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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 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 IV: ARCHANGEL is the fourth installment of a serialized novel by Kent David Kelly. It is preceded by END OF DAYS (I), THE CAGE (II) and THE HOLLOW MEN (III). 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 IV: ARCHANGEL
by
Kent David Kelly


IV-1
LAST RITES

Inside.
The vault door sealed itself with a resonating clang. Sickly sweet aerosol puffed into the air and the air conditioning hummed into life, shivering the skeleton-like frames of aluminum ducting. Shadows danced around the lithe and shaking frame of a girl-like soul, around the fleeing outline of her faceless silhouette. She was walking backwards, dragging something.
Deeper. Away. Away.
The girl-shape and its burden emerged into fluorescent light. She stood there, hunched, garbed in her mantle of shadow-white armor. Panting, she pulled the form of the dying man in behind her, the survivor who was named Silas-Something and nothing more. She lifted the man and puffed out fits of moistened breath, the girl no more, Sophia Ingrid Saint-Germain.
To the shower. She grunted as she repositioned him. His head rolled on a bird-like neck, his eyes fluttered veined and white. He�s delirious, he�s dying. Get him to the shower. Now. Go!
Sophie drag-carried Silas in her arms. He could not have weighed an ounce over ninety pounds. He draped there, a lolling scarecrow, his head bobbing from side to side at a sickly angle and upside-down. A trickle of blackish foam and blood ran from the corner of his mouth and up his hollowed cheek, into his left ear. He was heavy to her, yes, especially as she was sheathed in armor and shivering near to panic. But he was nowhere near as heavy as he should be. He was hot, skeletal, quaking and close to death. His eyes rolled open, brown for a moment, and he whispered something� something which Sophie never understood, something he would never remember.
Dead words. Death, so much enough for all of us. Death, death.
And the sister-voice in her sang, trilling down from her perch upon her throne: Sing to me, Sophie. Sing for all you have ever lost, sing for all you never were. Every chance you ever had, every chance that was stolen from me that you disregarded in your comfortable little bubble of wealth and shoes and little pills. Sing!
She dragged him into the great room, rolled him onto a blanket tugged away from the laundry pile where she had made her own vigil-bed for the entryway. Then she dragged the blanket and its sickly burden, his fingers trailing in old brackish water meandering toward the drain.
(He�s dead, I know he�s dead, oh God he�s �)
And on, and on, gently toward the shower. She stripped out of her suit, very mindful of the gun this time, and with scissors and another blanket she knelt before Silas. She pulled up her shirt over her nose, breathing slowly, trying not to gag.
Do this. Do this now. Alone. You need to try to save this dying man or you will never sleep in peace again. Save him.
Working quickly, fingers ginger-quick and eggshell-white, she clipped the trash bag and his clothing off. As she rolled him the black foam of drying blood dripped out of his face. A horrible and enticing smell puffed up, so sweet like smoke-enwreathed Chinese food, like vinegar and yogurt and burning pork. She covered her face, trying not to vomit. Acid roiled from side to side up inside her stomach and crept up into her esophagus.
Oh, God still alive. Oh, Silas, you�re a miracle. How are you not dead? How?
He did not move, agony was a phantom which commanded of him but he could not obey. A mystery. He had no tale that he could tell. Not yet.
She rolled his unconscious form onto another blanket, and hissed. His back was not covered with burns and blisters like his arms, no. The flesh was patched, patterned in lovely colors. Looking closer, Sophie realized that the parti-colored overlapping squares were not patches of skin, they were scorched and embedded pieces of a flannel shirt. Silas�s shirt had burned deeply into the soft pulp to either side of his spine, all down his back. The cloth�s pattern was now a part of his flesh, a part of him.
This is a science project. Sophie did not cry. This is not a man yet, someone�s lover, someone�s grandpa, someone�s grocer or the nice man who picks gourds for someone else down the street. This is not a soul, this is no one. She kept to business, working, plucking at his wounds. Deal with the flesh, as you can. Render forth the spirit. It�s meat. The man, the man comes after.
His burns were second-degree, if not third. She was not certain how to tell. But everywhere that the shirt-pattern was not, his skin was shining between barely-unexposed bones like a rack of honey-glazed meat, scarlet beneath the fluorescent lights. She tried to remember what little she knew of burn treatment from reading the binders.
People who were dying of burns, they would dehydrate themselves refusing water, shivering and freezing to death. Sometimes, even before their nerve endings would recover enough to wake them to experience their own agony, they would simply shrivel away and die. They �
Silas groaned. A dark hand reached up, sorting the shadows of the caged lights away above him, touching the sheaves of radiance. �Beautiful,� he whispered. The hand plopped down again.
She rolled him onto his side, wondering how best to drag him into the shower stall without hurting him anymore. There was a four-inch-higher lip of concrete with an aluminum slider atop it, a simple matter crafted to hold the shower door in its place. A half-step, nothing for her to remember on any day. Inconsequential detail. But that lip of biting concrete could cut him and split him open. It �
No. Meat. This is just meat, Sophie. This is just a problem to solve, the solution will create a man. A miracle. Keep working.
She looked down, assessing. The plaid-shreds and burned-in pieces of boxer shorts barely covered him. He looked pathetic lying crumpled there in the nude, almost beautiful, a disheveled and mortal angel.
A man.
�Oh, Silas. I�m going, I�m going. To save you. I can.� The tears, the tears were threatening to begin and if they did there would never be an end to them. �Do this. I promise.�
She ran to the med cabinet, pulled it open. Little beads of mercury from the broken thermometer went flying. She grabbed a morphine hypo and went back to the crumpled shape, not knowing where to put the needle in the vein. The neck? No. Too dangerous, and her hands were moving in circles beneath her. Searching, like birds. She stilled them.
Look. Think.
There was a large and snaky vein in the back of his right arm�s joint, opposite the elbow and shining beneath the light, scarlet-umber beneath his skin. She decided that one was as good as any. She did not know the proper dose, but if the man was not already dead from his burns, one miracle had already graced the shelter with its presence. Why not another?
She gave him half of the syringe�s morphine, wincing as she did so. What judgment had she passed on him? Death? Peaceful drifting? Agony? Resurrection?
No response.
She stood, leaned and put the needle up in the shampoo bottle slot of the shower rack, out of reach.
There was only one way to try to save him, to begin to care for him. The concrete lip was a barrier, nothing more. It needed to fall to Sophie�s will. Surmount it. Make it unreal, if you have to. But how?
Let us see, let us see what happens if we try. It�s a game, sister Sophie. Lift him, the sister-voice trilled.
Again? I can�t. He�ll die.
Lift him, Sophie. Cackling from the throne, a cruel sweetness tinged with envy. Oh, he is an angel! A beautiful old soul! Lift him lift him lift him �
�Enough!�
If she did not act at all, he would die. If he died as a result of her actions, she would tell herself that it was inevitable, that she had done good work and done no wrong, and she would forgive herself. Somehow.
There is no one to hear your sins, Sophie.
�I don�t care. I�m alive. Let me deal with the living.�
Silence at last within her mind.
�All right, then.� She considered. Silas would need to be sanitized, bathed. A shock to the system. The water might kill him and it might not. But the filth and septic toxins of his burn-flesh surely would. His torso would need to be slathered in burn ointment, and then she would need to start sewing shut any open wounds that would reveal themselves as his burned skin sloughed off.
�Sewing,� she mumbled, not realizing she was using her sister�s voice. �Like Girl Scouts, Sophie.� She giggled once, to keep from screaming.
If any of the fabric of the shirt or the boxer shorts was ever going to come off�� and, by coming off, reduce the one hundred percent chance of fatal infection�� it would have to be now.
The logistics of this were still confounding. There was no time.
She opened the shower, turned the water spigot�s indicator more toward hot than cold. Then, holding her breath, slipping her hands gently under Silas�s armpits, she pulled him standing.
The flesh beneath his arms was hot, pulpy and pliant with blisters both ruptured and unopened. His head lolled again and he did not regain consciousness, but he gave a moaning sigh. The black foam bubbled out and trickled down his chest. She lifted him all the way upright; no resistance. How could he be lighter than only minutes ago?
Because you are in Hell, because this is eternity.
�No.�
In. She stood with him in the shower, sharing the cascade, one final rite before the end.
The water pulsed over him, over Sophie�s face as she tried to cradle him up against the wall. He crumpled and fell against her. Sweet-smelling mist puffed up, flitting little bits of black burned flesh and the shreds of moistened scabs into the air.
Sophie gagged, a stark inhalation turned into a rush of stomach acid from the other direction. She vomited over her shoulder, fell, and landed on crackling knees, struggling to balance Silas down between her legs.
He twisted as he fell with her, crying out, and she turned him so that his back would be cleansed by the pure cascading water.
There.
He screamed.
His arms went around Sophie�s neck, and his fingers dug into her back. �Stop,� he begged her. �Stop. Please. Puh. Puh��
He fell unconscious once more, a merciful oblivion.
Tears and water and disgorged bile ran down Sophie�s face as she quickly turned him, cleansing his shedding flesh as best she could. His skin was not only blistering then, shedding, it was turning from African American brown to lobster red. Turning hard and shiny. There was not as much blood as she had hoped. Hardly any of the shirt was coming off. Where there were creases, the folds betweens his fingers, and in the clefts of his skeletal armpits, the layers of tissue were turning to jeweled translucent sheets of once-flesh, surfaces which shone like melting plastic. Skin fell off his back in sheets. Pus leaked out of soft spots which hardened around the divots between each of his vertebrae.
He barely woke in her arms, then. And he murmured, �Itches. Jenny, can you scratch that?� An almost-scream thereafter, a breath turned into a wheeze. A cough of something greenish mixed with spittle over her shoulder. �Jenny? So cold.�
Sophie shushed him, turned him, and the burnt remnants of the man swirled down the drain. His sloughing flesh smelled like burning cinnamon pried up sweet from beneath the rind, whirling in little tendrils down to darkness. Shreds of wasted human being sucked away, deep beneath the world.
He�s melting. Oh, he�s melting down the drain.
Sophie giggled madly. She bit her lip, stifling herself.
The fingers of Silas splayed out toward the end, when there was nothing more of him that was liquid, when all the blood and pus and sanies (Or filth, or stink, or whatever you call it) had washed away. Something glittering emerged between his shaking fingers. A blackened and partially-melted wedding ring was perched upon one finger, and a dark crescent hollow beneath it showed where the finger that bore it had once been much larger.
The waters fell. Sophie stared at that crescent, that hollow between his bony finger and promise gold, for a very long time.
The ring, it wanted to come off. Even in delirium, barely conscious, Silas kept the ring from washing away by clasping it with his thumb.
�Oh, God, hurts.�
She shushed him, held him as she would her only child.
�Help me hold,� he said. He palmed the ring. She held the hand that kept it.
The most curious detail came into focus then as Sophie, crying, interlaced Silas�s fingers with her own. Some of his fingernails were beautiful, crystal blue. It took her a moment to realize that these were beads of molten glass, something he had touched when it was hot, perhaps a melting window or a vase. These sapphire beads of melting glass had fused with his fingertips, and each had cooled there. The glass, too, was a part of him now.
His head bobbed up. It was as if he had been sleep-talking, and now his voice was raw and loud as it rang out back and forth along the shower tiles. �Jenny!�
Sophie did not speak.
He cried out again. �Jenny?� Pleading this time, searching. Trying to touch her face. Looking for her with eyes closed, and finding a stranger there. Then: �Oh, Lord Gabriel. Gabriel, forgive.�
And Sophie rose straighter with his body cradled up against her. �It�s going to be okay. It�s okay.�
Silas sobbed, his face trapped between her neck and shoulder. Water pooled in the cleft there and took his tears.
There was one last part of him to wash, his face. Sophie turned Silas�s head beneath the falling waters, and even as he wept he screamed there all the more. She braced his wrists, and pinned him there. He was easy to conquer, he was nothing. There was nothing else she could do.
One patch of flannel, toward the end, pulled itself apart in a fraying line and fell from him. It swirled around the drain.

IV-2
THE WORDS MADE OF CINDER

Seven hours after, perhaps. Or eight? Such things no longer mattered.
Silas shivered, despite his bandages, as Sophie layered another of Tom�s blankets over his cot. He opened one of his eyes.
She bent her ear to hear his words, to hold them in her memory. If he was going to die she was determined to honor him. She had failed Peter, she had tried to do this in her love for Tom, but her one-sided sendings to those dead men had been matters of solitude. This man, here, she could watch the beauty wreath itself and all the life go out of him. She could speak, reassure, and she could be there.
Silas was the first survivor, perhaps the only, she could ever usher to his peace.
As she bent to hear his whisper, she waited. When it came, it was soft and urgent and it was this: �Damn, I�m hungry.�
She lifted her head back away from him. Surprise and a born affection wrinkled their way up her brow. She smiled, she cupped her hands over her mouth and almost laughed. Silas�s other eye opened, just a sliver of burnished gold reflecting light. But this time, he tried and failed to prop himself up on his elbows.
A look of lackadaisical annoyance appeared upon his face. It was a mundane expression, a thing of the luxurious world which had just been savaged away to nothingness. It almost looked like he was waiting for a bus that was a few minutes late, and he was about to tell someone standing next to him what a piss-off irritation that could be.
The man said to Sophie�� with no blame, with an almost conspiratorial tinge of fellowship�� �Hot damn lady, this. Am I hungry or what? Feel like shit, sorry. That�s right, but up and there it is.�
And Sophie laughed at last. His face softened as he stared at her, around her, trying to interpret the meaning of his surroundings. He seemed to realize that he was not in a hospital. No, perhaps he was even somewhere underground.
�How am I here? Is� she?� He took the strange white woman�s hand, his bravado fading away into an earnest purity. His eyes were wide, needing. �Where is Jenny?�
Sophie shook her head. She leaned in and kissed Silas�s balding head, just over the bandaged knot in his eyebrow, and he winced.
�I�m sorry, Silas.�
�Told you my name, did I?� His face changed, the annoyed at the bus-stop play rising over his too-aware expression once again. �Well, no matter. You and me, for now. We�ll go find my Jenny in awhile. Am I right?�
�Of course you are.�
�You bet I am.� He took in one deep breath.
They sat there, Sophie tracing the line of his head�s shadow on the pillow with her fingertips. It seemed wrong, of a sudden, to touch him against his will.
He is alive.
�Well.� He swallowed, blinked, stared at the curvature of walls and the storage ducts hollowed within the ceiling. Whatever he was going to say, the utterance of it required that he not look straight into her face. �Whatever, see, I might been saying, earlier on to you. When I meet you, I remember now. Gracious of you, bringing me in like that. I was gone. What were you thinking?�
�I was� thinking you might be the last.�
The last person alive I might ever see.
He waved all that away.
�Never you mind,� he said then. �Bringing a stranger down in here all like that, it means something. You can�t be too mad at me I suppose.�
He looked at her then and found her smiling, close to tears.
�I guess I�m not mad at you, Silas. And good morning.�
�Is it now?�
�I think so.�
�What�s for breakfast?�
A little more of laughter.
* * *
Hours earlier, prying away pieces of fabric from Silas�s back with tweezers and watching the red sheets of blood well up through his sponge-holed flesh, Sophie had been certain that every moment would be his ending. As she worked and cried, she knew that she was holding a death vigil over him. But here he was hours after, and although he could not yet fully see her, he was blinking at the bright fluorescent lights and even trying to smile back at her.
The strange eccentric gentleman, prodding and quiescent, was still the man entirely.
�So.� He was gazing at her again then. Deeply, almost blindly. She knew, in that moment, everything that he himself was coming to comprehend. Jenny was dead, the world was dead. It was just the two of them. If Mitch and her daughter were ever to be found, perhaps, perhaps� the four of them could die together.
There was nothing else to hope for.
Silas patted her hand, an old man comforting a girl. Then he gripped it, surprisingly strong. He shook it with emotion. �Thank you.�
�You are an angel, Silas. You came to me before the end. You never need to thank me.� Sophie rose, unguarded. What was she saying? The words were pouring out of her, the urgent knowledge that this was a human who had suffered out there and came to her. He was proof, he was the real. If he could make it to the shelter, and not be swept away by evil as the others were, then there might be hope.
Her daughter could still be alive.
She could speak only a little longer. �Rest now,� she said.
Sophie rose. She went to turn out one bank of the lights.
His arm raised beneath the blanket. �Mrs. S.-G.?� She tilted her head at this, this curious name for a nice white lady he could not quite yet be familiar with. �Let me away to sleep. But watch over me. Please don�t go.�
She moved to turn off the light and said softly, �Call me Sophie, please. This place is quite small. I�m right here.�
�All right.� He almost shrugged, and gave her a brave boy�s smile against the dark.
His energy had been a fa�ade. Even as she reached to turn off the last lights, he faded. His eyes rolled, his head fell away to one side of the pillow.
Sophie�s hand froze over the light switch. She realized, horribly, that she was checking from a distance to see if he was dead. But there he was, fighting sleep. He blinked his delirium away, he was staring right through her.
�Dark�s all right. Makes it easier. But if I promise to call you �Sophie� once or twice, will you? Will you talk to me a little while,� he whispered. Beneath the blanket, his hand patted the side of the dilapidated mattress. �Please.�
She crossed her arms. She wanted to, she did. But if he made her cry she felt as if her entire body would fall apart.
�� All right.� She could not look directly at him any longer, not after all that she had seen in cleansing and caring for him.
I want to listen, Silas. And I want to tell you everything.
There were no social barriers, there was no society. She was starved for human contact, for sanity. Just looking at Silas, a real man, she could feel the voices of Patrice and her father draining away to somewhere much deeper inside her.
She clicked the light off. She walked in nearer.
She poised herself carefully at the foot of his bed, folding her legs so that she was certain not to touch him.
Just being here, Silas. No more spider-skin, no more nightmare. Just being here, being the miracle you are? You�ll keep me alive. I�ll listen, you just be the wonder that you are.
�There now, sit you down where you like. It�s good. Jenny don�t lie when she tell you, I won�t bite,� he reassured her. �Good itches, where I can feel �em. Pain�s deep but it�s not the only. You�ve got a sure touch, Mrs. S.-G.�
�Sophie.�
�Right, that�s what I say. Ain�t no arguing with you, I�m certain. You go to medical school, Mrs. S.-G.?�
�Sophie, or I�m leaving you to sleep.� She smiled. �If honesty appeals to you, I did indeed. University of Colorado doctorate no less, just for daddy. And the slim and meager potential for a sliver of his approval.�
�Oh. And?�
�And I flunked out in my second year and almost got married in a barefoot wedding up in the Flatirons, just outside of Boulder. Fell in love with the mountains, there. Not so much the man.�
He smiled. �Damn.�
She shrugged, her eyebrows raised a little. She almost looked at him, in that moment, flicking her gaze toward his pillow. But she was feeling something she had not felt in an eternity.
What was it?
She was shy.
It was fascinating to realize just how quickly her mind could return to those emotions, to the gestures and expressions required for the most primal of togetherness and distance and human communication.
�Almost married to the wrong man, you see,� she said then. �Not my Tom.�
�Oh, Hell. Tom? Who was the first guy, then?� Silas groaned. He coughed, almost admitting the edge of laughter. But his voice would not have it. �Two barefoot bad boys in this story already? Kind of private, isn�t it? You ain�t supposed to tell me either of that, till you done caring for me.�
She did look him in the eye, then. She couldn�t help it. �Shush, you. I�m confiding.�
�Oh, I�m shushed.� A wave of pain went through him, something he could not hide.
Slowly he is dying. Sophie restrained herself from touching him once again. If she relented, showed him just how certain she was that he was fading, what would that do to his miraculous fire?
I cannot let you, Silas. Don�t leave me. I cannot let you go.
�So.� He forced himself to speak and his voice was broken, yet stronger all the same. �So, number one. This Wrong Man.� Silas licked his lips. �Barefoot Not-Tom. What you do with him?�
�Do with him? Nothing, that�s just it. He was too much like daddy, underneath it all in secret. I realized it, so I ran. That was the end of my life in Boulder, but not the end. I commuted to classes a bit yet, hiding from� from my ex-fianc� all the while. Crept about campus after I�d told him I�d be gone. It was terrible, he kept trying to find me.�
�Oh, you didn�t.�
�Oh, I did. I even grasped at one last very unenthusiastically proffered lifeline, from my very disappointed father, and I became an anthropologist, in time.�
Silas frowned, misunderstood. �No, not that part.�
�Not what?� Sophie uncrossed her legs.
�Tell me what you guys did, I mean not anything, but�� said Silas. His lips quirked a little. �Woah-damn. Listen to me, how rude was that?� Then, over a frown: �But what about that poor guy? Barefoot Not-Tom, what you do to get rid of him?�
�Why, I introduced him to my worst enemy,� said Sophie. �Clarice Carpenter. Sweet, beautiful young thing. Exquisite teeth. Like a horse. They were married thirteen years, last I checked.�
�Oh, damn! Horsie hot girl in the end? That�s just mean. Ain�t no messing with you now, is there? Barefoot Not-Tom and a thirteen-year sentence without parole to boot? That poor damn girl got hammered. Teach a man to follow you around.�
Sophie giggled. Silas cackled, and instantly regretted it. He tried to clutch his ribs.
She was off the bed at once. She knelt before him, one hand upon his sweat-beaded brow and the other going to the medical kit under the cot�s metal foreleg. She felt around for the capped and hidden morphine needle by touch. �Hold still.�
�I�m holding.� He flinched, expecting a needle at any moment.
�Hold more still.�
�Like this?�
�Like you can�t talk,� said Sophie.
�Right.�
�Shhh.�
Looking sidelong but not moving, he gave her a pained and well-studied expression, one which Sophie was quite certain had been formerly tendered solely for his wife. He spoke through gritted teeth: �Well, can I look at what you trying to do?�
�Well sure you can, if you quiet,� said Sophie, in her best white-girl-Creole lilt and drawl. �Woah-damn.�
And Silas tried very hard not to laugh again. He failed, yet the needle found its mark.
* * *
As the morphine took hold and Silas was fading back, down, into its icy fingers, they talked and smiled for a little while more.
�I didn�t mean for him to die,� said Sophie. They both knew who she was speaking of. �He was a dear friend.�
�S�all� it�s all right,� said Silas. His voice was beginning to slur, a pooling rumble, seeking the edges of a deeper brook flowing down inside of him. �I understand, I�m sure that he did too. He was retired sheriff. Trying to help people, making choices led him into bad. Not your fault. You good people, Sophie.�
She touched his hand, a brief interlacing of fingers. �I can�t talk about that anymore.�
He seemed to understand.
�Well, let�s talk about something else, then. Painful is fine, I�m losin��� He did not manage to finish his sentence, and then he looked confused. He focused on her, as if he believed she had asked a question he had not heard.
�What do you want to talk about?� she asked.
�Hmm?� His eyes rolled. Soon, she would need to let him sleep.
And what of tonight, Sophie? What if he dies? Will you go mad at last, if after all of his suffering, this miracle of his arrival, you find him dead there lying beside you? What if you wake alone?
�We�ll talk about whatever you like. Not the bodies, or the shaft,� she said. �Don�t tell me any of that.� That seemed to bring him back. He blinked, trying to focus on the unlit bank of lights above the honeycombed slopes of concrete.
�No?�
�No. Tell me about anything else, my Hummer. Your car. Your way up here. Tell me something. Please? I have no idea what�s out there.�
�Oh?� In the wave of his delirium, the returning, he almost rolled upon his side. She held him down, firmly but gently. �Yeah. Want to tell you my story,� he said. �Need to. Not ready yet.�
And if you die tonight, Silas? If you die? Without meaning to she suddenly remembered Chris, the terrified boy-soldier in Fort Morgan, the evil she had committed in giving him a false absolution without faith.
That boy-voice, professional and terrified. A soldier dying out in the world, locked and lost in one of the last fortresses of Man.
Will you hear my confession?
She shivered. As if linked, Silas touched upon this and he shivered as well. He clutched his blankets closer.
�Who knows?� he asked her then.
�Sorry?�
�Who else knows about this place?�
�Oh.� She searched her memory. It seemed strange, to ponder the existence of other souls in a world so long alone. �There were� I don�t know. Tom used a lot of labor to create the shelter. Quiet handshake deals. But mostly, he kept that, ah. He kept that from me. There was Mitch, and Pete�s son, and Jake and Tomas and Paulo, and��
�Your husband built all this, though?�
�He did.�
And Silas sighed. �What a glory of a man. Oh, he love you.�
Unexpected. Sophie held back her tears.
�What can you tell me about the ravine?� she asked. She coughed, her voice was thickening. Soon, she would not be able to speak out without crying.
And then I won�t be able to stop.
�You really? You really want to know.�
She nodded.
�Well, it�s hard to say. To explain. All the rubble? There�s��
She waited a moment, another. �There�s what, Silas?�
Silas was snoring gently.
All right. The night, alone. Perhaps I can do this once again.
She rose, turned away from Silas. The reflected light from the tunnel would be enough to show her the way. She could crawl into her own cot, should she choose to. She could sleep there and watch over him. She hugged herself, tapped her elbows with her fingers. A strange gesture which Tom always called �The Fidget.�
Her hands fell to her sides in indecision.
Can�t sleep.
Should she read, study the binders, prepare maps for the journey to Kersey, Colorado? Should she stay there with Silas, awake beside him?
Oh Silas, please don�t die.
Then his voice, frail and high like a child�s, rose up over her shoulder.
�Sophie?�
�Yes?�
�Do I look like a monster?�
She was angry, at first. Outraged that he could dishonor himself with such a fear. Such a name. What did his appearance matter?
But these were foolish feelings, the emotions of the exhausted. She gathered herself and sighed. She kept the sound as quiet as she could.
�No, Silas,� she said at last. �You� you look like an angel.�
�Sophie?�
�Yes.�
�Why did this happen?�
The unanswerable.
You know, Silas, I study the binders every day. Printouts, even printouts of Eyes Only things. Tom had so many thoughts scrawled down in the margins. The Chinese, I think now. I don�t know, I don�t want to hate. I don�t think that we will ever know. I think� I believe� that we may have started it. Americans, ourselves. Or some spy was caught with nuclear contraband, or something happened on the border of China and Mongolia or where, I don�t know, where the Kazakhstanian cities were being evacuated. There were reports and redactions, theories. Fear-mongering. Something terrible, is all. It�s all nothing. Nothing matters now.
�You need sleep, Silas,� she whispered. �Tell me everything tomorrow.�
He did not answer for several seconds. Sophie looked over her shoulder, terrified, trying to discern the rising and falling of his chest. She could not see him.
Then he murmured, �Jenny, that sound so fine. But did you?�
She waited.
�Did you ask?� Silas went on. �Ben, if he was coming? That boy. Sweet as rain, nothing his fault. Nothing. Boy, he needs his daddy.�
Sophie was almost going to ask, Who is Ben, Silas? But Silas had already drifted off into the reluctant and inescapable gravity of sleep.
And perhaps, for a time, the man christened Silas Colson would struggle on in fitful and jesting heroism. Perhaps for awhile yet, he would live.

IV-3
THE FIRST STORY OF SILAS 

(Explanatory note: As researcher and historian, it is imperative that I intercede at this point in my attempted narrative restoration to clarify that Sophia St.-Germain used a digital recorder to imprint the voice of Silas, and that in later days or years she printed his words verbatim before the device itself ceased to remain operational. As such, the testament of Silas hereafter is an exceedingly rare primary document of the White Fire and its horrifying after-effects.
The actual recording itself�� wherever the electronic device may be dead and buried now�� is surely demagnetized and lost unto the ages. Yet, the words of Silas himself remain. In all of Sophie�s diary, with its faltering and claustrophobic shorthand toward the end, its crowded margins and thrice-layered pages of cramped and flowing remembrances laced in with corrections, the long stories of Silas stand as the only two unaltered entries.
She wrote these stories once, in his words, and never touched them again.
As Sophie clearly believed this survival of the voice of Silas to be of vital importance, as if a spirit, I have retained his testament here in full as it was originally preserved. Any inferences of events to be guessed at from the context must be an exercise to be made solely by the reader. I, myself, shall not corrupt the holy record.
� Alexandria S.G.-C. / 2319)

�How I got here? Well, Mrs. S-G. See, now that�s a funny thing.
�I was working in my wood shop, what the grand-kits called �Adventureland�� and what Jenny call, �That Husbandly Atrocity in What Supposed to Be Our Basement.�
�So. I had my noise suppressor headphones on. And oh, my tinted safety goggles, for my clear ones were up and shatter-spangled by a chip just couple week last Tuesday, I think it was. Ha, Tuesday. What a world.
�What I�m saying is, if I wasn�t so stupid stubborn as to be down there circle-sawing on a length of pine for no real reason at all, while Jenny was baking and the grand-kits were watching Disney Channel, well� I would be deaf and blind now, or worse. Or maybe it would be better, Hell. I don�t know how to say.
�I don�t deserve to be here, cared for you and all Mrs. S.-G., while my Jenny, my Jenny��
* * *
�All right. I�m ready again, and thank you for cleaning up over me. Too much pride to let you do what you done and I have no choice, and so I thank you.
�Down there in the basement I was� well. Not listening to the radio that morning, but having it on to try to not listen to it, see? That goddamn Shelter Panic Bulletin, I was addicted just like everyone else. Because it was horrible, horrible.
�Well, that radio is what got me upset enough to work on the nothing-pine on my saw. Good ol� Jake Handler on the airwaves. Oh, you know? You listen to him? Oh Lord, I�m sorry. I can see I cut you deep and I don�t know what I say wrong to do so, I am sorry. Don�t you cry, I can�t go on now if you cry.
�There�s my smile. There�s a girl. Lord, if you aren�t the strongest woman I ever did see and I hope you don�t mind me saying so.
�Sophie. Of course I call you Sophie.
�Well, see now, that�s just it. I don�t know how to tell you what came next. I powered down, and I put my face mask up to keep out the choke of sawdust, then I put my WD-40 away. My saw blade was smoking, I was looking for the extinguish-foam, that damn can, and I never even knew how close to fire and how stupid I was being. Like a zombie a-cutting away.
�But suddenly it had struck me and I knew. Oh, Lord, no. That�s all I can tell you.
�Like, like a purring cat who wake straight up and run and jump out the window before the earthquake, see? That�s how I knew that it was coming. Like lightning bolt from the shock of blue.
�Somehow I knew. I covered my eyes and put my hands over my face.�
* * *
�The funny thing was, there was no sound. I�m sure there was, but whatever it did to me, it�s like it was so deafening, so mighty and all-powerful booming that I never even hear it. It was all, it was all light.
�Oh, the light. There is no God within that light, no mercy. Only the everlasting fire.
�The walls melted. Turned bright red.
�The blinding light outside was blood. Blood and it was pouring both out and from inside of me. I swear to you, I saw that through closed eyes, and� I saw the bones in my hands, surrounded by red. Through closed eyes I beheld my flesh and the firmament who holds. Last thing I saw was the blood in my own veins, coursing through my fingers.
�It was only after the light, eternal seconds after, that the heat wave come.
�The air on fire, breath on fire. Like walking out of a walk-in freezer and running out into the desert sun.
�Shivering, so hot it was icy cold. Felt hot on my cheeks, then my face, then my entire body.
�How do I describe it?
�I saw this movie once, that Titanic kid, Leon someone. Not that movie, though. One of the forgotten ones. It was ol� Musketeer France, and they bolted this iron mask onto his face and the camera, they showed you what it looked just like to get that bolted onto you, what it would feel like.
�And that was just like it. I tell you only that iron mask was red hot as it clamped down, and it was burning.
�I woke like that, my vision turned to waves of not just red and rainbow, but jewels. Ruby was all that I behold, and opal, see? Like there was no sun, like the sun had fallen and was burning apart and disintegrating all around me.
�Like I was lying at the bottom of a crimson ocean, endless tons of pressure up upon me, looking up, up through miles of transparent and whirling waves, up into a ruin once the sky.
�The sky, she not die easy. She still dying. Archangel, writhing in her dance upon the high.
�She was still roaring and afire, and these waterfalls of liquid heat were washing their way over me.
�Live cables were sparking somewhere at the edge of sight, like some monstrous and ogrish welder was working his way through the neighborhood and getting caught up in telephone poles and shattered foundations everywhere. Everywhere.
�Flashes at the edges of once-my-basement, the heart of all that burning hollow, like what? Like when you�re watching one of those old science movies in school, and the projector breaks, and the faces freeze mid-smile and then all melt apart to shock-white right in front of you.
�That�s what it was like. That was everything.
�I saw a burning dog fall into once-my-basement. I smelt it, too. It was making a horrible sound, a squealing, �til I realized what it was. Already dead. That was just the sound of its insides, baking and popping. Bubbling up out of its stomach which was just a burnt-out hole.�
* * *
�Right. Let�s go again.
�See, I didn�t understand what I was looking at once I came to again. There was no grief, no weeping, only a little pain. Just this confusion, this terrified wonderment of a newborn orphan trying to make sense of the Hell, the wilderness and the wasteland.
�Like being born in a furnace, all it was. Like trying to understand.
�I was gazing up through rafters and debris angled all atop of me. Powder was trickling down, cement and dirt and crystallized blood and what I later realized was hoverin� chips of bone. Ashes. Make you want to stick out your tongue like a kid �til you realize what it was, so stupid and so beautiful.
�People, it was raining burning scraps of people on my face.
�I sat up somehow, somehow I pushed all this mess of paneling and cinderblock and tire-shit off of me and I looked around. Like some idiot waking up in some Cocteau movie, you know him? What? Oh, French, his stuff was good. Too cultured for me to know. But Jenny, oh she loved him. Funny how movie dates turn out when you in love.
�Yeah, like a Cocteau actor, see. Knowing he�s in some surreal place that�s filled up with evil clowns or something. I expected stupid music at any moment, but all I could hear was the raging of the firestorm.
�And oh, the legion, the dying. The screaming. Everyone was still burning, everyone in hiding. It takes awhile when you all protected, for the fire-tongue to find you.
�All around me, my own house�� Jenny�s house, mercy�� thirty years paid, our beloved home had fallen in all around the basement line. Like a collapsed cake, a perfect rectangle.
�I don�t know how else to say it. Funny thing about that basement, you know those are rare in Denver-land because of the shifting sediment, but I chose good land way back when and that basement, we had a good one.
�But it required more foundation to be used as a living space, you understand? Well, my daughter and I, we�d built all that. Bonded over that for years and hauling lumber and burning our hands on pulley ropes and bitching up a storm at each other, daddy your fault, nope was your fault girl. You want a whoopin�? Ha! Paul Harvey and Dick Clark and Casey Kasem on the radio, good times. Yeah.
�Never again.
�We built that all up in the center so that my woodshop was like its own concrete control room in the heart of it all, with sound-dampening and such. Surrounded by a bigger room that was all the rest of the basement, see? Shell within a shell. Used to be where the water heater and the furnace were, that was a project let me tell you.
�Yeah, old house, damn good house. Water and heat got moved out safer a second time by contractors, out to the dry southwest corner when we renovated in �02. And why is all this important?
�I do believe my daughter�s work, our life�s love and our labor, that�s all to only save me. There�s almost no one, Sophie. Every one survival is a miracle.
�Or curse.
�Believe me, I saw no one dead or living intact as I myself was. Anywhere, anywhere, until I got up to west of Black Hawk. Everyone else in Littleton, Denver and all the rest, millions all. All had been shattered and broken and mutilated and only finished off then by the mercy of the burning, but not me.
�No. Do believe I was made to suffer. You write that down later, I don�t care. S�all right. I live on so with pride, I do in the name of love. I live so that all those who are gone who I remember, they live on inside of me.
�I am the ship of all the loved ones I have lost. I�m a sinner but I done right. I sail on, I suffer well.
�I give them to you, Sophie. Never let them go. I give you every soul, and to you in my heart I hold. You listen and you receive them, to you I give these souls who were my people. Every one.�
* * *
�Well, that ol� basement room did save me. But the saw blade had crashed down about six inches over my head and was buried in what was left of my northwest corner. How I stood up around that blade, I have no idea.
�But that, that�s how I knew Denver had gotten its closest bomb hit from the southeast. I knew I needed to go west, but only that glimpse of Black Hawk up above before the almost-blinding had given me any hope.
�If anything up the mountains had survived, Black Hawk�s all it was.
�Getting there without being burned, oh, now that was the tricky thing. That�s a story for tomorrow in the even, Mrs. S.-G., if I don�t die tonight.
�Hey, now. You so like my daughter, Lucille. No. You listen to me, I�m going to tell you as you are.
�People see you cold, don�t they? They see you cruel, spoiled. But me, I see the secret, the sweetest heart of you. You cold because you care too much and you hide it all away. Like you bitter, like it hurt too much to love the world.
�I understand. You distant in yourself, because you hurt, because you can�t fix everything so every time you love, you love in secret. Your Tom. Your Lacie-love.
�Don�t you cry, Mrs. S.-G. Oh, Sophie. See, I call you Sophie even though it pains me as a gentleman to do so.
�Yeah, there�s my smile. Almost, even a good one. There we go.
�It�s all right� Sophie. For now, I can. I can promise you. I promise I won�t leave you, good Lord willing.
�Pray, I know you don�t pray but pray with me. May we have a little time.�
* * *
(Having followed over multiple days, the above session continues after approximately three hours. Sophie recorded a time-index here, perhaps indicating an accidental erasure in the record. A slight portion of the transcript is blank, implying some seconds of material were over-recorded or otherwise lost.)

��(M)atter now? No?
�No more, no more cutting now. I need to talk. See, yeah that�s just it. You taking this? No matter after Mabelie, I just thought you wanted my words for when I�m gone.
�All right, no more about the kids. No more of that. I�m sorry.
�No. I can�t sleep �til I�m done telling you.
�I was in that shattered room with the outer basement all around me. And my little shop door, just paneling painted white, that was all blackened shrapnel, splinters all. The door had burned off, hinges and almost melted.
�Looking out, I saw Jenny�s house had collapsed in that ring down all around me. There was much screaming still, the others all trapped and dying up and out there, I just could not hear myself.
�But I cried out, I know it, �Jenny, you OK?� Stupidest damn thing. I couldn�t� I couldn�t believe that she was gone.
�Oh, to be alone. To be alone in that infernal, wicked place. Mercy, never.
�No. Let me have my say.
�Still the ruins were all afire, here and there, ever-competing fires stifling one another, battling in that greasy smoke for any scrap of air. Seeing who would get to devour me, evil fires lording over me like jackals over lion�s kill.
�I call out again, �Oh God Jenny, where are you?� I was up on my knees by then again, looking for mountains, but just marveling at that saw-blade swallowed up by the wall.
�Out I go, out of the collapsed and burning door, climbing up some timber. From that higher vantage, see? I saw� dripped down over the floor-planks in some flow of cooling plastic, the television I guess, I saw pieces of my granddaughter.
�I know, but I must tell. I must tell.
�Let her live in you.
�Her name was Mabelie, eyes so wide and full of soul and sunlight, just like her bittersweet Mama Lucille. Lovely, lovely girl and oh, that smile to break your heart.
�She loved black kittens, she wanted to be an astronaut. She had this book from National Geographic, not yet eight years old and she knew it, that damn old star-book, front to back. Our Universe.
�She�d watch History Channel and Hell, she�d yell at the TV when they got the order of the moons of Saturn wrong. Her idol was Doctor Mae Jemison, yes you know. Michelle Obama got nothing on Doctor Mae. First black woman astronaut in space.
�Mabelie, she actually learned painting, watercolor no less and that�s a tricky thing �cause you can�t do over. She learn that watercolor solely to make a perfect portrait of Mae, it was perfect, which she had hung up on our wall over our TV, so it was there when she came over to watch all the cable space shows with Grandma Jenny.
�All of that, take down every memory. You write this down when I am gone. Know it well. The others in me, even my grandson, they all had beautiful lives, but oh. My Mabelie.
�She never got to be a whole person. And when I die, she�ll be gone forever. But I put her inside you now, and now she will live on in you. You many people, now. Goodness now will always be a part of you.
�Your Lacie, this lovely girl you tell me we going to drive all the way to Kersey for, your happily ever after? For only love. Only for love.
�That, that is a destiny. I will proudly die beside you to get you there. All my heart. I know these mountains, I guide you well.
�Yeah, I pray all my heart that destiny be for you, Mrs. S.-G. We get you there, sure and true. I kill to get you there to Kersey if I have to. I�m a mean shot with a rifle or machine or even pistol if you got one, that I promise you.
�What? Course I was. Saigon, Tet Offensive, Bien Hoa and a marksman. First Infantry all with Sergeant Talley, me and Kilbride and Melly Gee. Sixty-eight, eternity. Back then standing, covering my own like an eagle out of Hell, that was me. That still me. I shoot true, I kill for you if ever anyone dare to touch you ere to Kersey. And that�s all I�m ever telling you about that.
�Even today, bet you I can take out a running quail at fifty paces, one shot. Lying down aside. I�m that damn good I don�t mind telling you. Ain�t bragging because it�s true.
�All I ask in return is your immorality for my little girl, your memory and your voice for my poor Mabelie, my stargazer. She live in you if you record all I am saying. You keep her inside you now, let her be there with your Lacie-love. You hug her close. Forever.�
* * *
(The session continues over another day.)

�Well, after I saw what I saw, I don�t remember all what happened for some time. I went mad to see my Mabelie, you see.
�I could hear so much more screaming, but certain it wasn�t my Jenny. Oh, no. It was thousands of people, in torture all around me.
�Ever hear a song? Lucille used to love it on the radio, NPR. It�s by the Smiths, see? Yeah, that eighties group. Morrissey and Marr. You that age, you love that too? Well good. See, you just like my daughter now.
�Good band, but not one I ever really knew while I was young enough to fall in love with music for myself. Me, I was always a Roy Orbison, a Woody Guthrie boy. Well this song, can�t quite remember the name but it begins with like two minutes of piano and people screaming like they was burning up in Hell, begging all to die, but trapped forever in anguish because they already slaughtered one by one, only the voices all remain.
�You know that song? No? It�s lost now, like so much else. But that was that sound, a thousand-fold. Near and far out of Littleton and Highlands Ranch and all the way down to Denver, near and far and echoing ever after.
�A burning world of screams.
�I almost passed out again and it�s a wonder that the smoke didn�t kill me, I had� well, I had pissed a rag like my daddy had taught me if I�d ever chosen to become a coal miner. Had that smelly thing over my face to filter all the smoke so I could breathe my own piss and so survive. Saved my life, I�m certain of it. Radiation, it�s not just waves. It�s in the dust, the people. The ashes.
�But all the air was being sucked up into this huge scarlet-white glowing vortex in the sky. Called her the Archangel, I did, when I could bear to look at her. To gaze up into her, you see, or you will see though she black now. To behold her, I needed prayer.
�Could barely breathe, but I think without that cyclone sucking all those shingles and parts of people and smoke-gas up away, the smoke would have done me in.
�I regained some of my senses, rocking back and forth there on my knees and my circulation gone all to hell, legs asleep and aching an hour later, maybe longer. Who knows?
�And I was shivering. Still didn�t know how badly burned I was above the belt. Couldn�t feel a whole lot of it yet, somehow. But oh, I was shivering fierce and some ever-more burning wreckage had fallen down on my legs and I was almost burning up again.
�I think I �woke� again to that, up and screaming, because with that piss-rag tied over my face and all that stinging smoke sucked up away, I was quick running out of air.
�I had no choice. I tugged the new wreckage off of me and that�s when my skin began to fall off. I pulled off my jean overalls, and some of my own skin too, didn�t feel it. And I wrapped myself in a tarp we used to use for Christmas trees.
�Hell, I can feel some old pine needles grafted into my body now. Sure you saw that in the shower.
�No? Well then I guess they�s burned deep in the scraps now, a part of me.
�Well, later that tarp, it had to come off. It was terrible and I won�t tell you. But I sheared it and replaced it one-handed, cover myself with a garbage bag instead. Taped it up around me best I could. That�s me, Colson in the trash bag tuxedo.
�I tried to pull some of my shirt off, but the skin started to come with it all the more. Black parts went and gone, but pink parts, when the meat of me pulled, that at the last was agony. Almost a blessing to feel the pain of my own flesh, to know that somehow I was still alive.
�Yeah, a little agony. That�s all right, that�s feeling. The scariest was the nothing, the on-again, off-again hollows flicking where all the pain should be. I worried about that true, terrible so. I worry now that you were able to clean me, that I can only feel a distant hum down to where my body was.
�Oh, Mrs. S.-G., these last few days. I do not think I can bear to know what you had to do to me.
�I cried out for my Jenny all over again. No answer, no answer to be ever.
�I stood up high, no bones broken, another miracle all its own. Somehow, I wasn�t bloody, just covered in things that were falling on and off of me, solid things curling away and melting down into tar. I realized only later that those burning squares piled up to my ankles they was shingles, up from the roof.
�I tripped over a burning gutter, it had a little line of burnt-up finches all down it with their little legs up in the air. Steam was still rising out of them, burning blood I guess, up out of the leaves where all the April rain had gotten vaporized. Was cold, you remember?
�Don�t think it ever will be cold again now.
�I was calling still a fool, oh a fool, �Jenny? Jenny?� But of course she was gone, blasted out of the building, out of the kitchen and probably into the street. Or onto a roof somewhere and that tumbled down on top her, I don�t know. She�d been all the way upstairs, folding laundry and watching Kenny and Mabelie.
�I never did find her.�
* * *
�Well, I climbed out of my basement at last. Up I did, up burnt timbers used to be my kitchen�s floor, slanted down like catwalks and covered with shattered pieces of plates and Formica floor-tile and there, and I think some burnt-out streaks of Jenny�s blood. Or Kenny�s.
�No. Not Kenny. There was hair, I knew it was hers.
�Oh, Lord. Oh, I cannot say any more of what I saw there. I could tell you, could immortalize my Jenny inside you, but I need her soon to be with me and she is mine.
�She is mine.
�I did climb. What did I see?
�You cannot possibly understand. You will behold it for yourself. For Lacie.
�Littleton was gone.
�How I explain what the world is now? One of Mabelie�s favorites from art class, Hieron-a-bus something. What? Yeah, that�s it. Hieronymus Bosch. I was in a Bosch painting, see? You know those medieval horror-scapes with bodies tangled everywhere and Apocalypse horses reigning on high, cackling skeletons, sky all burning, endless miles of mountains set afire?
�That was Old Littleton, that was everywhere I could see for miles all along the Rocky Mountains, except for the way up to Black Hawk. Lord knows the science, what blast pattern, what fire spread, what wind current made it happen, but up this direction? The forest was still green right then, through smoke and black waves all of maelstrom, blackest and burning smoke was washing the untouched miracle of those narrow mountains away to a deathly fog.
�Before I lost sight of the mountains, I knew: If ever I were to survive, up the pass toward Black Hawk and beyond, that would surely be the only way.
�I could barely understand what I was seeing so I didn�t see much o� Black Hawk�s pass. I was staring down at the ground to avoid the light. Harsh shadows, blackest shadows you�ve ever seen. Dancing, firelight shifting them all to wave as one, like wheat blown in a field.
�Oh, that heat. I got outside of the borders of what my yard used to be, and there was the sound of burning, but there also was this strange sound of buzzing.
�The buzzing?
�It was rising and coming closer from all around, and then I realized�� it was the murmurs of all the shocked people coming out of their buildings, bloody wrecks babbling, people all hunched over and holding hands with strangers, just guiding one another to nowhere, crawling, naked people with all the hair burned off their heads, mothers holding dead babies and men cradling their wives� heads or their own severed arms, all those wretched people who still had a couple of minutes or terrible hours yet to live, to look upon the shredded corpses of their loved ones, before they themselves would vomit and shit their insides out and die.�
* * *
�No, I�m done with that. I don�t want to talk anymore about that now.
�You understand. You don�t need to know everything, and some things I just need to let die inside of me. I�ll never forget my neighbors, friends, always love them, and that will be enough for me to go on. Because it has to be.
�I just had one thought in that buzzing swarm all my own, don�t let any of them touch you. Help? No. No one can help them. Look at them, Silas Colson. You the most whole of them all.
�Get away. Get in a car. Find a car, any car that still runs somehow. That�s one of the secrets, old cars. Any engine or fuel injection that the electro-magneto-whatever pulse didn�t kill? No, not unless it was hidden deep like in your cave. But a V8 carb, that might do you. Or V12 and a prayer. The older the car the better.
�You read that? Right, I tell you in case I�m not all myself when you come need to know. Computers, fuel injection, them cars are far more likely to be burnt out. Keep to the old. Get you to the higher mountains, especially if still there�s any trees. This place, this place is burning, this place is nothing, get you to the mountains.
�Like a chant, you know? Like your �Get to the shelter,� yeah. I was, �Get to the mountains.� Like I couldn�t say it, but my body with every breath was pulsing with those words.
�The buzzing was going quiet, no energy for crying or even screams for some. Just shock, the dying. People was falling all over the place. Those that go more slowly, they cradle. They hug themselves, almost lying, back to back with anyone else that they can find.
�Well.
�In what used to be Old Littleton there were so many cars to choose from, most burning, some melted. Some stuck between lines of trucks, those ones was still mostly intact. But they was ovens.
�The worst was finding a pregnant woman with half her body burned, her I will ever remember.
�She was sitting in a car and she was burned black from the waist up. She must have been wearing a dress of polyester or silk or something, because her clothes hadn�t burned up, they�d melted into her skin. Her body, she looked like a swirly jewel of green and blue. Her skin was swirled up too, burned pork and liquid green, the dress melting into her body.
�What? Oh. I�m not talking about the bodies now. She was a little alive.
�As she moved, her skin started to come off. I saw, I saw a lot of ribs. In her back, you know? She was tilted over what used to be the steering wheel, the seat was pushed back far because like I said, she was pregnant. She wasn�t like meat and blood, she was like jelly. Cooking, curdling, burning globs of jelly. And I didn�t see it, but her baby that I imagined I could hear� oh�
�She looked at me, she begged me for help, her hand, she touched my leg. And I was just sobbing. I couldn�t say nothing, and after that I just ran.
�She should have cursed me, anything but what she said. What she said. Her screaming, �Oh please God, don�t leave me to die here alone, oh my God, my baby, please if you need to leave me, take her out of me, take my baby,� and I could see one little arm her mama did hold out and high and oh, I ran away.
�No one, Mrs. S.-G. No one can dare to ever forgive me.� 

IV-4
THE SECOND STORY OF SILAS

(Explanatory note: Between the first and second transcribed stories of Silas, Sophie wrote a quick and singular margin entry in shorthand which�� when finally decrypted�� is found to mention that she had tentatively diagnosed Silas as having suffered a 6 to 8 Gray (�SC: 6 / 7 / 8 Gy?�) whole-body radiation exposure dosage. Such a condition is now well known to be 95-100% fatal without another�s care, and 50-100% fatal with expert care. Symptoms include high fever, diarrhea, disorientation (perhaps explaining Mr. Colson�s erratic behavior outside the vault door), severe leukopenia, vomiting, electrolyte disturbance and moderate to severe hypovolemia / hypotension. Mortality onset, within 2 to 6 weeks.)

(Further: Following this ominous note�� which is our only written entry from Sophie during an unknown period of several days�� the transcription for the second story of Silas continues immediately thereafter. Clearly, Sophie felt that it was urgent to record and honor Silas� tales above all else, and did not expect him to live for very much longer. This is almost certainly why the upcoming �SC Chronicle� travelogue section of the diary is so uneven and sporadic, leaping from what is known as the Second Testament of the One, below, directly into what I term IV-7, a chronicle of Sophie�s and Silas�s escape and emergence from the High Shelter and into the Burning World. ~S.-G.C.)

�Oh, the world. Before we go, I will tell you.
�It is blackest night now, sister moon is dead and the sun is become the crimson moon and he is riding high.
�Yes, let me tell it like I will. Been thinking about how to tell you for a very long time.
�Let this be my song.
�It�s like this, the Burning World. You only know night now, Mrs. S.-G., when there is nothing but the choke and the twisting black and the howling of those endless winds. There�s these mounds with skyward axles sticking out of them, lumps of melted tires and melted cars, cars all bearded by their stubble of bone stumps dangling out everywhere. People. Dead hands and faces all lain open on the pavement. And only once or thrice baby carriages, crumpled and rolling free in the wind right by you, rolling by at the edge of night. Some of them maybe rolling now as more of the buildings crumble. Those are the worst, the carriages. With their laced, burned-up doll-bundles hanging out.
�But they ain�t dolls.
�Driving, oh it�s slow and endless and ever on. You can�t, you ain�t even see but your own frail and ghosted headlights, beams of a drowning glow like vapor spider-webs, swirling maybe twenty feet out in front of you. And you behold, the things them headlights catch in their failing candlelight, you close your eyes so many times and when you hit something soft, soft piles you need to go through, you hit the gas and you just slurry your way through all those bodies and all the low hills that they have made, Lord receive them, choked body-floods with them cars ring all around.
�The people, it seems so many in their dying wanted only, only to� they crawled out of their car windows and they held each other until the end. Piles in the middle of every street where those people all went fetal, buried by the other splayed ones up on top of them, all burned and hollowed out like scarecrows, where all them other burning and dying piled on.
�And oh, the world it is feasting on its ashes. Hungering, howling, the ashes of everything. It�s like the Beast, twisting, dead and feasting, and he�s disintegrating while he drags himself everywhere on all his thousand hands. Phantom hands made of smoke and dust, crawling over all.
�Them ashes, they slither across the road in sticky cables, tentacles of dust that keep together somehow. It�s like some glue made of melted plastic bags that keeps all them ashes together and turns them into churning snakes. It is horror to see, those snakes smogging across beneath and up your headlights, some flying and some crawling, all made of concrete shards and beads of glass and lumps of dead women�s hair.
�The roads? They are the hollowed veins of this old earth now, the termite tracks eaten through the flesh of the endless black. They�s all the world is now. But the lines, the lines that those veins are all cored away and railed on�� the breakdown lanes, them yellow dashes for the passing zones�� those are the lifelines now. In the dark, the lines will guide you. Those lifelines, they tells you when you�re driving true, they�s tell you as you�re crawling along, following their last threads up into the maze of wreckage.
�You think you guided well and on, you go. But then the wind howl up, and the ash-snakes come a-winding and the world is all a-swirl, tentacles of dust. That sound, them snakes gliding, it�s like dead people sighing all around you. I know that don�t make sense, but that�s what it feels. Endless, endless sighs of the lost, the fingers of that ashen Beast feeling their way through the dark, clawing away the road in front of you. They�s migrating, ever and ever on, ever east. Them�s fingers crawling all over your car on their pilgrimage into darkness.
�Hell come to all souls now still alive, those few souls that the fingers might be crawling to. No forgiveness, no power going to save them.
�And then you drive on and the dust clear with a great moan and the gashes in the sky, the sky is glow-lined. The sky is black cloud in circles, it�s like you�re looking up from the eye of some hurricane straight into a thousand upside-down drains spiraling ashes into the air, that crimson sun enthroned over his wasteland of burning dust, oh I don�t even know how to tell you.
�And the one greatest storm, on high. Archangel.�
* * *
�If there was a God, he�s done with us now, his failed experiment. The world is all dried out now, all we are is ashes. The hourglass is turned over, and the bloody husks of sand, of us, are all flowing out upward into that feasting sky. That is all. That is all there will ever be and you know this, you see as you drive on in the endless. And then the great wind come and then�� O thank the spirits�� all your beholding is gone again.
�And a new black crystal storm is coming, oh it�s time to drive a little faster over the dead and follow those road-lines like strangle-wire into the ever night, like fragile painted spider-threads high into the mountains.
�And let me tell you, Mrs. S.-G., the blind night? She is a mercy laid low compared to all you see in that black and cinder radiance of the day, the Burning World under the Archangel.
�May we be blind, may we never see the path we played behind us.
�Jesus forsake us. Jesus, walk away.
�That blackest storm I went through? She went and gone, on my way up into the mountain. Remember, I was gone up into the west, on to Black Hawk and then to find you. That storm crawling east on all its claws, He�s got another storm coming soon, I know.
�You want out of here, you got to hurry. There be nothing to stop the wind next time, all the trees done burned up, all the grasses gone, and without the green the world�s old skin has been peeled back to set free the fire-blood and the earthen bone. It�s all become dust now, and the dust be the dead people and all their Hondas and Infinitis and all their piles of stupid things.
�Oh I know, I lay as guilty as them all.
�That�s what I fear, the next storm with nothing to be held down. Only the wreckage might be keeping down what�s left of the elder world, that�s all there be now. There�s no forests, no skyscrapers nailing down the tapestry no more.
�But through all that Great Dying, from the Fire, I made it here, oh I did. All the way to Black Hawk, sweet way up known to my heart because the missus, Jenny she like to gamble, see? And pray that I don�t mind.
�Deep dark over mountain, to Black Hawk I knew the way even at twenty feet a span, even the glow and gaslight crawl of my old burned-out car. Plowing through those piles. Headlights all aglow forever on.
�But I did stop and out to look back once, to try to loose my bowels upon the road. What I did see? First nothing. There was only a sound like the cries of dragons welling up from beyond the horizon make me look, bellowing of those dragons given birth out to the east. I had stopped just before I made my black car crawl up that pass, there was horrible sounds below all where Denver once was.
�And those roars did push a little moonlight and burning cloud to light the way for some time.
�And let me tell you what I saw: that wind, that cyclone with everything in its belly but the rain, she was so strong she was pulling up cars, flipping dead bodies into cartwheels, tumbling Mack trucks like they was toys. That cyclone and her dragon�s hoard, that pile of twisted everything, they�s all rolled up in piling hills now out to Kansas and left out to decay. Huge piles of death and tumble, all waiting for the rain.
�I not tell you? The rain, she starting when I come in. Yes, still somehow it rains. Dark and thick as greasy ice and warm upon your face, leaving stains on you so deep you never will come clean.
�And when she rain, I believe that whole range of wreckage hills, that endless ash out to Kansas is going to turn itself to mud. And that mud, that�s going to bake out and harden into concrete, a concrete made of cars and skulls and torsos without legs and all our ashes, that concrete going to set itself hard as stone.
�So next the storm, the Great Storm, it going to start all over again. Beat that concrete with the thunder, hammer those bones with blackest rain. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. I bet you anything, best part of this God-lost world going to be buried ten feet deep in another hundred years.
�Who knows? Maybe, somewhere a hundred years from now, a flower dare to grow. Maybe somewhere too, some young hand be there to pick that flower, and some mind to dream. To wonder what lie beneath.
�But that�s all, that�s all yesterday. You won�t see as I have seen, if you journey through the storm-eye. Go soon. Keep to the mountains best you can. Should you drive quick, between that first storm and this Great One�s rising, you might just behold a Hell-world with a crimson sky and misted ashes flying. A brighter, dying twilight.
�Up here in the mountains, it�s all the little death. The great black of Denver is nothing up here; we�re west, wind teething away there down into the east. We�s shielded, some.
�You see, time I got to Black Hawk, stopping and plundering cars still whole and eating dead people�s sandwiches, emptying out their water bottles, wrapping my hands up in their gloves, I found me in a world all a-run of twilight. Some elder trees still burning, mostly forest and boulders splashed up over the cliff-sides like boxes of crud and burnt matches thrown up all over like Pick-Up Sticks, aiming the same direction. Dead trees pointing falling down, pointing me to here. I was reading the passage of wind, you see.
�So I go in the opposite way, I push over the dead bodies, slurry and crackle, drawn on by those lifelines, and then those blown-down forests pointing me the destiny. Pointing me to you.
�See, Black Hawk a blessed whore-girl of a gambling town. She didn�t get hit, not precisely. Old girl�s not vital enough to ever be a target, and she�s shielded by the mountains from all sides.
�But oh, she got the firestorm. Those fire cyclones, before I come, they level that town good. Ameristar, she gone. Yeah? I see you know the place. Tumbled-up police cars, one ambulance and even a truck or three. Some protest or something, from what few pieces I could see.
�All right. We stop awhile now.�
* * *
�Yeah, Black Hawk I did make it through. Fewer died in the streets there right away from what I tell. But every casino, every hotel, every parking garage? The better built, the harder they come down. The bigger they stood, the darker the blood- and oil-stains down all that rubble�s sides.
�Every place not shaken down got burned up, taken up. Temperatures like that, Mrs. S.-G., well, it�s like my welding days. Liquid glass and metal turn to fire. Concrete do burn, with all that gunk running down it�s gullet. It�s like hot paint and glue made of furniture and people, hot glue stuck atop a stone. That stone get baked black, and the glass and the metal and those poor dead souls, well they�re the glaze.
�You never can go back there. This you got here, this buried castle your Tom build you, is a paradise. Black Hawk, she�s not like what you think you might see, with hollowed-out shells of buildings all a-honeycomb, no. No Hiroshima there. Wet and drying ashes everywhere. She�s more like smooth, still-flowing stumps of black crystal with bits of dead people locked inside, all stuck and tumbling slow, down ditches and down stone-pile, like flies drowned in amber.
�The really pathetic thing, see, is on both sides of town, outside? The highway. The air got sucked out of the sky, and all these people, they asphyxiated. Didn�t get burned, they just drowned without air, if you know what I�m saying. Shockwaves blew all these people into piles and waves, like corn and heaps of crumbled chaff. Course those motes of chaff they large, they�re all heads and hands and pieces stuck in still-tied shoes.
�Many those unburned bodies, they�re over to west and east of town, but it�s� I don�t know. It�s beautiful, if you can understand me in my blasphemy. No? They�re all laid out like patterns made by the wind, like a painting made from the dead. A painting for anyone looking down from the sky.
�A painting by the Archangel.
�Okay. So I was going, coming along to you. Rain starting then, yeah. But things aren�t as wet or cold as you might think. Lot of the scavengers and flies and such? All dead, people aren�t rotting so much as they�re drying out. All you see when you�re driving, threading through all those cars with the hugging people piled up squished between them, worse thing there is the bodies with the gases.
�Sun brighter, when the winds snuffed out. For a time, he more crimson and laughing down on Black Hawk. This before the burning. Bodies bloating and popping, sometimes you�ll be driving and you�ll see a pile of the dead, twisting and contorting and their mouths opening to the sky. Like they�s moving.
�There�s no such thing as zombies, I tell you that right now. Just those dead drying out and their gases, their rotting and their last breaths all releasing themselves. Some of them do move �fore they rot all away. It�s like a mist, some of it with the rot in it that you can see. Red crystals in the air, ever rising.
�And through the cracks in your windshield, you taste it, too.
�Made me drive right through that ruin all right quick, let me tell you. Ain�t much left to my burned-out car now, but with me at the wheel she�s a battering ram. Yeah, two frantic stops for business but still, I made it through.
�And then there�s here. Up in the cave. Those people out in your waterfall, your secret tunnel, your shaft and your ladder down? I think I follow those damned souls almost all the way here. You see, I followed that police car.
�That�s right. Who you name Pete, remember, he was alive back then.
�I saw the wink of his car�s tails. Up in the distant cinder-light, that rising crystal mist, as I was first coming down into Black Hawk. They, in his car, was on the other side. As I was descending and forcing my way in, that car he was going up 119 the other side of town. You�d think you couldn�t ever see something like that, miles away. Not even with the dark alight and Black Hawk all in twilight after storm.
�But that police car, he was pushing dead cars aside, glittering in the red come down in a rain from out that bloody sun. He was pushing the dead aside and making waves, making a wake in the wreckage, moving slow. That what I saw. The hollow of almost-clean upon the road. I�m sure I even saw little specks, half-burnt-up people, come hobbling out of that car to siphon gas from other wrecks.
�Yes, he had several people in that car with him.
�I decided they were wise, you see. Not only was it a police car, but whoever those people was, they�d survived. How many specks got back in that car, after they siphon and leave one of their own tumbling out behind upon the road? I don�t know. I decide I�d follow them, but not close. Not so close that they might see.
�Oh, no. The living, you can�t trust no one now. You need other people, but there�s no one you can trust. We, you and I, we may be nearly the last two good souls to breathe.�
* * *
�All right. We can talk about that. You�re right, I hiding that from you.
�Not as many died as I care to say. No.
�Thirteen times from out of Denver, I meet the living. It goes like this.
�You roll down your window and hold your breath, you call people by names. If you don�t know their name, you just pick one. �Mike? Mike, is that you?� See, because the real people, they�ll talk to you and scream for help. But most of the people ain�t real, most of them are things.
�Most of these things, the once-people still crawling out there, they ain�t men or women or kids no more. They�s of the Beast, the human is all burned out of them. They�s the hollow men.
�There�s nothing inside them not burned away, but hate and hunger and rape and desperation. See, the most primal needs, the instinct of the dying? They kill as much as they can, before they die. That�s the hate now born inside of them, eating them alive.
�They eat everything that moves. They�re worse than zombies, they�re the living. This ain�t no fantasy, this is the real horror. What people really are, when all that civilization is burned away and there�s only agony, no hope? Hate, that�s all that they are.
�I don�t stop for most, especially after one. I see a girl stooped in the breakdown lane, where US-6 become CO-119. Yeah. Not older than ten, she was eating another soul. Yes, that is what I am saying. And she �look� up at me, my engine sound. Her eyes were all blown out.
�I tell you, if ever you hail the crawling, you call out a name and they don�t rise and answer, you drive away. Fast as you can. You run, you shoot if you have to. They�s of the Beast. They howl and chase and kill you now, if ever they still can move. It�s like the world is full of devils now, and all of them devils are dying, and their only hope left is to kill you, to drag you down with them before the end.
�Oh, I know my mythology. That�s what keep us sane to read, that fantasyland when I was in �Nam, me and Frankie Kilbride. Yeah. They say Charon, old Ferryman of Hell? He demand a gold coin from the dead for the comfort of the waters, the comfort of the netherworld. The damned without any gold to pay him for, old Charon he leave them on the shore forever, forever to know pain and to know what they become.
�I believe, truly I believe those of the Beast now are upon that shore. They standing there, poor as they can be. Like that girl eating her daddy or someone by the highway. And we, the living souls? We�re the gold. You know what I�m saying? These things, they will kill you if they buy any peace from taking you down with them. I do believe that. That�s all now they ever have.
�So you shoot them, and you purify. They not answer to no name? �Hey Mike� and you get no answer? Then the soul is gone, then you burn them and send them down.
�I do it for you, if it need be. I owe you all. I do shoot well.
�Well, I was saying. I followed that old police car, but never too close. I drove through that hollow vein in traffic and ruin they had made. See, they pushed a path for me. Miles out, it�s not like you�re going to lose somebody you�re tailing. Worse problem is that they�re going to see you, coming up behind.�
* * *
�One more living, I did see, after the eating girl. Another soul.
�I see her rise up from the cornfield of the dead, where that little wildflower airport used to be. Athanasiou? Pretty name.
�She a girl, she wave to me. I open my car, yes. To that one. I take her in for a night.
�Amelia was her name, she still a soul and she remember. She had bottled water and some bags of nuts from a vending machine, all tied up in a shirt, and I the car. Must have been eighteen.
�She start at once trying to take off her pants and she offer herself to me. I say keep that on, I only need food and drink. She wary then, like then it�s a trap. It�s like that now.
�She told me things, after I refused her. When I didn�t touch her, she told me things she overheard in the airport at the end, things that I won�t share with you.
�It�s the world. Everyplace in the world is just like here now.
�But Amelia, she didn�t make it here. And you, Mrs. S.-G., you don�t, you don�t stop, even for any Amelia or any man like me. You cannot tell how people are going to react.
�Some I meet early on, when I was guilty still about the pregnant woman and trying to help, they run up and hug you, �Oh thank God, you real,� and they treat you like you�re their mamma and their daddy and their baby all rolled up in one. And they go to sleep crying tears of joy, and then they die in the night.
�See, those ones, they was waiting. They was waiting to hear it was okay for them to let go. But others, they give you the eye like they going to kill you slow, only slow because they�re not hungry yet.
�And you don�t know. You get Amelia giving you hugs, you get an old woman giving you that feasting eye while she�s scoping you with a rifle. You just can�t assume anything anymore. Best case, you�ve got to go reign over those who you find as if you are the Queen o� Death, you show them you dominate, until your gun is in their mouth and they certain you�ve the advantage. And only then, if they know you strong enough to kill them, can you ever dare to show the weakness of compassion.
�Like you just did, those days ago. Coming out there suited up in the ladder-shaft, Queen o� Death reflecting red right out of you, covering me with some submachine gun straight out of James Bond? You didn�t hold that right, but you was close, my critical eye will tell you that right now. See, that was good. You meant business, you the death dealer come to save me.
�And now, you�re the nicest person left alive. That I promise you.
�So all right, if you understand.
�I follow that police car, I lose them up here on these old sweet mountain roads, or what is left of them. I took some wrong turns, after I laid Amelia down on the road. Best peace only I could give her, up above all the others. I saw no other living soul.
�One thing I did see, three deer walking out of the tattered forest, one doe with her face without any fur, the other two behind with milk-white eyes. Those two behind, they had seen the sky, they were blinded. And this, this one with the face of velvet rose, she was leading them, blind and all limping, they� oh. Oh, I cannot tell you.
�Pray good thing I got lost, following that police. Because otherwise I would have been right behind them, caught up too close in that canyon to know any better. In that dead end up in here, if they see me right behind, I don�t think it would have gone well for me.
�There was a gunshot. They had thrown out a woman, I am sorry to tell you. Yes, here in your canyon. First, I think they all might have stood out and drunk to her like a farewell or something, there was liquor bottles still upright in a circle. She�s draped now over the water pump.
�Right after that gunshot, I was driving up close behind them, just after they pull away. Think the dust they kicked up peeling out, that barely hid me. They almost left a kid screaming there, that woman was his mommy, I believe. But in the end as they drive away, he limp-run and he got back in. They was sorting out who was living and who was dying, see.
�Somehow, they knew this shelter were here, and that it might not be enough for holding everyone.
�So that police car, your Pete, he slow just a little and he go under the waterfall. I hid that night, sleeping in my own car with one eye open. Yeah, you really can do that after �Nam, I do assure you. I hear things, shots and screams, but I keep sleeping lest I die. That I�m sorry.
�I come after them through the waterfall, day after, and that police car is full of the dead. Piled. And the trunk was bulging, I don�t like to think about that.
�But that police car, maybe it still run? Its doors are open and the water now pooling up over the floorboards. Help me, I did see all those dead. I did reach in and pull out one shotgun before I come into your tunnel. Promise you, I left it by that fallen Good Man you name Sheriff Pete. It his gun, his car my guide to find you. I honor him, that gun be his forever now. Brother mine, I honor him that.
�And here I am. Think you can figure out the rest.
�No. No, I do not want to.
�Getting tired. So tired. But Mrs. S.-G., no I will not call you Sophie any longer ma�am, much more now you stop asking me, love. I thank you. Now hear me to the last.
�When you leave this place, with me or without me, the dead out there? After poor Pete who I cover, well the bodies up in that cave, that police car, the one by your SUV? Lady, all I can tell you is look away.
�The Beast is terrible in his decay, no crime of man nor woman too great for him to suffer and to show you. Look away. Ain�t no soul who should have to see what those pathetic creatures became before the end. Just you look away ever after, say your grace, lest you be scarred forever.
�There are many things to see out there, Mrs. S.-G., that are going to destroy you. Ain�t no reason to make it worse than the worst already be. Behold what you must, seek your daughter. And if I am blessed to live awhile longer, then I swear that I will guide you. Sixty-something-old Hell and gone, yes. I will be your soldier.
�Perhaps even you and I will go out together through the waterfall, you will look up into the sky and see the Archangel of storms. That burning sky, you see her soon in her robes of crimson, Sophie love. You see her soon. She the kiss, the soul of death.
�But maybe, for you and not for me, I�m far too gone now� for you, she also be the spirit of rebirth. She the Archangel, she that swirling whirl of un-creation and remaking, crippled on her throne upon the sky. Oh, her face of cloud and drowning. Her wings of bloodiest black of ever-night. Oh, love� I am so afraid��
�I am done. Keep my Mabelie, as I will keep my Jenny. Know now, daughter so alike to my Lucille, that I do love you.�
(And at the end, as written by another hand, perhaps once the elder Sophie�s diary had been taken up by the Geyser Basin Tribe as a holy book in the Lost Age, it is written: �The Testament of Silas endeth here.�)


IV-5
THE SHARDS THAT ARE GONE FOREVER

(A researcher�s notes: From this point for a time, the record begins to fray. Excruciating detail lies intermittent with the sparsest of riddles.)
(Following the detailed entries concerning her recorded conversations with Silas, Mrs. St.-Germain provides us with only brief and meager anecdotes concerning her ongoing life within the shelter. The obsessive and iterative detail provided in earlier sections of the diary is lacking in this regard.)
(And why?)
(It seems, I believe, that once Sophie had another soul�� someone else within the shelter to confide in�� her priorities completely changed. Her ultimate goal was still to be reunited with her daughter, but she was no longer reading and writing endlessly to keep herself from becoming suicidal. Ergo, she no longer had the inclination to detail everything she did. Clearly, care for Mr. Colson was paramount and preparations for the Gray Rain Exodus were continuing as she planned for the road journey to Mitch and Lacie and the house near to the town of Kersey, Colorado.)
(That tale is soon to follow, as best as it can be reconstructed.)
(What she specifically states that she had not done, however, was to use the radio to search for survivors or to contact the emergency fortification in Fort Morgan ever again. She dared not attempt to call Mitch and Lacie either, not after the warning that her channel was not secure. Others, particularly military splinter force representatives, were surely listening and desperately striving to find Sophie�s shelter for themselves.)
(However, she does note that she did find a small digital recorder, which was used to record the conversations with Silas. She also wrote briefly that she would turn the radio on and plug the recorder in near the speaker when she went to bed, listening. She would wake to several hours of recorded static which she could fast-forward through in several minutes, likely to confirm that Mitch had not tried to contact her.)
(One time, after several days, she did hear a recorded series of clicks. She slowed it down. There, just once and not repeated. But the words were sent by Mitch, she was certain of it. She quickly decoded it in accordance with her earlier methodology, and found this: �SHE LOVES YOU� and another line thereafter, �LEAVE IN SEVEN DAYS.�)
(My bare narrative, derived from her few other notes from this dire time, continues hereafter.)
� S.-G. C.)

And what of the time thereafter, before the Gray Rain Exodus?
We know only a little of the interim. But we can guess.

IV-6
A VISION OF MISSING PIECES

In her last days in the shelter, Sophie had cared for Silas whenever he was awake, and when he was not, she was working to gather supplies. The planning for the journey was everything. She barely slept. Despite her exhaustion, she felt a fire inside herself, a warmth not quite like flame, but rather sunlight. The echoes of the elder world were awakened inside her, and although she dared not give the frenetic compulsion which drove her the forbidden name of Hope, she suspected that it might be a shadow, some promise left behind by that lost spirit in its passing.
She resisted the temptation to call Chris in Fort Morgan, and she resisted calling Mitch. But only barely. She was afraid to even listen for Mitch now, because his warning about unsecure channels, compounded by her suspicion that the military survivors in Fort Morgan were trying to trace her, kept her too afraid to rely on electronics of any kind.
She knew her caution was extreme, but at the same time, such things were extraneous. There was Silas, there were the guns, and the maps as well. And there was the plotting of the mountain journey. She was going to be leaving the shelter soon, with Silas if at all possible, and she was going to find Lacie or die in the trying. Everything else paled beyond that one conviction.
And so, near to the end of her time in the shelter she disconnected the radio. It was time to pack, time to load stretchers and mountaineer pallets to be raised up the shaft by the pulley system. She bundled the radio and its wooden box of materials, then added its bulk atop one of the wheeled gurneys from the supply room.
Soon, with Silas gazing through the Sanctuary�s open door every time she passed him, she would be moving blocks of equipment to the entrance tunnel. Very soon it would be time to set up the utility crane, to raise everything she would need for the journey.
There were five scenarios, one of them impossible. The first, of course, was that the Hummer was still operational. This would be the ideal. Worse and second, perhaps the police cruiser could be cleared of dead bodies, moved from the pool and used as a vehicle instead. This was unlikely. Third, Silas�s black car might still be running, although its windshields were cracked and its viability unknown. Fourth, she would wheel Silas on a gurney, bundled in blankets, out down the mountain road until she either died or found another means of transportation. And fifth, she would stay in the shelter.
This perfectly reasonable alternative, this was the forbidden scenario.
I will not hide and cower here until I die. The Patrice voice, the father-song, the old Sophie, even the voice of Tom all tried to reason with her. All failed. I will not be weak.
Lacie was waiting out there for her.
And so, the endless preparations, the reading, the training. She took care of Silas, marveling every day how he lingered and tried his very best to grow stronger. The infections were somehow staved off, but the clothing in his flesh had begun to fester and the radiation, she knew, would inevitably prove fatal. Somehow he stayed, he breathed, absolutely determined to see the beginning of the journey through.
But he was fading, slowly. And time was not standing still.
These thoughts were always pushed away with lists, with supply bins, with packaging, tearing apart bundles and resealing them once again. She tried in vain to think of every possible thing that she might need, every bulky and trivial and precious piece that might somehow save her life. There must be blank paper, there would be dish soap. All of the medicine, of course. All of the armor, all of the weapons as well. Toilet paper, fire-starter logs, butane lighters, wiper fluid, gas cans, bungees to load even more on the car roof than could ever fit inside of any vehicle.
Perhaps they would find an RV in time. But what then of gas? And how could they find one old enough to still be running?
And yes, Silas told Sophie the deadly serious Army jokes about WD-40, socks, MREs and duct tape. None of these crucial and pathetic materials would go wanting.
Silas would lie there on his side, humming Guthrie and some Elvis Presley. Lately he was obsessed with the Beatles, Strawberry Fields Forever specifically. She could hear him as she pushed through the transparent door seal between the Sanctuary and the great room. Every time she entered that tunnel, he would go silent so that he could hear her work.
And he was drifting, ever drifting. Sometimes, the pain would be too much and as he would not ask for morphine, she would hear him from the supply room or from the corridor, whispering cries for Jenny. And Sophie would come to comfort him, and there would be then that silent wisdom in his eyes, the knowledge that she was preparing for the great exodus and that she was hoping, almost praying, to take him with her.
This was a fragile thing. For although a stranger of illusion, that thing something quite like Hope, had been reawakened in the back of Sophie�s mind, its reflection was not to be found in Silas�s eyes. There, there was only fear, folded behind a strange, unvoiced and pleading acceptance. She could feel that he did not think he would live long enough to be able to go with her. But when she cleaned the guns, or read military base proximity charts, or tried to practice moving in her pallid sheaths of armor, his eyes then still were bright.
He taught her as best he could.
He had beheld the Burning World, experienced it, and he had spoken his dying words to her. Having told so many secrets, he had lived.
But to Sophie he seemed hollowed, unwilling to even hint that he might be able to go on with her. It was as if his gentle surprise, even shock at his own survival was so delicately fragile that to even breathe a word of it out loud would be the end of him.
And so she would perch on the edge of his cot, holding her knees like a little girl again. She would smile, and put her unmoving hand over his shivering own. There for a time he would close his eyes. At �night,� he would hum to her, sweet Creole-tinged lullabies whose names had been lost somewhere before Sophie�s own childhood had drifted away.
He would flow along with the morphine into sleep, and Sophie would creep over to her own cot to keep watch over him. She would plan and read. She would listen to the eerie sped-up static of the radio recording. Bedding down beside Silas, she would stay in a tight golden ring of light and scheme away the intricate possibilities of the journey.
Which way over the mountains, north before the ravaged east, could be the safest? Maps and guesses and twenty alternate branches of twisting road all led toward Kersey. With Silas and his memory of all his mountain travels driving Jenny and with Lucille, she would have her guide. She would make the way. She had to.
But if he dies�
Or what if he lingered, unable to be moved, unable yet to die? Then there would be an overdose for him, one last kiss, and the mercy.
God forbid, the mercy.
She closed Tom�s binder and shut her eyes.
* * *
The last �evening� before she left the shelter and was lost to the endless rim of the Burning World, Sophie had known Silas�s truest smile. He had been braver than usual. Although he dared not speak of his own health, or even the possibility of journeying with her, he did whisper to her of Fort Morgan and the Pawnee Grasslands and even the forgotten bombing range over the Colorado border, southeast of Cheyenne. He told her, if not all had burned, where the Army was likeliest to be.
The Army, perhaps, could be the enemy. There was no way to know.
He knew the town of Kersey, although he had not been there since the seventies. He dimly recalled the courses of 34 and Colorado Road 54 1/2, the intricate little grid of shop-streets and farm-stations laid out like a tilted heart upon the plains. He even remembered Mabel�s place, Mabel Painter. She ran a little trailer counter and she baked a mean cherry pie.
A smile, one more for Sophie. He winced away the pain. Mabel Painter was the great-great-something grand niece of John Kersey Painter, who founded that bump of a village in 1908. Silas seemed to know all of the haggard old towns of Colorado�s eastern plains, and the older and smaller they were, the more he knew of their people.
All dead now. All gone.
He had told her insistently, never go to a city. Never again. The airbursts had surely been everywhere a city had once been, his stories from Amelia at the airport had told him that. The radiation would kill long before any highway through a city could be exploited. Something quite like a father-daughter argument had arisen between them.
�So we go northeast.�
�No. Give me the sticker map,� he said to her. He frowned, winced and pinched the upper bridge of his nose. Sophie realized then that Silas had once worn glasses. What had happened to them? How well could he see?
And he promises he can take a quail at fifty paces.
He moved one of the red stickers on Tom�s projected chart. �There, I think. Look at this one.� He tapped the strike map�s line north and south along the Front Range. �See those red circles? Those are direct hits. Orange are airbursts. Your husband, you tell me had connections. In deep. He had damn dreaded reason to guess this good. See this one? That�s NORAD. This one, Air Force Academy. These two Fort Carson, red-orange. Hell, I trained there before I was assigned to First Infantry for �Nam, you know that? Didn�t last, lots of KP. They didn�t like coloreds then.� He grinned. �Space Command, these two oranges and that red. Colorado Springs, three red and one orange for good measure and gone. Now look at these wind arrows, west-east all down the mountains.�
�Accurate?�
�Enough, I think so. Your dear Tom weren�t no meteorologist, he guessed at the course of canyons and peak elevations, looks like. Those winds, they�s why we gotta go. And these brown crosses, those are the places all I told you?�
�Nearly all,� Sophie replied. �I stopped counting.�
He nodded. �My guesses for some few shelters. Under-buildings, nothing that would have made it. Those are all burned out, almost certain. These blue stars? Truck stops, least the ones I remember. A little safer. Yellow bands, now, see, all these?�
�Low radiation pockets. Like we agreed, and some of my guesswork. Yes?�
�Think so. You do good, Sophie. You do good and I see that. Not just low radiation, maybe. Maybe wind shadows, caused by the terrain. That�s, in the end, where you want to be.�
She lifted her eyes away from the rainbowed puzzle grid of the map. �We�re not staying safe. We�re going to Kersey, Silas.� Sophie leveled a steely gaze at him. �We�re finding Mitch, my daughter. And if she is still alive, by some miracle, my� my mother. My mother too.�
He watched her silently.
�So north, we�re decided then,� she said, pretending to study the map of the central mountains once again. Mostly, she was turning her head from him, so that he might not see the brimming of her tears.
�North it is. Yeah, we don�t go east and down until 34 if we can help it. And 34 might all be blocked, too much ruin and traffic pile. Far as you can take the mountains north, without going into Wyoming. Not sure there�s enough radiation shadows, under the wind up there. We use the Rockies and their shields, mother pray.�
�Tom said Yellowstone would be the best place to� to try to live. The caves. The geyser basin.�
�Well maybe you take me there, after I meet your amazing girl.�
She smiled a little, a brave imitation of the belief he wanted to see in her. �Maybe, Silas, I will.�
He swallowed. He took her hand. �We leaving soon?�
�Tomorrow.�
�Well. It�s good, it�s good here. If I� Sophie, if you can�t move me, I understand��
�Shhh.� She kissed the yellowing bandage over his milky eye, then turned from him. She flipped the chart page in Tom�s scrap-filled binder of promised and suspected Armageddons. Another chart, this one useless. Flu epidemic projections. She turned another page. The picture of Lacie fell out into her fingers.
The picture. The only one, now.
�I�m coming, baby,� she said to the grinning face there. She traced her daughter�s chin. �Mommy is coming to where you are. And all the devils, the monsters, mommy and grampy Silas are going to chase them all away into the night. Isn�t that right?�
�Yes, that�s right,� Silas whispered. �Woah-damn. I promise you that. Guns and all, we going. She worth the world.�
�Yes. Yes, she is.� Sophie kissed the picture, one last time. �Wait for mommy,� she lilted. �Mommy is coming, very soon.�

IV-7
EMERGENCE 

(This, then, is the very last shelter-oriented section of the diary which is written out in full. It was a bare skeleton of notations, once, the first time there inscribed. We can see from the many hands, the different ages of coded cross-writing, that Sophie revisited this tale several times, adding remembered details as she went. The resultant record is one of moments, with black gaps of the unknown dividing each of them.)
(� Alexandria S.-G. C.)

Sophie pushed the last of the cold aluminum supply carts out into the great room. Her ammunition-filled hand-sack, one of the most important things of all, was cradled atop its reflective surface. The crucial elements for her exit into the Burning World lay around the sack in a series of circles, like a surgeon�s tools. Submachine gun, crowbar, pulley winch, wrench, flashlight, flash-bangs, bottle of water.
She hoped she would not need to kill anyone.
At least not yet. Please.
She exhaled, a deep and misted sigh inside her armor. Reflections of LED displays danced over her faceplate. She had not practiced enough, moving things with the suit on. She was stronger, yes. Very strong now. But her gloved hands were still fumbling everywhere.
She triple-checked her suit. She was wearing an adult diaper of all things, something her humility would not allow her to dwell upon. Every seal of the suit was perfect, the gun then carefully hooked to her utility belt. Battery power optimal, timer ticking. She was giving herself one hundred and seventy minutes of exertion, ninety minutes to load materials and Silas, eighty minutes to load the car.
Whichever car that might be. Longer than ninety, and she would need to sleep in the underground, one last time.
She was not certain that she could.
Ignoring this, she tested her gloved grasp on each of the implements. The crowbar had a foreboding slipperiness to it. There was no grip, no certain leverage if it was needed as a weapon. The winch, the wrench, the flashlight, all were fine.
She slipped off the exterior mitt-gloves, down to the thin ones where she could actually manipulate objects with some certainty. The gun trigger, fine. The winch gauge, good. Even the line-feed, she could feel a little tease of its pressure as she ran it between her fingers. She clicked the submachine gun�s safety on and off, timing herself. The flashlight she clicked on and off six times. Then she switched the wrench-head setting from ninety millimeters to sixty, overcompensating the first time that she tried.
Seventeen seconds to calibrate the wrench and back again. Not good.
Keep it as sixty, then. She needed to be quicker, in case someone was still up there. Sixty it was. She looked again at the array of implements. What was she forgetting? Oh God, the car keys.
She cursed at herself. There they were, on the bottom shelf of the cart. These she slipped into a utility pocket directly over her right hip, taping the key ring inside her suit.
And then, timing herself with the clumsy and horrid mitt-gloves both back on.
Too slow. Too fucking slow!
She bit her lip, the wrench clanged down upon the cart�s rail in frustration. In the back room, the Sanctuary, she heard Silas murmur in his sleep.
Calm. Stay calm, or this will never work. She turned her head, sipped at the taped-in line of straws she had jury-rigged into the hazmat suit�s neck-joint. The plastic bottle of water crinkled uncomfortably against her left armpit.
Twelve minutes. Already, she was sweating. She packed the bag, getting angrier with herself all the while, packing the hand-sack and cinching it shut as best she could.
Concentrate!
This was not going to work.
But it had to.
She walked out past the worktable, toward the entry hall. Silas was going to be furious with her, she knew, when he woke and realized that she had given him a sleeping pill. He wanted to be there with her, at the bottom of the shaft on his rolling gurney. He wanted to guide her, call out to her as she climbed up into the cave. Hell, he had even wanted to cradle a pistol so that she could run back to the ladder under cover if she had to.
But instead, she had put him to sleep and done everything herself.
He has no energy any longer. That fever, that look. He knows. He isn�t going to make it for very long.
Sophie kept on walking. She edged her way around a fallen cinderblock. She could not remember how long it had been there, or why.
Great, trip over something with no one to help you. That would be just fine. Idiot.
�And should have gone to the bathroom again,� she heard herself grumbling. Appalled, feeling fully ridiculous all at once, she almost giggled. Oh, well. Screw it.
She went around the corner, went to the shelter mouth and ran her gloved fingers over the bolt-rails of the access door. If I can survive shitting myself during the outbreak of a nuclear war, then I can survive a little pee running down my diaper.
She giggled again. She was losing it.
Twenty-one minutes. How? How was she going to do this?
And she was going to see Pete�s body. Would he by lying there under the tarp Silas had given him? Would the shotgun be crossed over his chest, a brotherhood salute to the brave and fallen? No. The body would surely be defiled, the shotgun taken, if anyone else had come down to lie in wait.
But after so many days, wouldn�t they have tried to cut off the air, to flood the shelter, or at least pound on the door again?
Who is out there? Can anyone?
She knew. Someone, someone was still up there.
She could go slower, she could just patrol-sweep the cave, move a test gurney of supplies and then go in again. If she had to wait another day, she could find the time to lift Pete�s body up out of the shaft by winch and pulley, she could bury him in the cave.
But no. Somehow, that seemed more a desecration than a ritual of love.
�Stop this, Sophie,� she cursed herself. Twenty-three minutes. Too slow. �Just do this.�
She looked at the door console. She flipped the dead-grid cage over the punch numbers, opened the access panel, clicked in the timed exit/entry code. Accepted. If the door were to both open and close in the next three hundred and sixty second interval, the alarms would not go off and the shelter would not go into protective mode. If she took any longer, on any of seven estimated trips to shuffle out the supplies, there would be some very serious problems to troubleshoot. The door would lock itself, and the motion detectors which sensed if someone was in the way had never been fully tested.
Enough. Go. Go!
She gripped the vault wheel, and twisted. Hydraulic mist hissed out, the vault door whirred its way open.
* * *
She swept the submachine gun over the shaft-scape of the darkness. Silhouettes of bodies, yes. But no one moving.
She tried her best not to look. She turned, pulling the first supply cart there behind her.
She had forgotten one very simple, one very deadly thing. If anything went wrong, or she fell, or her timing was too far off, she could not delay re-closure. She could not prop the door.
Almost in those few seconds of panic, almost she went back to awaken Silas, to wheel his gurney out and to wedge him in the door, pistol cradled in his arms. But she had made her way into the shelter the first time, she had studied the binder about the security controls twenty times if not thirty. The door, when she needed to, she could get open again. After her first entry long ago, it was all about the access cards.
But if any of the mechanisms had failed, or had been sabotaged? And Silas was not only asleep, he was incapable of walking even if he needed to. If she screamed and woke him, if she became trapped outside and needed him to open the door, what would she do?
Well, shit.
Then she remembered the cinderblock. Would it hold, if the door were to spin itself shut?
Yes. But she doubted it. Because it has to.
Still shielding her gaze from the twisted bodies, she went back in and to the verge of the great room, lifted the cinderblock with a grunt and went out to the door again.
* * *
Fumbling off the translucent red-band cap, the night filter, Sophie shone the full unfiltered beam of the flashlight up against the rim of the ladder-shaft. She needed to blind them, anyone who was still waiting up there.
She cast the light beam from side to side. There was no one.
Garish shadows, tilted twice-reflected beams bounced over the cave walls high above. Beads of hovering waterfall mist danced in pallid rainbows up inside the rays of light. The shaft seemed much deeper than it had before. Had she really climbed down all that way, adrenaline surging, with a nuclear blast just seconds away from impact? How?
Using her other hand, she swept the submachine barrel along with the light, tracing the direction of its beam.
Nothing. No one.
She looked around at the floor of the shaft itself. She could not see anything immediately around her, not yet. She had blinded herself.
You fool.
As she stared out at the damaged and flickering glo-lites between the ladder�s rungs, she waited for her eyes to readjust.
Stilling herself there, listening, she noticed the grim silence of it all. She had unknowingly grown accustomed to the nightmarish, dull cacophony of the shelter� its generators, hums, drips, crackles, clanks, the whirr of air conditioning and recycling of gurgling toilet water, all of it. Now, there were just the frail and relentless second-beeps of the suit and the purr of its filtration, backed by a strange reverberating growl of sound from far up above and away. The wind?
No. The waterfall.
The outside, the real. The beyond and all its corpses there, in pieces. Ashes of rainforests, ashes made of everything. After so much time cradled inside the shelter, Sophie felt a wave of panic as she tried to envision the sky that Silas had described. The outside was dying, roiling in windstorm and blackest rain. The Burning World was endless. Could she do this?
Dead shapes in the darkness came back into focus. Some of the glo-lites were unfaltering, most were sickly and flickering with a fitful greenish radiance. And there, fading back into sight, the silhouetted body of Pete.
The tarp was there, the shotgun as well. She could not bring herself to touch it. This is a grave. The grave of the friend you left to die here.
She was spared the stench of death by the suit�s filtration system, but not the sight. One of his purplish hands was uncovered, and it was bulbous like a cluster of over-ripened plums. It was glistening. She dared not move the tarp, it was barely over his head and the top of it was curling back and forth in the waterfall�s whirling breeze, exposing the topmost crown of his sandy hair.
�Pete. I am so sorry you had to suffer.�
She could say no more. Not yet. There was too much danger here, too much that she needed to do.
The suit beeped again, a longer tone. A full minute had passed.
Sophie spun the flashlight beam around. The wild shadows she was making poured around Pete�s body, giving way to more garish details. There was a pile of dried feces near the ladder, certainly human. But there were no flies to buzz around it. There were dried strings of what might be vomit on the lower ladder rungs, and there were huge, spattered bloodstains up the curvature of the wall.
Whose blood was it? Sophie had no idea. There were bullet holes, scars where something heavy and metal had hit the wall and rebounded. Beneath the stain was a crumpled something, down where Sophie�s faceplate had hidden a brutal revelation.
The body of the girl was twisted, emaciated. Her face was down, buried in broken hands. Her head had been bashed in.
There was an intermittent thread of water trickling down from the cave above, wetting the wall opposite the glo-lites, and along this vertical streamlet were stuck pieces of things, little chunks of skull with thin trails of once-blonde hair still attached to them.
Sophie backpedaled. She almost vomited in her suit. She remembered something, a mantra of pain and sorrow, something rather similar to Silas�s earnest words: You just look away.
She did so.
Swallowing, glancing up at the lip of the ladder-shaft one last time, Sophie backed toward the shelter door. Having decided there was no one watching her up over the brim of the shaft, she went back inside again.
* * *
Several trips passed uneventfully. After she had made the shaft floor crowded with supply pallets, Sophie toke a few moments to cover the girl�s body. Each trip in and out, she scanned the brim of the ladder-shaft every time. She only tripped over the cinderblock once, but that one time had nearly ended in an ankle sprain or worse.
She was panting, her lungs were burning. She had coughed up water and her faceplate was covered with fitful bouts of mist.
She had fitted pulleys to corner hinges, and moved the five (not seven) pulley-pallets of supplies out into the shaft in forty-seven minutes, all told. A little less. Silas had not awakened. She surveyed the absurd heaps of duct-taped plastic, sheets of gray and interwoven ribbons tangled over all of the supplies. Food, water, maps, the radio, most of the binders, batteries, medicine, the guns of course, ammunition, the lighters, notebooks, the toilet paper, the tackle kit (if there were any fish up there, still alive), the lead curtains, so much clothing, so very many things�
And so she was ready at last to rise and explore the cave, and then to raise all the supplies as quickly as possible.
And then Silas�
When she flashed the light beam up again, searching the ceiling, she looked for the painted box which hid the utility crane. She could not see it.
She felt a thrill of panic. Tom had completed the crane some months ago, the binder had said so. But why couldn�t she see it even if she was looking for it?
Too far away, too high. There was only one way to find out.
Sophie left the flashlight on, clipping it to her utility belt. She took a deep breath, wrapped her gloved hands around the ladder�s slippery rungs, and she began to climb.
* * *
As she raised herself, with Pete�s body at the edge of sight, with ashen shadows up above her spun into twisting dances by the ever-reflected waterfall, Sophie was certain that she was going to die. Someone was going to pop his head over the brim of the shaft so high above her, leer down and gloat over her and her sealed fate. But only for a moment. Then, the man above was going to shoot her before she could do anything at all.
And after she fell, as she laid at the bottom of the shaft crippled and broken and dying, before she bled out� would she feel him? What was he going to do with her body?
No.
Patrice cackled deep inside her. Oh yes, Sophie love. That�s how it goes, goes, goes. First he�ll shoot you in the shoulder, keep the meat fresh. And then you�ll fall, and then your back will go snap-crackle-pop, and oh! Then he will be on top of you! And you�ve left him a knife, taped to your suit�s boot. So good of you! He�ll use that instead of the gun. He�ll slice the suit open to get at you, and snag you a little and gouge out some flesh from your belly because he�ll be very eager you see, and�
�Shut up.�
She kept climbing. Somehow, the careful-yet-frantic climb up the shaft was timed by her suit readout at eighty-seven seconds. In reality, however, it lasted an eternity.
As Sophie climbed through the last half of her isolate ascent, painted all over by the glo-lite reflections, shivering, she quelled her terror by listening to the jingle of the car keys taped inside her suit.
If the H4 was still there, if no one had managed to hotwire it or push it or tow it out (And how could they, Soph, how could they?), then she might well be able to start the car.
Maybe.
She had recovered the ring of keys only a few days before, when at last the final pieces of her plan to leave the Shelter with Silas�s guidance were falling into place. At some point she had tacked the ring up on the salvaged bulletin board, and the poster map of southern Wyoming and northeastern Colorado�� of Kersey�� had engulfed the keys and left them dangling there, hidden and forgotten.
No more. She had them. This was actually happening, she was making her escape.
This had all been planned with Silas, all of it and so many times. How many vehicles were up above? If Silas�s observations still held true, then at least three: the H4 jammed near to the cave wall (although it had rebounded slightly, if he recalled), the police car filled with dead bodies, and Silas�s own vehicle. Another car in the canyon, or two? He didn�t think so. He could not remember. But if there were more cars, it would mean�
Keep climbing.
Which vehicle would work, if any? Silas had said the older the better, yes. All the way up to Black Hawk, tested newer cars had failed him. All of their circuitry had been burned out by the pulse. But old clunkers? A few of them worked fine.
She would prefer the H4 for its familiarity, for its four-wheel drive and strong suspension. For its toolbox if it was still there, and for its power enough to ram or push things off the road whenever she had to. Yes, if the H4 would work�� and there was reason to hope, after all despite its newness the Hummer had been sheltered in the cave and was probably better shielded than just about any other surviving vehicle they could ever hope to find�� then it would be ideal.
And if it did not, well� perhaps the police car. Could she bear to pull out all of the bodies piled up inside it that Silas had described? What about the trunk? Was the shotgun there? Where was it? And there was one body at least that he refused to talk about. What of that? Would Pete�s patrol car even start again if it was mired in the pool beneath the waterfall? What if she had to walk out along the canyon to Silas�s car to test its ignition, or to siphon gas?
Stop thinking about all that. Just go.
And she did. Something would work, anything. If there was a way to drive to Kersey and find her Lacie, she would make it work. Or die in the trying�
Her grip began to slip and she swayed there, a horror of doubt rushing over her all at once: Oh God oh you�re hanging from a ladder with only a dying man to hear you scream if you fall he can�t save you he�s stuck in bed in the shelter if you break your legs if you break your legs if you �
And the slurring, delicious giggling of Patrice began again deep down inside her, riding that wave of hysteria up through her and lilting into her mind.
Oh, don�t worry, Soph. You have your gun with you, you�ll fall and there will be broken bones and agony but don�t you worry, Sophie love. You think you�ve loaded the gun to use on others? Oh no, no. See, I�m waiting for you to realize this so that you can join me here in dancing, dancing, dancing: sister love, that loaded gun is just for you. No need to suffer long. Just fall and get it over with, get it over with and come to me!
�Leave me alone,� Sophie hissed. Her voice grated with surprising force inside her suit.
Grimacing, she clutched at the ladder rungs and kept on climbing.
She came to the top of the ladder, with both hands still on the top rung. She knew there were handholds out there, which she could feel about for and clutch and haul herself over the brim. But she could not see them, she would need to pad her gloved fingers about blindly and anyone out there could grab her clumsy hands and haul her up and pin her there before she could ever raise her gun, and that is the thought that froze her there.
She had both hands on the top rung and was in the process of bunching her body up beneath her, her legs still moving but her hands and arms refusing to obey.
�Help me,� Sophie whispered. She closed her eyes and tried with all her strength to envision not Tom, not Lacie, not even Silas or Patrice, but only her father.
And there he was. Poorly shaven, after he had broken his right hand on a hunting trip he had never quite trusted that hand with the razor any longer, and not even his wife could touch his throat with any trusted blade. He was like that. Silver-scruffed and poorly shaven, strong and red-jowled and smiling down at his second-favorite daughter of two.
�Now remember, love,� he was saying. �All you need, fire inside you and any hollow man he�ll burn up just from the fire inside you oh heart of a lioness oh there you are, remember. Remember you see anyone up there, you grab the sides of that ladder and you slide all the way down. Get your back to the vault door, be ready to shoot at anyone fool enough to show himself. Counting on you now.� One of his bushy eyebrows arched, a loving patriarchal mixture of favor and disfavor. �Counting on you,� he said to her. �Stay strong for me when I�m gone. Keep your sister safe.�
Oh, how that had been. Safe, oh Patrice�
�Now open your eyes,� he said. �Goodbye.�
She did so. There was nobody up there. She reached about, felt the aluminum-gridded handhold up over the shaft�s edge, and hauled herself upward while her father�s image melted away inside of her.
* * *
She peered over the edge as she rose. Her breath misted out and pulsed against her faceplate. Reflections of mist played on the faceplate�s farther side, puffs of shifting air and dewdrops caught in the endless wave of humidity pouring in from the waterfall. Strange crimson reflections shifted over the walls above her, turning the black stone to ever-shifting patterns that writhed like images of flesh.
She could not feel whether her surroundings were hot or cold, but there were unsettling clots of moist ash dolloped all about her and across the cave floor, smashed dough-balls of congealed dust and burnt matter bound up by some greasy substance. The mud-balls had been sculpted into piles where they had been scuffed aside by booted feet, and smeared footprints showed in hardened craters all along the floor.
They came in. They died. The last one left. There�s no one here.
A catch in Sophie�s breathing told her otherwise.
Feeling all at once how precarious her position was, she heaved off from the rungs, got a knee over the rim and belly-crawled away from the shaft. Mud greased her suit and spattered her fingers. Her left foot kicked off of the last rung with a sickly tilt, and a surge of vertigo swept through her as she twisted along the cave floor and spun onto her back. The gun jumbled up under her gut, still hinged to her utility belt, and nearly got stuck beneath her.
Careful, now. Someone is out there.
She raised herself up into a spidery crouch and swept the flashlight�s beam further into the darkness. The beam�s frayed edges caught the glitter of some broad metallic surface out in the farther cave. Was that the H4 at the edge of sight?
She spared a look to the ceiling. There. At the angle she had assumed, it was actually quite easy to tilt the beam of light and to beckon forth the shadows, forcing them to reveal the hidden outline of the painted crane socket indented above the shaft. Tom had cored away some of the ceiling stone so that the crane-hinge was actually flush within its hole up there, flat with the planed and carved-out surface of the ceiling. Looking more closely, Sophie noticed for the first time that all of the stone in the narrow had been spray-painted the same dull hue, almost certainly for the sole purpose of concealing the crane from unwanted eyes.
Right, then.
She stood fully, glancing over her shoulder to look behind her. A foolish gesture, for without pivoting at the waist she only caught a better glimpse of her own suit�s interior and her breath�s humidity streaking down the insides. If anyone wanted to ambush her, seize her, this was the perfect time for them to do it.
She stood up on tiptoe, reached, and just barely caught the tip of the crane�s hidden hook with two fingers. Her glove slipped easily off the steely surface, but a squeak of the crane�s joist told her that the assembly was ready to move.
One thing working perfectly, she mused. At last.
Solo-operating the crane, from what she had read, would be exhausting after awhile but fairly easy. By fully snapping down the two levers and snap-locking the aluminum joint in place, by swiveling the hook-and-pulley over the shaft�s center, she would be able to drape plastic cording or even a chain over the pulley wheel and begin the work. She could winch up the flats of supplies in a matter of a couple hours or even less.
Satisfied that her position was not hopeless, Sophie held her breath and turned away from the crane assembly once again. It was time to search the cave.
She knew all at once then, chilled by a trickle of certainty: if no one had yet attacked her, there would be many more dead bodies. There would be horrible things she would need to see. But she had to keep moving. She had no choice.
She cinched her flashlight between her left elbow and hip as she repositioned, unclipping her gun. She crept out of the tunnel and into the wider cave, following the fractured glo-lites, the dancing crimson radiance of the outside world spun into whorls by the endless cascading of the waterfall. The world went a little brighter, running with a glow too much like blood.
And oh, Sophie, what beautiful wonders will we see?
A giggling inside her, icy echoes all around her.
She kept moving. She went through rote actions, machine actions, shifting her load and readying herself as best she could. The knife was pulled a half-inch from its boot sheath, and then left there at the ready. The flashlight was poised in her left hand, the gun with its safety off held firmly in her right. If forced to fire, she would need to make a split-second decision to either drop the flashlight to control the gun, or fire one-handed and likely get spun by the power of the recoil. But if there was more than one enemy, more than one man she needed to kill, she might not have a choice.
Silas can�t protect you here, Sophie told herself. Your protector is dependent on you until you can get him out of here. He can�t do anything to defend you until you get him moving. You are the strong one now, you are the only.
The only.
She compelled herself to walk toward the glittering metallic surface, slowly sweeping her light from side to side. Her eye was first drawn to the greasy and looming bulk of the H4. The Hummer was shunted off at an angle she did not remember. The windshield was starred and cracked where rubble had fallen down and pelted it, but the safety glass hadn�t shattered. The chrome bumper and the tubing of the grille were all badly crunched where the SUV had rebounded off the cave wall, when Sophie had first sped into the cave and crashed to a halt. She could see that one of the four headlights was cracked, another entirely shattered. But at least two, possibly three, of the lights might work. There were still jagged rocks, some bigger than cinderblocks, resting in ugly divots in the hood.
The driver�s door was open.
Sophie put the flashlight down on the hood and advanced with a gliding sideways gait, pointing the way with the HK submachine gun held in both gloved hands. She circled and looked down at a halo of shattered glass. There surrounded by crystalline splinters was lain the body of a boy, badly rotted, crumpled on the muddy ground.
He must have been about sixteen. He was almost in the fetal position, and horribly�� or perhaps mercifully, her buzzing mind could scarcely process what she was seeing and could not weigh the determination�� the boy had managed to bury his face in both of his pustule-covered hands. She could not see the death agony etched across his features, but she could feel it. It was all that remained of him.
Wind howled outside. The reflected light shifted as the wind spun at the waterfall�s traces, revealing far too many of the details. The back of the boy�s head was bashed in and a ghastly, hinged piece of skull was hanging on by a clump of blood-clotted hair. It was like a doorway, a tiny little Alice in Wonderland door, and inside it was most of the boy�s pulverized and rotted brain.
As Sophie forced herself to look away, searching the shadows for targets (And who could be here and not have already killed you?), a thought crossed into the chill of her returning awareness: why weren�t there any flies here either?
They�re all dead, Sophie, Patrice sang patiently to the silence. Why don�t you have a look around? So, so beautiful. Everything is dead.
Sophie looked everywhere but the boy�s hands and that horrible, gaping wound. She stared at the boy�s arms, his wrists, his pathetically exposed back where the yellow t-shirt had been yanked up in some kind of struggle. He had a deep and sloppy knife gash where one of his kidneys must have been, and a sticky gravity-smear of old black blood had bubbled out from it and curdled upon the cave floor. Congealed defensive wounds covered his forearms like tiger stripes.
Enough.
Raising her gun higher, following the reflected beam of light, she walked around the H4 and looked out into the waterfall. There was the black-and-crystal silhouette of Pete�s police car, stuck in the muddy pool at the mouth of the cave. A halo of roiling crimson radiance shone through the falling waters.
And that was all. There was no one left alive inside the cave.
So go see. Why don�t you go out there and make sure?
Sophie walked out a little further, getting in front of the patrol car�s grille. But there, somehow sitting up against the front left wheel with her knees up and split apart, there was the body of an older-than-teenage girl.
Sophie beheld much before she was able to look away.
The girl�s head had lolled and frozen at a broken angle. Her pants had been yanked off and thrown into the pool, and they were still swirling fitfully in an endless circle along the spiral current. All of the girl�s fingers had been horribly broken. They were tilted off at angles like snapped twigs.
She had a gunshot to her forehead, and something like old oatmeal had dripped down from that hole, forming a meaty pink streak down the right side of her nose.
Oh look, She has such cute nose. Turned-up nose. Inside Sophie, someone giggled once again.
There were bits of gray matter stuck on the girl�s lower lip, and her bluish tongue was peeking out. She must have been choked while she had still been alive. Her panties, Sophie realized, were tied in a gouging knot around her neck.
Perhaps the young man had died defending her. Maybe he had even managed to shoot the bigger man, the door-pounding man, before he had been knifed. Maybe the bigger man had crawled out of the cave to die, after the police car wouldn�t start and he couldn�t find the keys for the H4. Maybe that was why there was no one left alive. Too many maybes. Hopefully. But this� this horrible, miserable sight of grisly innocence, gutted and left out to dry. What had happened exactly?
I don�t want to, I don�t want to oh no I can�t think of it I can�t�
But it was not the Che Guevara girl from the protest, after all. No, it was someone else. Someone older, a stranger Sophie had never seen. And Patrice sang the dead girl a lullaby:
Cry, no, cry no don�t. Don�t ever, never never. Love was yours before the end. You see, Sophie love? This is what happens to women now, should you ever be weak. Kill when you must. Find Lacie, find strength in all this travesty. Take this girl into your heart, let her be your death angel. Think of this girl, what she must have felt, and you will have the power to justify anything you must do. To do anything. Never forget the oatmeal girl, never ever. Ever ever�
And the laughter.
In the end, Sophie was able to look away when the wave of nausea overtook her and she dry heaved inside her suit.
* * *
There had been more, of course. There had been the terrible revelation of the seven burned and dead bodies piled in the back of the police car. And perhaps the huge twisted man in the passenger seat�� with Pete�s unused shotgun in his lap�� perhaps he was the one who had killed the girl. Perhaps he had killed the boy and the boy had killed him in turn, he had something stuck in his neck but who could say? Sophie had been spellbound by the bodies there, the child hugged by the old woman at the bottom of the pile, and something curled up by the police car�s backseat cage, near to the woman�s broken foot.
It had been a baby. Oh, God.
Sophie had looked away before the vision had consumed her. But she heard a voice, the radio-voice of Chris from Fort Morgan, of all things.
�Rogue, do you believe in God? Will you hear my confession?�
Sophie decided that if she wrote it all down, if after this was over she wrote it down five times, six times, nineteen times with more remembered details all the while, perhaps the visions would eventually leave her, like sensual and lamenting demons, exorcised.
Perhaps.
* * *
The rest of the �day� was an endless toil of climbing down and hoisting up the flats of supplies, of cramming them into the H4 as best she could. She had loaded the H4 without even testing the ignition, because if it failed, she was not certain if she could find the strength to go on.
But such a thought was a luxury and there was very little time. The suit�s air would run out, after all, and then she would be breathing poison. So she toiled on, endlessly.
Setting up the utility crane had been easier than she had hoped. The cord was pulled taut over the wheel, the hook and filaments secured to the eye hooks at each corner of the supply flats. Flexing nylon nets were strung over and under each flat. The duct-taped bundles of supplies were raised by a flaring shoulder and turn of crank. Simple. A thirty pound test had been near-perfect; the pulleys were fascinatingly leveraged with the hidden counterweights and it was easy to glide fifty, eighty, a hundred pounds of supplies up to the shaft�s ledge. A yank of the guideline released the swiveling load and slid it down along the tilted aluminum armature, and each load tumbled resoundingly off onto the cave floor.
And again, again�
She drank when she could, urinated when she must. She even had time to clean the suit, at faltering intervals, as she regained her breath. The exhaustion was easy to endure, because it was not death. The worst part was looking at the covering over Pete�s corpse while she labored with the last loads of supplies.
Gasoline, water, bandages, lead-lined tapestries to tape over the windows, the medicine and the guns, oh, bring all the guns�
The trial came when the final load needed to be raised, a stretcher with a frail old man smiling and strapped down against it in a cradle of pillows. She had tried to be gentle, believing that this would be her gravest burden. But the alarming thing as she raised him was not how heavy he was, but rather how light and fragile. There had been just enough room to tilt his stretchered feet onto the cave floor, and then Sophie had climbed up after him and pulled the stretcher all the way to safety. Only then did she gently lower him and release the cord to snake down into the pit where she would never go down again.
She dragged the stretcher at a tilt, her breath ragged and her feet stumbling through the mud. Silas was strong for her then, and silent. He pretended that he did not feel any pain.
When it was over, and everything from the below was brought above, he had poised there raised upon his elbows and said, �Well damn, if you ain�t the toughest bird left in the world entire.� She had laughed a little, fending off the worst lure of exhausted sleep to look down into Silas�s eyes, and to comfort him.
Slowly, he was dying. His will however might well make it a matter of weeks. Already he looked better, breathing the humid air.
Hopeless. When I lose you, I will be so alone.
But the only thing Sophie felt, as she knelt down and held his hand, was power. She was choosing to leave the shelter. She had done this. Everything needed from below, was now above. The power was centered within her certainty, not that she was doing the right thing, but rather that she was limitless. No one could stop her. She had the power of choice, of every choice, even if her decisions might lead her and her dear Silas to disaster.
I did this, all alone.
Silas was watching her, he was silent and his head was tilted as her tried to see the motion of the wheels behind her eyes. Sophie gave him a nervous smile.
Victory.
* * *
Sophie recharged her suit and changed both the battery and the oxygen tank. They had slept, for a fitful time, side by side upon that stretcher and a blanket. Silas was too weak to move further and Sophie could not have stayed awake any longer if she had tried.
The next �morning,� perhaps three hours later, Sophie had woken to the buzz of her suit�s oxygen supply running into the red. It had been an easy choice to unzip the helmet and to take in a deep breath of the poison all about her. It was not so bad, after all. It was cloyingly warm air, tainted with ash and thick with the yeasty-sweet fire-scent of sickness and of death, yes. But it was air, it was of the world. It was the same air that Silas had been breathing in his sleep.
The supplies had been loaded quickly, after Silas had been positioned. She had diapered him, corded him, cleaned and hydrated him despite all his gentle remonstrations. The man no longer had any modesty, it had been stripped from him along with muscle tissue and shaven hair and burned flesh and a blue jewel of glass that had been bloodily dislodged from off one fingertip.
There was time to care for him and to position him over the back seat of the H4, cradling a pistol and a water bottle. There was all the time left in the world.
Heeding his futile warnings of radiation and ash and being tracked by someone�s scoped rifle of all things, Sophie had carefully taped the lead-lined tapestry sheaths up over the Hummer�s interior windows. There were only a few narrow slits in the taped material, so that she would be able to see enough to drive. The H4�s interior had been packed in every corner, to the brim and then some. More was corded onto the roof and bungeed over. After all, she would be able to jettison loads and throw out anything she needed to, anywhere. But what of the shelter�s riches? What was now priceless, which treasures were irreplaceable?
There could be no certainty. The most crucial of things, water, urine and waste bags, morphine, maps, guns, food, medicine, these were kept on the passenger seat and floor and well in arm�s reach. Silas insisted on cradling the pistol still despite his precarious perch amongst the backseat piles.
And after everything, starting the H4 had been easy.
For that moment, Sophie had made herself sing something, something lilting, silly and off-key. It was a variation of Pop Goes the Weasel, actually, a stupid little jingle that Patrice had always loved when they were children. The only thing certain to make her sister laugh�� really laugh, not that horrible cruel death-growl of gloating. To fill the silence as Sophie turned the key, she had needed to be certain that the voice of Patrice and all its demonic omens would be no more.
But Sophie had her own mind-song then, as she selected the ignition key from its ring. What if? What if the H4 had been burned out by the electromagnetic pulse, or the engine was damaged by the impact, or the gas had been siphoned off by the shotgun man, or the oil pan was cracked or the radiator breached or�
Click. She turned the key.
The engine wheezed, the dash lumines flickered fitfully. Then there was a belch of silvery black exhaust and a startling echo out in the cave, a dragon�s growl as the engine roared to life and all the dials turned merrily into their proper positions.
It was like a time machine.
The reek of exhaust began to filter in through the window cracks. Behind her, strapped into his tarps and blankets across the back seat, Sophie heard Silas breathe a shuddering sigh of abject relief.
She shifted the H4 into reverse, pulled away. Rubble slithered and clanged off of the hood. Keeping her speed at an even five miles an hour, she pushed back into the front of the police car and pressed down on the gas.
Only the fetal boy�s and the strangled girl�s bodies had been moved, covered together. Sophie had decided that it was a crucial ritual, a testament of peace for two lost souls. The girl had died in terror but she would be remembered. She had the boy, forever. There was honor.
�Hang on.� Sophie pressed the pedal a little more.
The patrol car slushed deeper into the pool, where the ground was muddy enough for a slithery kind of purchase. The H4 kept pushing and the car tilted back off to one side, kicking up a brown wave of water that sloshed up the cracked window near to Silas�s face. Sediment-thick tears trickled down the inside glass onto his fingers. He shifted.
Backing up, pushing the car out of the way, slurring backward through the pool�s mud and under the waterfall, getting wet and gagging on the fumes� these were simple things. The hard part came when she backed out of the cave and into the ghostly crimson light of the ever-reflecting canyon and its ruin.
Lord, Sophie thought, I don�t believe in you. I don�t think I ever can. I�m simply not made that way. But if you exist, for these tortured souls in their ending, please shelter them in your arms. The girl, Pete, the boy. The grandmother, the baby. Even the terrible man if he is here. Everyone. Please. Anything to take their pain away.
And they were through. Wheels spun, mud sloshed up and the gloomy twilight of the cave turned to a crimson glow. The dark-light was not brighter, it was deeper. The world of burning, the world of Ashen and of Gone.
And they left the dead far behind them.
* * *
There had once been a time, a nothing time, a memory of a bland and beautiful day like and unlike any other. A day of the lost and dead world, the Gone-Land, a Paradise which never would be again.
Sophie remembered it clearly in that moment. Tom had taken her on that hike up to Hanging Lake far off I-70. A grim and precarious trailhead had taken them up through pine and granite slabs and bits of summer cloud, with little crow silhouettes flying up around inside of them. Some date! Sophie had been furious with him, every step a test of faith. Her legs burning with pain, her lungs raging in the altitude, and Tom in his cutoff FBI shirt (what a joke that would become between them, in later days) actually looking back and laughing as he sped up again and again, just out of reach.
�Come on, we�re almost there, just hold my hand,� he said. And grinned.
Seven or eight times, she had just about gotten close enough to belt him one.
But no, not quite. And oh, she was going to break up with him, three month anniversary be damned. For certain, before this fucking bullshit ever got too serious. She was going to get to the top of this God-forsaken trail, catch her breath, take his offered hand and say, �Tom, that was horrible of you. Goodbye.� And then should would leave him, then she would be free. And then�
And then a turn in the path, and he waited for her. He did. He was panting, at least. But his face was not lined with mischief, and the sun that made him squint, he was letting it all fall fully upon his face there in its waves of gold. And the pool, Hanging Lake, it was turquoise, emerald, cerulean. Grassed-over and fallen trees slumbered in its shallows, waterfalls poured in silver freshets into the purest of Rocky Mountain waters.
And she had stared in disbelief, and she had been close to tears. When was the last time that she had been able to cry? Had it been over Patrice? Had it been that long?
And he had taken her in his arms, and whispered, �Someday. Someday, I�d like to build a home under a waterfall. You know? Something just for you. For you with me.�
* * *
As she backed the H4 out all the way, she caught a tear-crested glimpse at Silas in the rearview mirror, shivering there in the back seat. Duct-taped racks of munitions boxes and water bottles and MRE packs were piled all around him. And he, blessed angel in defiance of all reality, he was smiling at her.
He gave her a little wave.
Sophie backed the H4 slowly and deliberately into the canyon wall. There was a thud, a firmness there. She cranked the wheel and shifted into four-wheel and low gear. The drive began with a crawl over rubble, a jolting bobble back and forth as the vehicle began to prowl and find its way. The piles of boulders and shattered stones were painted with un-light, fire-light pouring down from the seam of canyon-rimmed clouds so high above. Sophie bent in her seat, peered up out of a strip left in the taped-over windshield.
She gazed up into the sky, and she felt her fingers on the wheel trembling against her will. She beheld the black and crimson Archangel, the four-limbed cyclone still tumbling and burning, a coiled hollow upon the sky. An endless storm was seething there deep inside. Crimson whirlwinds wheeled about in blindness, the limbs of some titanic and emaciated angel, a burning spirit of all ending enthroned upon the sky.
�We�re coming, Lacie,� she whispered. She arced her right arm out of her unzipped suit, back behind her, taking Silas�s fingers in her own.
�Damn right,� he said, and he gripped her fingers tighter. He was shivering. �You just drive, Sophie, �til we need the gas can. I guide the way. Leave the all else to me. Give me your HK there. Got this laser-sight pistol figured out, best as I can see. But that one, you give that back here, if it please?�
And she let his hand go. She pulled the submachine gun off the passenger seat, checked the safety, and passed it back to him.
�Let�s get moving,� she said. The H4 tumbled forward over the ruin. And so they went. And the dead and shattered world, it embraced them.
The remnant of Kersey-town, by highway and trial and horror and endless circuit of wreckage and wasteland, was less than a month away. They never returned to the shelter, they never had any need to. They had each other.
�Mother of God,� Silas whispered. He was looking out again up to the Archangel in the sky.
Sophie rubbed at her eyes, unbelieving of the canyon�s ruin. Entire trees had fallen to the road from high above and burned to ash. She plowed the H4 through drifts of blackest flurry. The windshield wipers purred, three of the four headlights came on.
�We�re coming, Lacie love. Feel me sing this. Feel. Tell Uncle Mitch we�re coming soon,� she intoned serenely.
They drove on.

To Be Continued

(The saga of Sophie St.-Germain continues, as she and Silas name themselves as guardian to one another and traverse the mountains of the burning and revelation in FROM THE FIRE, EPISODE V: GRAY RAIN EXODUS, also available from Wonderland Imprints.)
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