping, choking, suppressed vomit struggling to find its time. Gagging. Is that me?
Still twenty miles an hour, much too fast for blind and spiral tunnels. She raced between the lines of semis, almost colliding with a crumpled and black delivery truck. No!
She yanked the wheel to the right, she had to. She slammed on the brakes to hold traction, to avoid colliding with another parked bus around the bend, a wreck whose windows were jagged over by bolted plates.
The H4 almost tilted up on two wheels. Silas lost hold of the rifle, it fell and clattered out the window. Gone. �Nine!� He was crying out, jubilant, grieving. �Nine of the dead heart bastards, I got nine��
* * *
By the time Sophie managed to swerve out to the cratered down-ramp and back onto I-25, she was going close to forty through the black. She swerved around lumpy metal silhouettes, a line of demolished cars and then a pile of sandbags.
Why isn�t Silas yelling any longer?
She swerved again to the left around a pile of rubble. Silas� body flopped, hit hard against the door and then back down.
He�s unconscious. Sophie, you killed him.
She looked into the rearview, but it had tilted its face askew. She dared a glance back over her shoulder and Silas was sprawled out in the back, bleeding freely not from a gunshot but from many places, his ruined skin, his own decay. The assault rifle was gone, but the SMG dangled near his hand, his trigger finger tangled in the loop of its nylon sling-strap.
To the end, he tried to save me.
His mouth moved, soundlessly. Pale tongue, red cheeks. His eyes rolled white.
That was all she had time to see.
She heard warped and muffled shouts over the wind, revving engines, the echoes of banging metal in the distance.
Two hundred yards behind. We�re out of Pearson�s Corner. Gehinnom. Why can I still hear them?
�Because they�re coming after you,� she whispered to herself in answer.
She hit a pothole, a tilt in the pavement and the H4 lurched and came back down hard. Silas bounced and groaned. Can barely even see. She did not dare go any faster.
Reaching behind her seat during a clearer stretch of road, swerving out of the breakdown lane and back across the gridline, Sophie yanked the SMG away from Silas� hand, checked the clip. She was steering with her knees.
The clip was empty.
She glanced down �
An overturned wreck with melted tires loomed directly up in front of the H4. She hit the brakes, still ran over one outstretched arm of a very old and withered body, then a broken crate, some foil trash.
No choice. She needed to stop to do this.
�Stay with me, Silas,� she breathed as she slowed the H4 to a halt. Foot on the brake, she popped out the spent clip of the SMG and let it drop. It clattered off the console. She reached over into the open glove compartment, pulled the last SMG clip out and grimly clicked it home.
Those aren�t trucks. The sound of engines carried over the wind was getting louder, up behind her on the down-ramp. Cars, or jeeps? A motorcycle?
�Dare you to come after me,� she whispered. No one had ever warned her that killing was a drug, a pit, a key. It felt incredible, rapture peeling outward, the black silhouette of ecstasy.
No one but Patrice.
I loved it. And horror.
She clicked the gun�s safety on, stuffed the entire weapon into her torn suit so that it rested across her shaking thighs. Come after me. The adrenaline was still high, electric fire turning into a numb and strangled gel inside her veins. But if she was going to die, never to see her daughter, to love and hold her Lacie, she was going to die fighting. Come on.
And emerging out from the trash piles, accelerating and swerving erratically past the toppled wreckage of a cattle truck still full of black jumbled skeletons, she drove on.
Exodus. Kersey. Mitch. Mama. Lacie.
Thunder. A blue-spliced glimpse, even, of lightning. Again the gray rains began.
It was earlier than she had believed. Twilight. It was the day that would die forever, the gray-blind and radiant day that would never truly end. The worst was by no means behind her.
I swear to you, Lacie.
The H4�s damaged engine growled, fuel blurted out of the still-open gas valve, out of the ruptured gas tank. The wind began to rage again, spinning up gouts of powdered obsidian glass. Wreckage blurred by to either side.
I swear to you I am coming.
The rain-wind surged in from behind, pushing the H4 at a tilt and a little faster. The gas needle wavered. Amber fuel beads sprinkled out over the hood in a glittering, liquid blossom.
A blossom of lovely spray.
Sophie beheld the vision of the headless girl again, the crimson eruption which had been the final ripples of her face inside the cage.
Silas whispered, �Go.�
Alive!
Sophie spared one last tear-fogged glance down at her gun. She looked out east. So near! Northeast, out where Mitch and Lacie might still be. Out there roved the wind, tasting the spinning fuel beads with black and uncounted tongues, swallowing them whole.
She was alive. She was dying. Go.
She gripped the wheel tighter, tighter with both of her radiation-burned and pallid hands.

-

This is the Holy Book
Of Gehinnom,
Of the Tomb of Many Circles,
Of the Gray Rain,
Of the Exodus.



To Be Continued

(The FROM THE FIRE saga shall come to an end with Episode VI, AND THE ASHES, available in the summer of 2013 from Wonderland Imprints and the Kindle Store on Amazon.com.)
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