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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 III: THE HOLLOW MEN is the third installment of a serialized novel by Kent David Kelly. This unforgettable novella comprises 17,100 words, 65 printed pages, and is preceded by the #1 bestselling action/adventure e-book EPISODE I: END OF DAYS (http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0082SJY0O) and EPISODE II: THE CAGE (http://www.amazon.com/dp/B0084RNUWQ). It is followed by EPISODE IV: ARCHANGEL, also available from Wonderland Imprints (release date Summer 2012).


FROM THE FIRE
AN EPISODIC NOVEL OF THE NUCLEAR HOLOCAUST
EPISODE III: THE HOLLOW MEN
by
Kent David Kelly


INTERLUDE

�The night has been unruly:
Where we lay,
Our chimneys were blown down;
And, as they say,
Lamentings heard i� the air;
Strange screams of death,
And prophesying with accents terrible
Of dire combustion and confused events
New hatch�d to the woeful time:
The obscure bird
Clamour�d the livelong night:
Some say, the earth
Was feverous and did shake.�

� Lennox in Macbeth
(II, iii, 55-62), W. S.


III-1
THE SLOWING AND THE MERCILESS

Moist leaves of translucent plastic, petals of soft and pliant crystal, cast their misted tracers down every light-touched pane as the left hand of a woman pushed through their entwining segments, the shivering and bloodless hand of Sophia Ingrid Saint-Germain.
Sophie�s left arm pushed through to the shoulder, then her right hand�s fingers spidered in after it, the poise of a diver committed to the descent. She took a shaky breath, held it in. With her tongue constricted between her teeth, she braced herself and took one long step forward. Through the plastic veils she went. Her arms slid free on the other side, touched by humidity and the other air�s lifeless chill. Her face pushed through the doorway�s plastic seal, to experience another alien form of touch entirely�� the strange wet plastic of the door, it was silk, it was artificial skin�� while a gunshot sounded from beyond the vault door far behind her.
She pushed through into the hallway beyond the Great Room, trying to stop herself from screaming. She fell to the floor. The bullet had hit home, and Pete�s cry from out of the ladder-shaft was cut short by yet another gunshot. Sophie could hear only a young man shouting then�� �What the fuck, we needed him! We �� and the other, the huge man: �Shut up! You�re gone! Get out of here!�
�Stop!� The girl out there was screaming at the two men, her voice raw with horror and with pain. �Please, he didn�t do anything! Stop this!�
Stop.
Sophie pressed the heels of her bandaged hands against her ears, pressing in hard until her vision began to star with beads of scarlet light. Her sobbing drowned out the voices of all of the survivors, the burning and fallen ones who had tried to break their way into her locked-down shelter.
I gave them Pete, he trusted in me, she thought. Never, never can this be forgiven. I left him there to die, I ran away. I hate myself. I�m a coward. Worthless. No, more than even this, she decided. She kept her hands pressing in, she blinked away her tears. She was not a coward, in leaving Pete to die. She was a traitor.
She had chosen the future over the moment, her desperate hope for her own daughter�s survival over the death pleas of a good and noble man. Pete Henniger had been abducted, tortured and sacrificed by those of the outside, the shadow people who walked now in the burning world as wraiths among the ruin.
A hollow, reedy voice sang to her as Sophie shut the voices and screams and noises of the world away. She recognized it at once: the voice of her younger and traumatized sibling who had always envied her, her beloved sister Patrice. Patrice had died decades ago, her body crushed and twisted by its impact beneath the angular devastation of a drunk driver�s truck. She had been the only passenger in her boyfriend�s car that night. The details had never been shared with Sophie, but she knew�� from the one time that she had seen her father cry�� that Patrice had been alive when the paramedics came, and when the steel jaws had sheared away the pickup�s window strut to draw her out, the peeling away of the wreckage had caused all of her pressurized blood to surge forth and to spill away. She had died as she had lived, opened and frail and strong and unforeseen, a mystery to everyone, a cipher even to herself.
Hollowed.
It was the faltering voice of Patrice that Sophie had heard when she lost her virginity, and again when she had been raped against the alley wall of a nightclub in Denver off of Broadway. It was the tantalizing voice of Patrice that had whispered in her mind all the way down the aisle, lilies quivering between her hands and a spun sugar of lace and veil puffed and tufted all around her, hair poised aglow in moistened ringlets, trembling as her father led her to stand before her Tom. Dead Patrice had whispered to her, so sweetly:
Are you sure? Sophie, is he the one? Sophie, are you really sure?
And there beyond the shelter�s pressurized door seal, for the first time in eight years, the first time since the stillbirth of Tom�s son a year before daughter Lacie had ever come to be, the mutilated face forever chained to that beguiling and girlish voice was back again.
Do not ever, no. Patrice pursed her phantom lips, a single index finger poised in the darkness before them. Do not, Sophie. Do not ever be weak.
She smiled in Sophie�s mind, a garland of shattered, bloody, milk-white teeth.
�Pete died.� Sophie was trying to stand. She was whispering as she rocked back and forth on her knees in the concrete hallway, the center of the shelter�s spider-web. �He came here for shelter, for me, he warned me and I left him to die.�
You must be the merciless, my sweet. Patrice was singing to Sophie, sharing her veins, her heartbeats. The voice whorled beneath Sophie�s skin with the electric tingling of gravity, blood falling through arms and fingers and surging back again in pulsing and relentless coils.
This, this is all a mother must do in the time of Fire. You, Sophie, must ever now be the merciless.
�He. Oh, no. Dying. For me. Oh, he was a good man, Patrice.�
Peter was a man, yes, Patrice countered in her mind. And so? Women are life, men are annihilation. This is their ending, this is their one great glory. Let the men burn, they were made for this. This war, this ruin, White Fire of the Archangel? This is what they have always wanted. That is the secret, Sophie. The secret of the Dead, what the Dead have spoken to me, I give to you. We as mortal souls, all of us, in living we destroy ourselves. Women destroy from the inside out, one by one, starting with themselves and then all those souls they dare desire. But men? They, they set fire to this world. The men are lost, as they always longed to be. Souls to the White Fire evermore. There will be others, always they are born for battle. But what of the one? There is one good man. Mitch is not like the others. Go to him. For what of your own beloved child, Sophia Ingrid? What of your only daughter?
�Oh, Lacie��
Yes. And sister Patrice laughed, bereft of the merest willow-touch of empathy. She laughed in the underflow of Sophie�s thoughts, a cruel and relentless soft-sound, like the snapping of brittle sticks under a boot when the hunter is drawing near. Tom is dead, Patrice sang on. Peter is dead. I am of the Dead. But you? You are the only, Sophie. Chosen. And Lacie, Lacie Anna? She�s out there. Horrified, her only hope is you. She screams for you.
�My baby?�
Oh, yes. You need to be strong. You need to fight, you need to find her. Lacie Anna, now, is everything.
�Peter,� Sophie said. She raised her head, opened her unblinking eyes and stared up to the cracked and girdered ceiling. �If I had been brave, I would� I would have saved you, too. As you certainly would have done for me. I am weak. I could only save one. I had to choose my Lacie. I am so, so sorry.�
All the interlaced shadows of Patrice breathed uneasily, stepping away inside of her. The black truths had been spoken, the damage had been done.
Patrice could not counter such sincerity. Sophie was left alone.
She dropped her hands away from the side of her head, to cover her mouth. Tears streaked down into her bandages. Looking down at last, recognizing herself and the spirit caged within her flesh, she saw that her pulped and meaty palms were bleeding once again.
She waited there enveloped by long moments, a breathing and aware eternity, until the real voices of the man and the boy and the girl out in the burning world once more faded away.
Alone.
* * *
When at last she could stand again, she found that the air in this other place was cool and intricate with water beads, a mist filtering down from a vinyl-ensconced ceiling grate. This pure air smelled of a not-unpleasing and fragrant aerosol laced with something like black licorice, redolent with undercurrents of utility paint and ozone. Socketed and inset halogen lights along every girder made the moist air sparkle, reflecting upon itself. Everything she could see there in the corridor had an otherworldly clarity, a firmness which seemed too crisp and shadowless, almost digital in its slightly-askew perfection.
I go deeper, ever deeper into the mountain. No further, soon. Now there will be nowhere else to go.
There was very little damage there. Everything was painted green, even the girders and their filament hanger-sheets were covered with contoured panes of painted vinyl. These radiant plastic webs lent the corridor an illusion of welcome, an ironic afterglow mirroring the effect of ornate salons and galleries once enshrined in the world above.
All those places surely had turned to dust.
There were four doors along the shelter�s deepest corridor, solemn windowed monoliths of bolted steel. The nearest to Sophie�s right was stenciled in shock-white brick letters as �GENERATOR BANK� and the next beyond it, �TOILET,� the second bathroom in the shelter. The third door to the corridor�s farthest end was marked �MATERIAL ROOM� and the sole door to Sophie�s left, �SANCTUARY.�
Not bedroom, no. Not here. Sanctuary.
Sophie smoothed her wounded and sweating hands against her jeans. When the survivors had first come and started pounding on the vault door she had urinated over herself in fear. She was still very near to panic, her ears popped as her jaw clenched and unclenched itself seemingly of its own accord. Her trembling hands juddered back and away from her thighs like wounded birds.
�Come on,� she said. �Breathe. Come on, now.�
She needed to think, to regain control, to act. How many survivors were there outside, desperate then to claw their way into her shelter, and how many of them were still alive? Would they endure and lurk in wait in the relative refuge of the cave as they plotted how to draw Sophie out, or would they return to their cars, the boiling and crumbling labyrinth of molten roads, seeking some other place of solace? There were few places that Sophie could think of which were more secure and enclosed than the waterfall canyon, its cavern and its end. She began to believe that anyone who came to the cave and then found the vault door would remain there, if only to die. And if three or more survivors had already found her, more people would be coming.
Soon.
And what of the men of the Air Force, of the National Security Agency? They cannot all be dead. Was this shelter a secret after all? How long would it take the military to find and seize the shelter as their own, and what would Sophie mean to men who took the Sanctuary from her?
She remembered the last voice on Tom�s phone, Tom�s murderer, that venom tinged with the sweet of ice, �Listen very carefully, Mrs. St.-Germain. You tell anyone any of what you heard, and we will execute you for treason. We will kill your daughter before your eyes. Right in fucking front of you. Do you understand me?�
And, oh yes, Sophie, sounded the distant taunting of Patrice. The clever men, the savage men, will ever come for more. Oh, delicious you.
�No.�
Perhaps there would come a time when a group of those men would be hopeless and senseless enough to use explosives on the door, a folly that would surely destroy the ladder-shaft and entomb Sophie in her hollow of the world. And that design flaw, one Tom had known well and had always meant to remedy (And oh, sweet Sophie, you fought with him over money at every turn, you guilted him, shamed him with faint praise and tiny smiles, you pushed your beloved Tom away, forever), that was not the shelter�s only vulnerability. There were pipes and venting and water gaskets all along the cave�s shadowed ceiling, and despite their black-painted camouflage it would not take long for a searching individual to realize that Sophie could be poisoned, or fumigated, or perhaps even deprived of water and simply killed. Perhaps she herself could even be made desperate enough to open the door at last. And then?
Tom had always been worrying about the indefensibility of the cave itself, and Sophie had grown so weary of his subtle extractions from savings that she had finally closed off her own bank accounts to his access. The final straw, she recalled, had been his �mutual procurement golfing buddy� and the gray market assault weapons. The very weapons she was now seeking.
You shamed him and still he loved you.
But that was a foolish regret, one minted in the lost and liquid gold of another age, an age already ended. Survival, its glaring and ceaseless need, had become the lord over the moment. Every moment. Sophie had no idea how many people had survived the nuclear devastation, or how many more would fall prey to disease, murder or irradiation. Billions must have perished. But the few who survived, the wretched and still-breathing would indeed�� without even the specter of a doubt�� be driven to become something far, far worse than merely beasts. They would be savages, bereft of fifty centuries of injected lethargy and the comforts of the civil. The human spirit, locked in an oubliette of torpor and tranquility for thousands of years, was about to shine through, burning more fiercely than ever before.
White Fire. Oh�
But even if no more of the savages would find her before she left the shelter, Sophie would need to seek them. The hunter would indeed become the hunted. After all, Sophie would be compelled to leave the vault to in order to find her Lacie. And if any of those damned and forsaken souls were ever to stand between her and her daughter, Yes, she could fight if she had to.
She would learn, because it was the omen of necessity. She could do it. She could kill.
And now it was time to learn.
�I will,� she said, and her hands at last went still and spread before her in the glitter of the air. �I will.�
The damned, they were still hungering out there. Pete was out there and had suffered among them, and if he was not already dead he was surely dying and in need. In need of her.
I will kill them, any of them, if I have to.
But where would the shelter�s guns be? And even as Sophie asked herself this question, she knew. The wire wall-rack just outside the shower stall, with its safety scissors and tape and antiseptic spray, had been arrayed by Tom in precisely the order Sophie preferred it in at home. Every emergency thing that she might have needed access to on split-second notice in the dead of night would only be in one place. That was the way that Tom had made things for her, never asking for her approval but always waiting for her knowing unguarded smiles.
She knew then where the weapons were, in a gun safe. Beyond the door to the left. In the Sanctuary.
�Okay. Okay.�
Sophie walked to the Sanctuary side of the corridor, flexing her fingers. She pulled on the door handle with a double grip, bracing her balance against the door�s expected massive weight. Nothing. She pulled harder and almost fell over. The door clicked as she pulled it left instead of right, toward the bolted hinges. It opened almost effortlessly, gliding on oiled gear-rails. Pressurized air puffed out and the rubber seals around the door�s bolstered frame slithered in place, shivering out their mists of prisoned moisture. The entire door slid out six inches from the wall, and only then did the door handle shunt itself clockwise like a massive timer dial, clicking from peg to peg until it clanked to a painted setting marked �ACCESS.� A digital panel inset just beneath the safety-glass porthole window came alight, flicking with familiar lines of data in ruby and emerald digits of liquid crystal:
SODIUM IODIDE CRYSTAL DETECTOR
RADIOACTIVITY ::
MAXIMUM CONTAINMENT LEVELS ::
GAMMA PENETRATION
SUBSTRATA SAMPLE ANALYSIS ::
M-SIEVERT / HR. :: 439.58 [+++]
(FLUX :: 11.9% [-], DATA INSUFFICIENCY)
DATA CASCADE RELIABILITY :: 92.6% [+]


Sophie did not yet understand precisely what the radiation counters were measuring, or how accurate the instrumentation that was set up by the canyon�s radio dish might turn out be. But whatever the data meant in full, one thing seemed certain: the gamma radiation levels outside were slowly falling.
The wind? Yes. Wind and rain, whirlwind, a rain of bone and fire.
The fallout, the pulverized world and bodies of the Dead. Blowing away, blowing to the east.
And more from the west, to come to me. �More. More is coming.
It seemed strange to think of this, that some semblance of nature might still be writhing its way through the tortured world of the burning, the Outside. But some culmination of natural factors was causing radioactive material to scatter away to the Great Plains and the Atlantic, down the shattered crags and obsidian flats and mountain valleys.
A few seconds of this contemplation were all Sophie could spare. She needed the weapons safe, she needed to save Pete if there still was time.
�God, I�m so slow. Calm down. Think!�
Oh, Sophie. So disappointed in you. You�re a coward, came the inner voices again. They were both Patrice and daddy this time, speaking in unison, a fraction of a second apart. Then father alone was saying, You should have died at least trying to save him, he would have done the same for you, and Patrice was crying, No, live for Lacie, Lacie Anna is everything, and Sophie cried out �Enough!� and surged in through the opening beyond the rail-grid door.
The Deep. The Sanctuary.
The curved room smelled of artificial cinnamon, the ghost-fragrance of the one un-depleted air freshener. This incongruous plastic device was strung upon a nail, dangling near the concrete-ensconced inner access panel. A taped note behind its string read in Tom�s own rapid scrawl, �Suit valve ?�s, NucBioChemo�� have Sophie call Mitch?� and below that, �Rebook to redeye, Lacie B-day 9-16.�
Tom�s last notes to no one. It felt icily wrong to be reading these private reminders, meaningless words that had come to mean so much, now that Tom was gone.
Sophie. Don�t cloud yourself, all of that. Temptations all, her father was saying. Sins, memory. Don�t slow down now. Go. Save Henniger. He�s bleeding out. Stop wasting time!
A vent clicked on with another rush of chill air. Sophie startled as she spun away from the note on a spark of instinct. She flinched, ready to fight the nothing all around her.
He�s dead. Tom? Patrice, daddy. Sweet love. You are all dead.
Her teeth were bared, the moisture of her mouth drying away as the misty air quickly dispersed and circulated out into the hallway to be sucked through the corridor�s gratings. The vent�s air currents grumbled and slurred down into a disturbing, almost animalistic sigh as the �bedroom� admitted Sophie in its embrace, as it swallowed her, as the Sanctuary began to blur and shiver and to come alive and hold her in its closure forevermore�
The skin, the spider, she�s scuttling out of the freezer now. She�s coming for me, she closing in and crawling down from the ceiling. Through the seal, you hear her? She�s crawling in through the doorway now and up, upside down, flicking her way over the girders claw by claw, licking her teeth, she�s behind you, right behind you right now, inches above your head, do you want to look back before her fangs find your neck and she drags you into her nightmare? O Sophie�
�No. Not real.� Sophie balled her fists and tapped her cheeks. �Real, not, not real. Not real, okay. Okay.�
More of the precious seconds ticked by as Sophie took in the Sanctuary�s furnishings, searching for the gun safe. How could something so huge be hard to find?
The walls of the Sanctuary were in-sloped concrete, hollowed out with hive-like ribs and squares of inset shelves�� not shelves, precisely, but cinderblocks and octagonal glass bricks set into checkerboards of intermittent and jutting rows. Nooks and wall-hollows curved everywhere, each shelf sheathed in nylon netting and filled to overflowing with a seemingly random jumble of objects. Sophie�s eyes flitted over it all in a scatter of moments, sheaves of paper, notebooks, flashlights, painters� filtration masks, glo-sticks, matchboxes, even the anachronistic charm of a few out-of-place unopened cans of Dr. Pepper and Tom�s cherished cellophane bags of Hapi wasabi peas.
None of that matters now. Focus. Look around you.
There were only three cots in the Sanctuary, two perfectly made up and then another tumbled one up against the far wall, its mattress disheveled by a crowning tangled pile of sheets and pillows. This, then, had been Tom�s �sleepover nest� whenever he and Sophie had been fighting. Three cots and nothing else, all the loose objects were netted away in hollows. Sophie walked toward the one glass-bricked alcove of the room, hiding the back left corner away, across from the one disheveled bed. Tom had his own way of situating things, particularly things which might be needed straight out of sleep. The guns would surely be back there.
No time, no time.
And the cot in between the other two, so pathetically small, certainly intended for their daughter, for Lacie. An absurd thought rushed through Sophie�s mind, Goldilocks, too small, too big, no-no-yes, yes, just right, and as she threaded her way around the short end of Lacie�s cot she tripped over a collapsible treadmill that was jutting out from beneath it upon the other side.
She fell hard with her knee banging against her own cot�s sharp aluminum frame. A wing-nut screw below the mattress gashed through her soiled jeans and into her knee cap, digging a hole in the thick fabric, and a fresh spout of blood spattered up over the starched sheets. Hissing in pain, Sophie hauled herself up and limped to the wall of glass.
Beyond the clusters of octagonal glass brick there loomed a reflection-stained depression, an alcove whose floor was layered with lime-green tiles and a single bleach-stained grating. A seven-foot-tall black gun safe stood there, with a jewel-buttoned number pad glittering beneath a Plexiglas chamber on its face.
Sophie flicked the chamber open, entering �2524� without even thinking. Tom had always kept the same PIN on everything, his credit cards, his Facebook security question, even their fishing cabin�s front door, of all things. An agent, an NSA agent no less, with a fetish for a lack of security on all his most personal things, now Tom really, no matter how many times she chided him he insisted on that one absurd indulgence of rebellion, and oh that laugh as she got so angry and she pointed this out, every time, he �
Beep.
The safe clanked open. The black steel door swung out of its own accord, and a ghostly white faceless body tumbled out into Sophie�s arms.
She was certain then that the spider-skin had found her.
She screamed.
The body in her arms was a weightless husk without a skeleton, just flesh and nothing more, white as ivory and that face, oh the face of crystal glistening, Caught, don�t look, the skin, the self and all her claws, she is here, here, she �
No. Not a body, but a vapor-tight Dupont Plasmesh hazmat suit.
�Oh, God.�
Sophie tried to say this, but she could not. Her frantic exhalation of relief came out in a tapering scream, and as she struggled not to pass out from the rush of blood to her head, she dropped the hazmat suit in a pile onto her feet.
There were two other suits hung inside the gun safe, one quite small, both half-tilted off their hangers by the impact of the blasts. Behind them stood a deadbolt frame with nine ominous firearms socketed in its cage, each with its own fluorescent identity plate:
[SMG-1] HK UMP40 Universale
[SMG-2] HK UMP40 Universale/Silent
[HR-3] T/C .300 WM BOLT Hunter
[HR-4] FORBES 24B .30/06 SEMI Hunter
[SG-5] R12P TACTICAL 12-G Shotgun

And, in a separate section marked �FFL VIOLATOR /// C-RED /// OPS EMERG ONLY�:
[MP-6] Magpul FMG-Mk IIa M-Pistol
[AR-7] AK-47 / GDR MPi-KMS-72 Assault
[AR-8] IMI Galil ARM 7.62mm Assault
[SR-9] DTA 014 .50 BMG Sniper

When she had found the guns at last, she realized that she had not given any thought to how she would use them.
No idea, she thought. Ten seconds of staring, reading, processing. Are any of these loaded? What the Hell do I do now?
She had no idea what she was doing. But the binder she had been reading earlier, Tom�s last untitled one, had had a section on submachine guns which she had quickly glossed over.
And knowing a little is better than knowing nothing. Right? Christ, Sophie, you�re going to get yourself killed�
�Do this, Sophie. Come on, it�s a gun. Do this.�
Pressing the crimson button beneath the [SMG-1] identity plate, she felt the double click-click as the HK UMP40 Universale submachine gun�s bracket whirred out smoothly and at a ready angle. She pressed a stud on the gun�s stock bracket, grasped the long, sinister foregrip and slid the cool steel assault weapon out of its case.
The gun was sleek, threatening, seemingly ice-cold. It was loaded, she was certain from the heft of its curved ammunition clip.
And now that you have it out, you have to drop it. Wonderful.
Cursing herself, she set the gun upon Tom�s cot, pushed in against the pile of tumbled linens, and quickly stripped out of her soiled and bloody jeans. After she had taken three seconds to dry herself of blood and urine with a bed-sheet, as she began to step her way into the suit, another rapid staccato of gunfire echoed outside.
God! She cursed herself again. Soph, you�re pathetic. If you were a soldier and had wakened to battle, you would have died three minutes ago.
�Faster. Come on!�
More wild gunfire.
Whoever was firing, and at what, they didn�t seem to be hitting anything. Sophie could hear the sound of bullets pinging and ricocheting wildly off metal and off stone. What was going on? Were the survivors out there again, only to be fighting amongst themselves?
Something out there at last hit home. One shock-pulse of quick, frantic gulping screams came through the vault door, a wraithlike sound, wailing and decaying as if from very far away. Then another, the girl was screaming, the one who had hammered on the door with the piece of metal, and her terrified cries were melting like falling ice, away, rising, turning into liquid with the distance.
Learn it now. Do this now. Faster. No more weakness, Sophie thought, no more fear or frailty. No fucking more. I�m going out there.
And if by some dark and luckless miracle Pete was still alive, she was going to save him.
She suited up as quickly as she could. She had only worn the hazmat suit once before, when she and Tom and Mitch had celebrated Mitch�s retirement from working with Kaiser-Hill. That had been years ago. But the steps to the process seemed rote to her, almost reassuring even with their methodical simplicity. A fluorescent duplex sheet taped inside the weapons safe showed her all that needed to be done.
�Chest zipper FIRST, overlay Velcro LAST.
Seals already calibrated, DO NOT adjust.
Breathe through NOSE, NOT mouth,
Until neck joint LED (left shoulder) turns GREEN.
Join WHITE and BLUE tabs over LEFT wrist,
THEN right AFTER, repeat��

She pulled the accordion-necked transparent visor up from her throat, then ensconced her head in its claustrophobic casing. She clicked the cycler button at her right wrist, and the battery-powered re-breather began to push currents of saline and chilly air throughout the suit. Her shins tingled, the hairs on her forearms rose and brushed against the suit�s inner lining. A tiny, hyper-technical digital display was flipping wild screens of information past her left eye, much too fast to read. Like booting up some damn supercomputer. God, what am I doing?
She shuffled from boot foot to boot foot, wondering how long she still had. How long Pete had, until she could come to save him.
No bullets, now. No screams.
�Too slow.�
It no longer mattered to her. Saving Pete was becoming secondary to finding an outlet for all her sorrow, all her rage. If Pete was dead, Sophie would find her own cold and remorseless comfort in threatening his murderers with death.
I need to learn, for my Lacie. I need to learn how to kill.
But for two or three minutes, ever since the last whirl of gunfire and the girl�s fading and then gurgling screams, the outside had remained silent.
When the soft vinyl of the suit visor began to mist over with Sophie�s breath, when the neck-joint LED shunted from red to green, she at last lifted the HK submachine gun from its rest. She was struggling to remember the gun preparation sequence. From all her years, from college to Poli-Sci, iterative and systematic articles had always been second-nature to her, Gun or no, you should be faster at this, her memory always cataloging thousands of steps throughout her life. But like a fool, she had glossed over Tom�s binder article on because it had seemed distasteful, a vicious and meaningless little thing in a world that was occupied by only a single soul.
But now, she was not alone. She never would be, she never would sleep easily ever again.
She found the ammunition clip�s release, slipped the clip casing out partway and saw the stark, fluorescent-gilded bullets arrayed there in a grim crescent all inside their transparent sheaths. She shoved the clip back in, too hard, and cringed as she almost fumbled the weapon out of her suit�s white-mitted hands.
Trying to slip her finger into the trigger�s loop, she found that it was impossible. The suit was mitted, with her fingers were spread in pairs within cushioned slots, with only the opposable thumb in isolation. The three-clawed design was intended for maximum-safety hazmat cleanup, not for fighting. Looking back to the bottom of the duplex sheet, Sophie read what she had to do.
She pulled the hidden plastic zipper tabs at each wrist, and the heavy mitts each unfolded like weighty and pale flowers, enslaved by gravity. Beneath the mitts were thick Nomex-fabric fireproofed gloves, four-fingered.
Yes. The gloves would certainly be thin enough to allow her to use the gun. She slipped her right index finger onto the trigger.
Okay. She took a deep swallow. If he�s alive alone, you drag him in. If anyone else is out there, you kill them.
�No mercy,� she was saying. �You can�t. You�ve got to kill them, they tortured Pete, they threatened to kill you. You�ve got to.�
She would need to figure out the gun�s safety along the way.
* * *
Float-walking out of the Sanctuary, struggling awkwardly through the corridor�s vinyl door seal, Sophie checked the submachine gun�s safety for what seemed like the twentieth time. But as she began to calm down, to steel herself for the kill, the weapon began to make sense to her. The safety was actually part of the weapon�s fire selector, and it was currently on lock. Safe. It won�t fire. That needed to change, and soon.
She braced the gun barrel against her right hip�� she was doing this wrong, surely, and she�d probably bruise or break her hip if forced to fire on split-second notice�� and she crossed the Great Room, trembling as the adrenaline once more burned its way into her bloodstream.
Do this. Do this now.
The adrenaline surge tingled, a poisonous thrill. It coursed like misted fire inside her veins. Her heartbeat thudded. Her breath flitted against the visor�s faceplate, pulses of mist whisked away by the inner re-breather�s icy air and back again.
As she crossed over the Great Room to the entryway, she pushed through the lead-lined plastic curtains and made her way toward the radiation trap. Time was moving very quickly, then. She could not even remember how she had pushed her way through the door seal with the loaded gun.
Once she was free of the dangling lead-lined strips, one curtain flap still trailing its tip over her left shoulder, she clicked the safety off at last.
Good, good girl. Now call to Pete, her father�s voice was saying. He answers, you go. You kill. You understand me?
�Daddy. What if I can�t, what if I��
Enough. You do this for Patrice, who never got the chance. You do this for me. Sheriff Henniger out there, he earned this from you. You be brave, it�s all you now. Shout out twice. He don�t answer, you stay. Any answer, his or theirs, you go out there and be ready to fight. Do you hear me?
�Okay. Okay.�
It is time, the voice insisted. The other voice, the reedy teenager�s whisper. Terrified and angry. Oh, the hate.
�Patrice?�
They need to learn, Patrice sang. Anything, Sophie. Anything is what you will do to live, to kill and to be strong enough, to go to your beloved daughter.

III-2
THE BLOOD VIGIL AND THE RHYTHM OF NOTHING

Slow pulses of time became waterfalls of rush and Now, this moment only, cascading into life. Time accelerated. It was almost a relief, to be free of that quicksand, the nightmare-lethargic slowness of numbing fear.
Sophie walked through the last of the tunnel and out to the entry before the vault door itself, its titanium girder-bracings forming triangles of glinting metal to either side of her, casting faint silver rainbows up across the faceplate of her suit. She leaned against the left-side bracing, pushed her visor up against the door and yelled through the vault door�s seam.
�Leave him alone! Leave him alone or I�ll kill you!�
Her voice coruscated with purpose, panic, rage. The suit�s filters muffled it, but they also turned her voice into something spectral, something dreadful to hear. Her yelling echoed in a slithering out beyond her.
Oh, yes. Delicious vengeance, Sophia mine. Kill them. Kill!
Patrice, enthroned in Sophie�s imagination with ankles crossed and clenching fingernails dug into her knees, leaned forward to taste Sophie�s unleashed hatred, to revel in the birth of a kindred and newborn Fury, cackling.
The laughter in her brain, Sophie could not stand it. To silence it, she yelled again. �Pete!� Again. �Pete, can you hear me?�
Still nothing. What in the Hell was she going to do?
He was almost certainly dead. Sophie bit her lip, breathing through her nose. She fought back tears, she forced herself not to shift the gun to one hand and pound on the door in blind frustration.
�Pete!�
I was too slow, I wasn�t ready. Wasn�t ready for any of this. All my fault. All my fault�
And yet, a savage yet somehow quiescent aspect of Sophie�s psyche was insisting that not only was it not her fault that Peter Henniger had died, it was an inevitability. The other survivors in their malice and depravity had taken his police car and tortured him, forcing him to disclose the shelter�s location. And the leader of the group had been threatening to kill Pete if Sophie refused to open the vault door and then to stand there, completely at their mercy.
If she had complied before Pete himself had been killed, unarmed as she had been, she would surely have been imprisoned or beaten or raped or even worse. And in the end, how likely would Pete himself have been to survive such people if the shelter had been unoccupied, if she had not been there?
They would have killed him, regardless of circumstance. They would have eventually broken their way into the shelter, or died in the trying. And finding how claustrophobic and confining the shelter was, what was there to stop the intruders from turning on their own kind, slaying amongst themselves until they were sliced and gunned down to a core population of bloodthirsty alphas served by their dying slaves?
The truth in all of this was cutthroat, inexorable and unrelenting. This persistent web of reason�� filaments spun of guesswork, laced tight with logic in an ever-stronger mesh of understanding�� caused Sophie to breathe more easily.
Not your fault, no. He never had a chance.
In that silence, listening to the easing of her own breath and staring at her oblique and fluid reflections dancing against the fluorescent-banded door, Sophie noticed one strange thing� a thing which she had never detected when she had first rushed through the tunnel and into the shelter. There was a crystal-covered video screen, right there, hidden below the vault door�s metallic transom.
Of course. Tom would have set a camera somewhere into the curved wall of the ladder-shaft. Its lens might even have been disguised as one of the glo-lites between the ladder rungs. What could the camera eye see that Sophie herself could not? If it was still operational, she could hold vigil over the shaft and at least see if there were any survivors. Or bodies. She might even be able to determine if Pete was still alive out there without breaching the shelter�s seal.
She slid the sapphire-acrylic panel open and watched. The digital screen was tufted with erratic lines of rasterized gray pixels, waving in undulating sine curves across the view. Powdery tendrils of static flourished and puffed across the image, then died away again. It took Sophie several seconds to decipher what she was seeing.
The black-and-white view was not sourced from the ladder, but somewhere much lower. The camera seemed to be positioned perhaps three feet above the grated floor, which meant that it was somehow disguised to look like something else. Was it part of the door itself? No. It was somewhere in the shaft at an acute angle to the vault entry. Sophie stroked the panel, looking for pan/tilt/zoom controls, but there was nothing of the kind. The display was inert. But what the view revealed to her, after the static had died away, was clear enough.
She could see starry constellations of pulverized concrete, where bullets had impacted in the walls. She could see a shattered glo-lite, a ladder rung scuffed to a brighter silver by a ricochet. Below this, she discerned the black-and-white hazy negative of a man�s boot, a pool of blood dripping down the drain, and a sheriff�s cowboy hat lying open end up by a pallid and unmoving hand. She could not see his face or his body, but she did not need to. She knew.
There were no other bodies. Peter Henniger was dead.
�Oh, Pete.� She closed her eyes.
And somehow, she accepted this. She had already known, but her cowardice and her responsibility for his death had conspired to refuse her the comprehension of the reality. Only in seeing his dead body there was she finally compelled into an understanding. Her grief was there in a sudden wash of black and vacuous guilt, but it was not nearly the tormenting shame which she had borne earlier, fleeing across the Great Room.
Pete was gone, but he was at peace and bereft of a world that would likely never know true peace again for as long as the remnants of shattered humanity endured.
Lost. And it was better this way.
�I�m sorry.� She ran her fingertips over the vid screen, outlining his frozen hand. �I�m sorry you had to suffer.�
She looked at the display of the ladder again, searching for shadows. Now, she was not dreading that Pete�s killers were out there at all. She wanted them to be. She wanted to make them pay. She stood there on vigil, staring at the screen, willing the huge man or the younger intruder to appear again.
But what if it would be the girl instead? She had been screaming, perhaps dying. What had they done to her? Would Sophie be able to will herself to open the door and kill that girl, who may or may not have had anything to do with Peter�s suffering?
No.
Still, she waited. The silver-static minutes clicked away, the incalculable crescent-beginnings of an hour waxing full.
She knew then the angry buzz of a dull and meaningless descent and comedown, the anticlimactic thrill of almost-battle, the soldier�s curse which no one ever talks about. Suiting up, gearing up, locked and loaded and on edge, can�t breathe, terrified to die, ready to kill, ready to fire and� nothing. Nothing happens, nothing is out there, not this time. And no one will ever care to hear that the great almost-fight was merely one soul coming unto the threshold, ready to give her all and finding that the world, without mockery, without artifice of fate, had chosen to ignore her.
Only the fear would still remain.
So tired.
The adrenaline shock forced by the survivors in approaching, by their attack upon the door, their murder and their flight, had left Sophie�s nerves in a tattered fray. How long had she been going now? Time was still impossible to restrict into any significance of rhythm or calculation. It had no intricacy, only a coruscation. It was an almost-visible and never-ending song composed of whispered screams, all resonating endlessly without the need for breath.
And on. And on.
Her eyes began to close. She clicked the submachine gun�s safety back on. She could not keep going like this.
She needed to listen, to know when the intruders would come back. It was highly doubtful that they would ever leave. There had been an entire series of gunshots, and she doubted that the pooling blood she could see spattered along the shaft�s floor was entirely Pete�s own. Had some other of the survivors died above? Why were they not still fighting amongst themselves? Perhaps there had been some kind of uneasy truce. She wondered if there were three or five of them or fifty, far out of sight, plundering the H4 the tugging down ventilation piping, conspiring toward Sophie�s own destruction.
If anyone were too clever, they could drown me down here.
Until she had reason to believe that she was truly alone, Sophie needed to plan, to prepare, to defend. If she smelled poison or carbon monoxide coming in through the ventilation, she would need to act quickly. And she would need to remove her hazmat visor to able to detect any poisoning at all.
Oh, paradox. Knowing that they were out there, she could not dare to sleep.
Sighing and cursing under her breath, Sophie unzipped the hazmat suit�s helmet and filtration mask. She gasped in a series of full breaths, and her head swam with a rapid flush of oxygen. She almost fainted. She had been so intent upon preparing for battle that she had scarcely been breathing at all. Flinching from the suit�s sudden oppressiveness of touch, she wanted to strip out of its confines. Her gashed knee was a pain-jolting, gluey mess. There were a dozen itches she could not scratch, and spider-lines of sweat were trickling down from her armpits and down her flanks. The worst feeling of all was the unrecognizable, sensuous amplification of her own touch as she stripped off the gloves and touched her own fingertips together. She touched her wedding ring and it felt like a wreath of glass. Her senses were overblown, unsettling.
But it would be too dangerous to take the suit off entirely so soon after the intruders had hidden themselves away. You can�t take the suit off, Sophie.
�Want to.�
You can�t.
And as she fought the onrush of exhaustion and her adrenaline�s last edge ached back away into its secret coil, the last words Sophie chided herself with were these:
�Stay awake. Please.�
* * *
Still in the entryway.
She woke shivering and drenched in her own sweat, the suit and the clothing beneath it twisted around her arms and legs in sheets of contorted discomfiture. She gasped, looked up at the vault door she had been dreaming of. It was still sealed. The dead world was out there, the nuclear holocaust had burned her entire existence away. And suddenly the sleep, the faceless nightmare she had been suffering through seemed more tempting and alluring than the real.
She closed her eyes again. But something metal was sticking into her leg, and below the kneecap her leg was tingling in a painful, blood-starved swathe of angry and distant feeling.
She stretched her right leg out, grimacing, and looked down. None of the blood had leaked through the suit, at least. But she had been sleeping propped against the concrete wall, with the HK submachine gun�s barrel pressed against her right knee.
How in the Hell? You idiot. Gingerly, she lifted the gun, observed its fire control setting and set it aside. Sophie, you fool. If anything had happened to scare you, if you were sleepwalking like you used to when Tom was first away, or after the pregnancy, when, when the withdrawals were coming for you, you�
She might have blown a hole in her leg. And a gunshot, without doubt, would have been horribly and slowly fatal. If the safety had been off and she had accidentally shot herself, her only choice then would have been to overdose on Valium and morphine and anesthetic and to kill herself.
Much better than to die of an infection, in blood loss and in agony.
And why not, Sophie? Why not right now?
�Enough.� Her voice croaked. She was completely dehydrated. She stripped out of the suit, a painful and humiliating exercise which caused her entire body to stink and ache. She pulled herself upright, pulled off her salt-stiffened clothes and threw them into a pile by the door. Limping back into the Great Room, she used a garment hook to pull down a rubberized laundry basket. It bounced its way down, she steadied it and kicked it upright. She filled it up with mothballed sweats and T-shirts, then kicked it past the radiation trap and up against the vault door�s right-hand bracing. If she was ever going to hold vigil again and play at sentry with a submachine gun against her thigh, she was at least going to be somewhat comfortable.
She yanked on a black T-shirt, one of Tom�s old favorites. An angelic hazy silhouette of Lisa Gerrard was superimposed over the scripted words, �Afterglow, Eternity ~ Dead Can Dance ~ Reunion Tour ~ 2012.�
�Irony,� she mumbled. She tugged on a pair of red sweats, and as she stretched her way in, her knee opened up again. She limped back toward the shower stall. Soon, she would need to change her bandages. Her endless and disturbing awareness of skinned and healing hands was beginning to become a nightmare of sensation in itself. She could scarcely concentrate without her instincts scraping a whisper down her spine, �Scratch them, scratch your hands wide open, yes, bleed, it will hurt and it will bleed, but it will feel so good,� with such an insistence that it was becoming impossible to ignore.
She would shower, stitch her knee, clean her bandages, perform her toilet, and then she would explore. Read. Understand. No sleep. There were too many things she needed to do, now that she knew that intruders were wanting to kill her, now that she knew her daughter was alive. As she went through the elaborate and painful ritual of pulling down a parcel from the ceiling racks, sorting out some toothpaste, a bar of soap and a handful of napkins to use as washcloths, she tried to let the guilt tear its way through her faltering spirit.
After all, she wondered. Don�t I deserve this?
She tried to cry for Pete again, to mourn, but this time there were no more tears. Too tired. There was so much that had to be done, so many insignificant actions for one tiny unflinching spirit in the world.
* * *
As the �days� numbly rolled past and Sophie explored every corner of the shelter, she accomplished many things. She prioritized the binders and studied as much of Tom�s bewildering reams of information as she could. She found herself neck-deep in perplexing manifests on seed recovery, fecal reclamation, ventilation pressure control, anti-depressive memorization techniques and self-administered emergency abdominal surgery.
How much of it was idiocy, which isolate piece of trivia would one day save her life?
What she had not done, however was to turn the radio on ever again. With the beast-people still out there, the world was a far less deadened thing than she had first allowed herself to believe. She feared that if she were to listen to that static drone�� especially the takk-takking static pulse which was particular to Mitch�s private frequency, more damning and beguiling to her than the very fruits of Tantalus�� she would not be able to resist trying to call Mitch again. After all, I know how now. And whenever the desire to listen in and to wait for her daughter�s protector to be on the airwaves became almost unbearable, she would chant to herself in a sing-song, uneasy whisper:
�Caution. Channel not secure. We are in shelter. Under Aunt Jemm�s house. You know where? Have car. Can�t get out. Soph, come in three week. Three weeks, if you can. Love you. She�s alive.�
After several minutes, minutes taut with restrained tears and near to rupture, the need to listen for Mitch�s coded tapping would finally pass.
Channel not secure.
Who else was out there?
She was tempted to listen again to the frantic survivors she had heard on the NOAA band for Fort Morgan. But as the days dredged their way around her senses, her needs changed, her focus changed. She changed. The reading, the preparation, the suit-ups and gun lessons and tallies of matches and body bags in the Material Room, the weight lifting, the stitch-slicing and scab-pulling, all of these rote and mundane tasks became as one, like gravity-afflicted constellations in-swarming upon themselves as burning silhouettes to one sole and all-consuming universe, this:
Lacie is out there. Crying for you. She needs you.
Embracing this silent mantra, she did not feel as horrifically alone as she thought she might. She did feel the need to lock the medicine cabinet and to hide the key-ring from herself at the bottom of the second freezer. But the guns remained in their place, as did the untouched computer and the crumpled picture of a grinning three-year-old Lacie, replete with her toothy smears of chocolate pudding.
Sophie drove the demons away by song, by murmur, by reading everything that she could find.
Throughout all of this time, she slept on the one bunk that had clearly been meant for her. The farther one, the one with the unkempt pile of bed sheets and the tangle of pillows which marked Tom�s last sleepless night alone there, she wanted to touch that, yes. And yet, she refused herself this final gesture of intimate isolation. When she would eventually sit on that bed, when she would breathe in his scent from those pillows and smooth the creases of those sheets away, he would truly be dead forever and there would be no more specters of his presence for her to wonder about.
If she slept where he had slept, the last of him would die.
But at last, the solidity of her renewed convictions lured her to sit upon that bunk and to smooth Tom�s sleepless struggles at last away, and in doing so she came face to face with her own dead younger self�s reflection.
For the secret of Lacie�s hideaway, after all, had been hidden there down in the crumpled dark beside her all along.

III-3
ONE CRYSTAL MEMORY

That fated �night,� she did decide that she would sleep in Tom�s own bunk. Once. She moved the blankets and his uppermost pillow, intending to straighten them and to curl underneath the sheets with her face toward the wall, her breath reflecting off the glass bricks in a phantom intimation of Tom�s own breathing.
As her bandaged fingers slipped under the pillow, she found a slick and pliant square of material in the cotton casing. She pulled it out, and was greeted by a slick greenish-white square of blankness, 3.5 inches wide and 4.25 inches high. Intuitively knowing those dimensions and struggling to quiet a thrill of recognition, Sophie cried out and flipped the Polaroid over so she could see the antique image upon its face.
What she found was herself, aged nineteen with her arms poised over her head, glorying in the impossibly distant faerie-realm of Yesterday, the torrid summer of 1992. An endearingly skinny and sharp-elbowed Thomas was grinning behind her with his hands around her waist, and her arms were lifted behind her to hug the back of his head. Tom�s then-golden halo of wind-spun hair was tangling in the sunlight through her fingers, frozen forever in a moment of idle joy.
Sophie laughed and cried as she stared at this one picture Tom had slept with, the sounds and emotions coming out of her all at once.
But that house. She had completely forgotten all about it. It was a sun-bleached Victorian mansion of the Gilded Age, built upon the windblown plains of northeastern Colorado as the harbinger of a gingerbread-porched suburbia for wealthy ranchers and their romanticized ideals, dead dreams blossoming over the wake of Colorado�s dying gold rush and the merciless riot age of the Coal Strikes. But that one house only had been built, and the other dreamers and all their children and burnished fortunes had never come. In the thirties at last, the Dust Bowl arose and as far north as the Rocky Mountains the dreams had all been choked away.
The unlikely wasteland mansion had been built by a French Canadian industrialist named Conrad Henry Saint-Germain, passed down through the generations for a single-threaded bloodline of lonely authors and highly eccentric ladies. Sophie had only been there once, when Mitch had �forced� his dear annoying brother to introduce his new girlfriend, Sophie, to the odd spinster great aunt who lived out toward Kersey amongst her cats in that gingerbread monstrosity.
Jemm. Auntie Jemm.
�Oh my God!�
Sophie dropped the Polaroid and laughed into her hands. She knew, with an absolute and burning sun of conviction flaring over her heart in a surge of revelation, where Mitch had built his own survival shelter.
Under Aunt Jemm�s house. You know where?
�Oh, oh.�
Sophie rocked back and forth, her bare heels pushing off the metal frame of Tom�s old cot. It was all she could do to force herself not to throw together a pile of gear, suit up and go out into the cave and try to start up the H4 and drive headlong out to Kersey.
The memory of that illumined day came back to her in a rush. How had she ever forgotten it?
Because I spilled hot tea all down my crotch, and as I shot up screaming with a cat flying off of my shoulder, silver-maned Auntie Jemm with her sea-green glassy eye and her meshed-over widow�s peak had bitten down on her knuckle and had cried out, �Oh, sweet patoo!�
What in the Hell was a �sweet patoo�? Sophie laughed and cried some more.
Oh, I was mortified.
~
Mitch had joked about the two-hundred-mile road trip and social call for a week before they went up in his clattery old Volkswagen Type 34 coupe. All the way up I-25 and over eastbound Highway 34, Mitch had been joking about the anti-comedic potential inherent in their �Hot Victorian courtship ritual.�
�Oh Hell, Tom-Tom,� Mitch had called, his black eyebrows going up-and-down Groucho style as he winked at Sophie who had been hugging her knees in the tiny, spring-squeaky discomfort of that back seat. �Tea time! Can you believe it? Haven�t had God-damned tea time since we were twelve. Hey, you know? This�ll be badass. Maybe sweet ol� Jemm will even allow you two to blow tr�s petite kisses over your gloves and crumpets or something. Aw, yeah!�
�Hmm. She was always good to us,� came Tom�s oblique reply. His forehead was touched against the side window. He had laced his fingers through Sophie�s own, turning the little silver mood ring he had bought for her at Celebration! in the Springs. �Been too long.�
And Mitch had said, �Way too long. And her crazy cats raised us a Hell of a lot better than old Uncle Zack�s backhand did. Tom, am I right?�
Tom�s fist had clenched so quickly that Sophie had stared at him in alarm.
�Hey, Mitch, I have an idea about regaling Soph with our family history,� Tom had said. His voice held sun-fire, plains-wind. Controlled, measured and perfectly on the threshold of an indignant rage. �How about you tell the story �bout that one day, that one single day, when you remembered how to shut the fuck up?�
And as young people do, as Mitch hit the gas and they sped to ninety miles an hour and passed an Army convoy of ugly new Hummers (�Never going to own one of those damned things,� Tom had muttered), they had forged a rapid and heady trinity of peace through a single rude, shared outburst of wind-touched sun-glow and laughter.
Mitch had laughed the longest, ending in �Sorry. I don�t know. I don�t how to say things, real things. I just miss him. I miss Zach.� And he had lowered his head, no longer winking at Sophie and dead-set focused upon the wheel as he arced back out of the passing lane and coasted down to a leisurely eighty.
The inch-wide gap of the window blew the wind down through Tom�s hair.
Sophie had stroked the back of Tom�s hand almost absently, wondering why Mitch had begun to cry.
~
Sophie returned, alone, to her own present and reality.
Aunt Jemm�s house, northeast of Kersey out in the wind-sheltered oaks, out in the Nothing. That house, she thought, that has got to still be standing.
And Mitch�s Morse transmission thrummed in her mind: You know where? Have car. Can�t get out.
Oh, it has to be.
No longer in need of sleep, Sophie rose and rushed out of the Sanctuary. She pushed her way through the door seal and made her way to the work table. How could she contain this, this terrible and glorious secret? Mitch alive, Lacie alive, and she knew where. And they were safe in a secret shelter Mitch had built beneath the house he had inherited from Auntie Jemm.
Oh, the mansion. Was that, then, the secret of the fight that had erupted between Mitch and Tom after their father had died? The golden child, the Harvard graduate bound for work as a government agent, he had been gifted with the family land in Quebec and even more along the flanks of Fairburn Mountain. And the black sheep, Mitch, he had been given a dilapidated mansion filled with circus antiques and fractured dreams, an urn full of Aunt Jemm�s ashes, two hundred miles away from anything�
She wanted nothing more than to call Mitch on the Grundig radio right then. She knew that she could not, it was far too risky. What if any of the survivors within a hundred miles had shortwave radios for themselves?
Channel not secure.
Anyone else who was still alive out there would be cunning, equipped, prepared. Even the dying were almost certain to be in possession of police cars, or armored trucks, or even military vehicles. Many would have shortwaves, and many more would be bristling with weapons. If she gave away too many hints about her location in speaking with Mitch, such people would have no qualms about seeking out her shelter, blowing their way in, killing her and taking over.
No.
She would need to wait even longer before she could dare to call Mitch again. He had said to come in several weeks, but he had surely been guessing about how long it would take the winds to carry the first maelstrom of burning waste and fallout away. Even if she was not certain of the days, if she was late, he would wait for her.
Can�t get out. You know where?
She needed to remain silent awhile longer, until she had learned all that she could about the shelter, her tools, her weapons, her suits, the ultra-light crane. Everything would need to go with her. And if Aunt Jemm�s house was unlivable or Kersey itself had grown too dangerous, she might even need to drive Mitch and Lacie back to live inside Tom�s shelter.
Forever.
That, she could not think about.
But she would need to live until then in secret, perhaps even kill the people who had murdered Pete if they dared to threaten her again or tried to poison her. For all the rest, the strangers and the terrible unknowns, she needed to wait for them to live out their own unthinkable fates.
Give them time to die.
And she could no longer keep her eyes open.
She left the radio where it was. She made her way back and slept on Tom�s cot. It was time to say goodbye to him, to breathe in his scent, to fall asleep staring at the glass-bricked wall reflecting the gun safe in the Sanctuary�s twilight. It was time for the nightmare, for visions of her dead spider-skin crawling toward her over the ceiling. 
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ECHOES

She had a new dream, overflowing underwater, a curious desire to be nothing but her own memory of herself, to shrivel, to die away and never to know the world again. She swam through the drowning shelter, she confronted the spider-skin. Her old flesh was floating above the shower, a plagued husk of an algae-covered corpse. She woke up, swam to it, and turned it around to stare into its face. She turned her dead flesh over and it was not elder Sophie the dead and venomous, no. It was Patrice.
A burst of bubbles. A drowning scream.
Patrice crawled out of the dead-girl skin, the skin molted like tissues of festering onionskin paper that peeled away as a teenaged Patrice unzipped herself out of the rotting body-cocoon with a black and opalescent claw. It was Patrice as she must have looked after the car accident, just after the rescue team had pulled her out of the wreckage. Her ribcage was shattered and shoved out to either side of her gore-sponged and distended belly, shattered bones stabbing out of her mutilated and breastless torso like wicked white flowers, like spider legs.
Fog of water, fog of blood. And oh, she was smiling.
She dragged Sophie up into her arms, her claws, she kissed her beloved and hated sister�s neck with needle-like fangs all thronging and shivering out from underneath her twelve-inch tongue, so many teeth, and she breathed against Sophie�s neck,
�Sister mine. Be underneath with me now, now and forever. Breathe. Touch me as only father ever touched me. Oh, love me��
And Sophie woke screaming.
* * *
Screaming, stumbling. By the time she was fully awake, she had run, tripped over the treadmill, fallen over Lacie�s cot, crawled out through the corridor and the door seal, and she was sobbing in a fetal embrace by the Great Room�s black-ringed floor drain.
She was going mad, mad all alone and her reality was crumbling away. Monoliths of impossible horror were rumbling out of fissures and they were rising, causing earthquake and tidal surge, blotting out the sun. And all of this horror was so, so welcome, because the only thing more unbearable than Sophie�s nightmare was the truth.
What had happened, what would never happen. What all they had done to the world.
Oh God, this is real. They burned it all.
She needed another voice. Another someone. The Valium, the guns, the morphine, it was all too close, all too deliciously tempting. She could not survive much longer without speaking to another, sharing secrets with someone else.
Knowing that someone else was out there, one who would not want to butcher her. Someone listening, someone understanding. Someone whose suffering would make her seem real again.
And she went to the work table, and she readied the radio.
If she could not speak to Mitch, she could still speak to someone. Perhaps even only listen. She just needed to be gravely, imperiously careful.
She put on the headphones, powered up, opened her notebook, and went through all of the intricate steps to listen in on the Fort Morgan survivor�s signal.
* * *
He was there.
It was the same voice Sophie had heard long before, the panicked voice when she had first learned how to scan on the Grundig radio. But that voice was lingering now, broken, and it was dying. The young man sounded exhausted, his voice hoarse and emotionless as he was obviously reading from a transcript. Reading, perhaps, for the hundredth time.
��rict Justice Center. Nor, nor the Plains Medical ��
A burst of static sent his droning voice into oblivion. Sophie took her fingers off the broad scanner dial, and used the fine-tune scanner to move through the signal and return to it with more precision.
When she found him once again, the young man was almost whispering:
��ot, I repeat do not turn off Platte Thirty-Four or approach to within one hundred meters, either on foot or in vehicles, without raising your hands behind your head and kneeling, to wait. To. To wait for weapons search. Triage measures are in extreme effect. Skills are�� required skills in order of emergency priority are��
The signal began to fade away. Sophie took her hands off of her headphones and shifted the heavy radio around on the metal table, wondering if this had any effect on the transmission or its clarity. Most likely not. But she wanted to hear this man, to apologize for not letting him know that she had been out there listening through all the terror just after the impacts, to�
The hoarse whisper faded in again.
��or if your fam-� your group� is unwilling to be divided, do not, I repeat do not approach. All materiel is subject to seizure. Citizens, citizens of Asian descent, up to and including purported Air Force or Army personnel, can no longer be admitted.�
Sophie frowned. Had she heard that right? It didn�t make any sense. She had believed with all her heart that the Russians or Ukrainians had started the war. Perhaps the Iranians. But what if she was wrong? Had there been anyone left alive long enough to actually invade the continental United States? Asian? Did he mean the Chinese?
And as she struggled to puzzle through this, the voice droned on without her:
�You must, must immediately answer all questions in English. Silence, regardless of trauma or injury, will be interp-� interpreted as hostility. Ah.� The man sounded delirious, tormented. �Ah, God.� It was several seconds before the broadcast continued. �Hostile. Hostility. If you make eye contact with anyone on our premises, you kneel. Do not approach dead bodies. Do not attempt looting, do not force doors, or, or investigate barricades. Attempts to use rubble as cover will be regarded as enemy incursion and met with immediate and lethal force. All, all weapons will be confiscated. That�s all. I� I know there�s no one else, no one else going to come, but if you ��
Sophie could not stand it any longer. She adjusted her microphone and pressed her transmittal key.
�Fort Morgan,� she said, �NOAA Fort Morgan, this is Rogue. Please respond.�
She released the key and waited. She was met with silence. Had she somehow broken the connection? Was her outgoing volume on? She was still far less than confident with the radio and all its technicalities. She took in a breath to speak again, but the young man�� far more alert, his voice quavering with emotion�� was broadcasting again before she could transmit a second time.
�Repeat?� The young man swallowed. �Can you r-repeat that?�
�This is Rogue,� Sophie sent again. �I hear you.�
The effect was immediate. The man said, �Oh my God.� There was a clack and rustle as he must have dropped his headphones or his microphone onto a papered surface. Then, whether he intended to send or simply did not realize he had left his channel open, he was speaking to someone else in a distant and ghostly voice. �Frank! I have another one! Thirteen days. She�s�� More rustling. The voice grew indeterminate. And when it returned, coming nearer: �No, no Morse. Voice. Far? I don�t know, I don�t know. Go. Go get the Commander.�
Then the voice was in her ears again, much louder. Too loud. Sophie turned her volume down. The young man spoke strangely, as if he was inhaling a shuddering breath at the same time. He said, �Rogue? Rogue, are you there? Can you identify yourself on white?�
On white? She didn�t know what that meant. She transmitted. �I don�t think I can.�
�I, ah. I understand.� The young man did not seem to know what to say. �Take� take your time.�
Sophie said nothing. She waited.
Some seconds later, the man sent, �Rogue, listen. I�m being recorded. Okay?�
His voice broke open. Sophie was not certain she could fathom the implications of this exceedingly strange thing to say. The man sounded more than exhausted, he sounded hurt and terrified. Was he dying?
Regarding her silence as something unsurprising, the young man rustled his papers. He cleared his throat and asked her in that odd, dead tone she had first heard from him: �Are there any, any other female survivors with you, Rogue?�
What?
Blinking away her confusion, she replied, �I�ll answer that if you answer me first.�
Silence. She could almost feel the doubt coming down the line, the electric uncertainty. But when the young man spoke again, he sounded relieved. �All�� Static took the rest. He tried again. �All right.�
�Good.�
All right, Sophie. She rubbed her left eye, she bit the inside of one of her cheeks. This may be your only chance to get some answers.
Sophie made her voice gentle, serene. It was almost as if she were talking to Lacie in deep of night, trying to coax her back into sleep. �What is your name?�
The man responded at once, but he stammered and then tried again. �I don�t� I don�t think I�m authorized to ��
Sophie spoke gently over him. �I see.� She let ice creep into her voice. It was one of the talents she despised in herself, but her tone was perfect to lure the young man into speaking in a different timbre, his own, something closer to the truth. �In that case, I cannot answer any of your questions. Godspeed. Signing off.�
She muted the line and made a click with the Morse key.
�Wait!� The young man sounded frantic.
Sophie waited.
�It�s Chris,� he whispered. �Just Chris, okay?�
�Who are you, Chris? Where are you?�
�Off white, I�m not giving our exact location any longer.� That told her nothing, but the fact that he replied immediately with his tone echoing her own let Sophie know that he was off his guard. For the moment. �I�m a NOAA intern,� he said. �I�m nineteen.�
Nineteen. Christ. Sophie closed her eyes.
�Chris? Where is your supervisor?�
The silence again. Sophie wondered if she should ask in a gentler way, or come at it after words of reassurance, or if she had simply gone too far.
How close are you to my Lacie? What is Fort Morgan like? The world? Were you hit? How many of you are left? Are you all dying? Her thoughts blurred, too many questions leaping out in front of themselves. How many other people are alive out there? There�s people on the roads? Or are they walking? I know you�re under orders not to tell me. But I know that you can.
�He�s� he�s down in medical,� Chris responded at last. �He�s de-suiting. He�s coming up.�
Up where? Above ground, inside?
�What can you tell me, Chris?� Sophie waited a moment, forced herself to keep her voice level and melodious. �What is going on out there?�
He did not answer.
�Oh, no,� she muttered to herself after she had ended her transmittal. She had said �out there.� Whoever would soon be listening to her, they would start to wonder if she was in a secure building of some kind, a place with no view of the outside, a place with resources.
She sat there shivering, standing half-off the stool, wondering if she should disconnect. But a haunting voice�� a real voice�� stopped her, its emotionless beat layered with a nuance of authority and laced with sugared venom. It was the same young man, she realized, but perhaps someone was standing behind him now. Or several someones.
�I need you to answer my question, ma�am.�
Sophie. Stop. Disconnect now.
But she wanted to learn more about the outside, anything that might help her to plan a route to Kersey and her daughter. She needed as much foreknowledge as she could gather. She needed to know.
�I am alone,� she said, very slowly. �No others. No other survivors.�
Five seconds of silence. When the young man�s voice came back on, it was still authoritarian but it was higher, more brittle. Sophie caught a moment of some other man talking near to Chris, perhaps behind him.
�And where?� Chris asked her. �Where are you, ma�am? Colorado? Wyoming? Kansas?�
Stop. Now.
Sophie put her left hand around the radio�s power cord and closed it tightly. Her right hand went to the Grundig�s back panel, ready to pop the lithium batteries. She spoke again. �I�m not going to say.�
�Hang on.� Chris�s line went dead.
Sophie kept the line active, the voices inside of her rising to war with one another. Tell them where you are, her father was saying. They�re your fathers now. You�re too weak to do this all alone, Sophie. Too weak. And Tom, Tom so silent until then, was whispering, No, love. Never. And Patrice, Kill it. Kill the line now. They�ll kill you.
Chris came on again. �Citizen, please wait.�
Citizen? And not, �Hang on.� Please wait.
Sophie gripped the power cord a little tighter.
Kill it, Patrice was singing, we�ll find Lacie, we�ll find her on our own. We don�t need them, we can�t need them. They�re men. We �
Something clicked on the line. Had she pressed anything? No. Had Chris turned something on or off at his end?
Seven seconds after, when Chris came back on, he was speaking quickly in a breaking whisper. He sounded like a little boy. �Ah, no time. Lady get me out of here, if you can, call. Call me in, in five or six hours, you don�t know. You don�t know. We�re dumping bodies out the windows. Pieces. Babies. First sub-basement is infected, too much blood and fluids and� and body matter, we had to��
He began to sob.
Sophie, not knowing if Chris could hear her, began talking over him and just as rapidly. �Listen to me, I heard you. Before. I heard you after, just after the� it happened. I just want to let you know, it�s okay. You did all you could. You tried. You tried to save them.�
Halfway through this, Chris asked her a question. �Rogue, do you believe in God?�
When Sophie had spoken, she took in a breath. She didn�t know what to say. In her heart of hearts, she believed that she did not. She never had, had sometimes wanted to. Sometimes, even with all her heart. But it wasn�t in her. The crystal, however beautiful, was hollow. After the rape, the stillbirth, after all the fights and sorrows and even through the pain and joy of Lacie�s advent and her growing, aging, becoming so like Sophie but graced by Tom�s lopsided and mischievous smile, she never had believed.
I cannot believe, she thought. If He existed, if He loved, He never would have let this happen.
But there was something else there that Chris needed to hear, to say. And he was running out of time. There was something Chris needed to tell her, tell her before he died.
She transmitted, �I do believe. I do.�
And she hated herself.
And Chris asked of her, �Will you hear my confession?�
Again, Sophie was filled with the nigh-overwhelming temptation to pop the batteries and pull the plug. Coward. Weak. She took in a breath, ready to tell Chris she was so sorry, ready to tell him goodbye. Forever.
But Chris had reopened his side of the channel with another sending, and he began to ask of her, �Please? Will you ��
On his end of the line, a door slammed open and hit something metallic. Sophie heard the beginnings of a struggle.
Her hands shook up over her mouth, she was remembering her last call with Tom, remembering it perfectly, every breath, every cadence, Pull over and listen to me, when a deep and hostile voice came burning into her ears.
�Identify yourself at once. This is a government frequency.�
Sophie wanted to pull the plug. But her hands were over her mouth.
�Identify!�
Lowering one trembling hand, No, don�t, she pressed the transmittal key. �I�m, I�m not a soldier. I�m ��
�You have materiel? Identify. Where are you?�
Sophie said nothing more.
She heard something click on the line, a beep. Were they trying to trace her? To keep her on long enough to triangulate her location? She did not even know if that was possible.
�What city are you nearest to?� the man asked her. �Do you know your long-lat coordinates?� Furious, controlled. Controlled rage. �Citizen, you are obligated to reply. If you are secure in shelter, if you are in possession of any ��
And Sophie pulled the cord. She popped the batteries, killed the line. She would never call again.
She lifted the headphones off, pulling almost casually at the sweaty tendrils of her hair, all caught up in the wires. And she whispered, �Go be with your God, Christopher. All, all is forgiven. You did what you had to, to survive. Rest now. Be well.�
She stood, she walked across the Great Room toward the seal into the corridor, the Sanctuary. She needed to lie down.
�Goodbye. It is well.�
And that night�� if it was night, after all�� Sophie cried herself to sleep.

III-5
THE COMING OF THE ONE

Sophie screamed when the new sound came, the beckoning, the clicking of the murmur-cane of the One.
She was sitting hunched over the southwestern corner of the work table, reading about the ultra-light crane which was bundled away in the Material Room. Before this, she had given less than zero consideration to one confounding riddle, one whose lack of a solution could well have proven fatal: she had no idea how she would ever move hundreds of pounds of survival gear out of the shelter, back up the vertical ladder-shaft and out into the cave.
Salvation came to conceptual light in the shape of a series of triangles, an unlikely aluminum and titanium skeleton made of gears. The crane would be the answer.
The ultra-light could be rolled out from the Material Room and into the Great Room, if the pressure seal between the corridor and the Great Room itself were to be detached. Tom had installed a camouflaged aluminum crane head high up within the blackest recess of the cavern�s ceiling. This head was poised directly above the ladder-shaft, and if the crane and its nylon mesh and ropes were set up with pulleys just so, the entire miraculous contraption could indeed save Sophie�s life. It might even be possible to stand at the bottom of the shaft and to pivot the first few loads so that they would drop off onto the slanted cave floor high above, without her even needing to climb the ladder every time. The Outside would no longer be a dream.
But yes, all the more, it will forever be a nightmare.
But even still. She could work in the hazmat suit for many hours if she had to. She had already been practicing in the shelter. With meticulous care, stubborn momentum and an exhausting amount of toil, it certainly would be possible to lift considerable amounts of supplies out of the shelter and up into the H4 if it was still �
Tap tap tap. Tap.
�Ai!� Sophie�s arms wheeled as she jolted at the sound. Something was pinging and clacking away at the vault door.
Holy� that�s coming from outside!
She struggled to stay atop her stool.
She covered her mouth, her fingers clutched her cheeks. Her eyes went wide. The only parts of her that moved for the next seventeen seconds were her eyes, staring out toward the hidden entryway.
There was no one out there, of course. The vault had remained sealed and she had strong reasons to suspect that the survivors who had been struggling to break into the shelter were either dead or had taken flight. She had held the blood vigil, she had mourned for dear Sheriff Henniger, and then she had slept in the Sanctuary, had even slept in front of the vault door itself. None of those raging voices had returned. Many a full �night� and a �day� in Sophie-time had passed away.
No, there was no longer anyone out there after all.
And the sound did not come again. Surely she had imagined it. She took in the deep cresting wave of a breath of clam, and began to let it out.
Tap. Tap tap tap.
�Oh my God!�
No imagining. Nightmare. It was real, it was one of the survivors. Still alive. Someone was still out there.
She ran over to the hazmat suit, which she had carefully spread out over the fourth freezer for quick assembly. She had read up over the last several �days� to master the suit�s makeup and the most efficient suit-up procedures, and had even practiced several times putting it on while she counted how many seconds it had taken her to do so. The first time she believed it took her two hundred and eighty-four seconds, but she had been sloppy and careless and she couldn�t be sure she had kept a fair count. The second time, she used her heartbeat as a clock and came up with two hundred and thirteen. The third time, it was only one hundred and seventy-one.
And now, now that she needed to suit up as carefully and quickly as she could, her hands were shaking and she could not even remember where she had left the HK submachine gun.
Sophie�s panic came all in a rush.
They�ve come back. More of them, anyone left alive, they�re all here. No! Worse. What if they�re soldiers? Oh God, the call. The call to Fort Morgan. You fool! They�ve found you. They�re not going to fail to get in this time. Not like the others. Killers. Too clever. They�re doing something to the door, they�re not going to yell, not going to warn you or anything at all. Explosives. Poison through the vents? What if they�ve rechanneled the waterfall pool? What if they�re going try to drown me out? What if �
Tap tap tap.
She suited up as quickly as she could, crested the visor, turned on the re-breather, taped down the mitts so that she had the thin-fingered gloves ready to slip into and over the trigger guard of her weapon. Suited up, she stumble-ran over to the medicine cabinet and looked around for the flashlight. It would be far easier to take out targets in the dark, she had read, if they were partially blinded first.
Where was it? She was certain she had left it there atop the glass case. Spinning to make her way back toward the shelf racks (the flashlight was by the binders then, it had to be), she tripped over the hose, danced two capering steps out past the fallen bulletin board, and then kicked the submachine gun out from under a discarded sweatshirt beside the laundry pile. The gun scraped loudly along the concrete, spinning in a lazy semicircle and coming to rest over the Great Room�s drain.
Oh, fuck.
She let out a trembling breath. If the safety had not been on�
Tap tap.
�Do this. Come on, Sophie. All this, all this practice. You�re ready. You do this.�
Yes. She picked up the gun, extended the stock, checked the clip, and carried it barrel-down as she had read was the proper stance for close-quarter interior fighting.
Her fear was struggling to drive her muscles down into a wet and quaking mess, but the disciplined under-grid of her mind was clacking up from its foundations and beginning to take over. Do this, then this, then this. She would go to the vault door and check the vid screen, and if she could see any of the intruders, she would activate the door pressure wheel, back up to the protective corner of the radiation trap, and crouch with her gun braced over the cinderblock notch made for just such a point defense.
And wait.
She would wait for the door to be pushed open by an intruder, and without a second thought, she would open fire. If the first intruder died horribly in a spray of facial gore, the others were almost certain to back off. Those seconds of chaos and horror would save her life.
Yes. Aim for the core body, walk the gunfire up his throat. If you�re going to live for Lacie, you�ve got to. You�ve got to do this.
She would cover herself with the cinderblock wall as best she could, and she would unload a full clip of ricocheting bullets into the gap and anyone else who dared to enter. And then she would fall back to where the gun safe was.
If she could.
Just remember, Patrice was trilling again in her mind, enthroned and smiling down upon her breathing sister. If you let them do whatever they want out there, they want in. They want to end you, and then to enshrine themselves where you die screaming. Nothing more. You leave them alone, and they will kill you.
�Make this happen, Sophie. Okay.�
She went to the vault door�s vid screen, flexed her gloved fingers and flipped the panel on. An angry burst of white-gray static snowed across the display, following her fingers in LED pools of crystalline afterglow. As she moved her fingers away, the static pulsed and swirled once more into the undulating sine curves of rasterized pixels. There was the black-and-gray blood, pooled and curdled into tendrils around the floor grating. There were Pete�s legs, his outstretched hand, but he was covered by a tarp and his sheriff�s hat was gone. And, in frail and skeletal silhouette looming beside his covered body, there was something else.
No.
Someone else.
Sophie gasped.
An elderly black man was standing out there, sweating and shivering. He frowned at the vault door and then at Peter Henniger�s uncovered hand and back again. There were pulpy ropes of burn tissue bulging out on his throat. Cables of fresh scar tissue stood out upon his forearms. His chest must have been burned as well�� he was wearing lumpy work boots and corduroy trousers, but instead of a work-shirt or a jacket, he was wearing something else entirely.
He shifted and rolled his shoulders, wincing in pain. And as he moved, Sophie realized what it was. The man was wearing a black and loose-fitting plastic trash bag over his torso, with ripped and duct-taped holes plucked outward to let his arms peek through. Atop his bald and burned head there glinted a cracked pair of ski goggles, and two stubborn gun-cotton tufts of white hair were puffed out over his ears.
The man did not seem to be carrying any weapons, or tools, or even any water. He was leaning his meager weight upon a polished blackthorn cane, an antique and well-worn masterpiece, crowned with a silver fox head which glinted its sparkling eyes from between his bloated fingers.
The man shuffled forward, tapping the cave wall at random, and as he did so a fresh gust of static blizzarded across the video display.
Tap tap.
When Sophie could speak, she whispered to the screen. �Oh my.� She swallowed past the dryness that was creeping up her throat. �Oh, oh goodness, how did you� how��
The man scratched the side of his nose. He bent down and scowled at something to his left, where the edged cuts of radiance from the glo-lites cast their deepest shadows. He tapped there once, and the vid screen puffed up a blossom of pearlescent static once again.
Sophie cleared her throat. She lowered the HK submachine gun and pressed one of her gloved hands against the door. She called out loudly through the door seam: �Who are you?�
The tapping stopped. On the vid screen, the old man took a jerky step back and then stood very straight, peering over his left shoulder and then over his right. His lower lip jutted out, and then he idly stuffed a pinky into his ear. Then, almost casually, he decided to address the vault door itself.
He said the words very clearly, but still, they did not register with Sophie because they were impossible. �Name�s Silas, ma�am. Silas Colson, of Ol� Littleton. Oh you know, down out west o� Denver, down by Little�s Creek? Well. You don�t know me. Lady, you got dead people out here. And this, oh this man. Are you�� are you Mrs. Sophie? Sophie S.-G.?�
And how in the Hell does he know that?
When she did not answer, he lifted a gray scrap of bloodstained notebook paper and rustled it toward the camera. He called out, �Because this good man, this good man o� the law who pass away down here, well now. He wrote you a note if you are, if you are her, that Sophie, see? He wrote it out to the last, I reckon. Was balled up in his hand when I climb down here. Me, I put that hat upon his chest, for he had a good heart and I can see that, writing you love and apologies and all, and I cover him best I can. Cut-up plastic tent from the trunk of that police car. Oh, those poor souls piled up high in there. Didn�t mean to find you, see? I�s just looking for a place� a place to lie down. To find mine own last.�
Still in shock, Sophie could not reply.
And the man named Silas, he leaned with both of his hands laced over his fox-head cane and with his toes pointed outward, rocking back and forth. He was too proud to do anything but grimace away the pain. He almost looked like a somber, indefatigable Charlie Chaplin. And he shrugged�� he shrugged of all things�� and he said: �Well-up. Reckon I understand. And so? I�s sorry to bother you and all. I�ll be going now.�
And he turned, giving the body of Peter Henniger the widest berth the shaft�s confines would allow, and he limped his way back toward the ladder.
What am I seeing? Is this real? Is he real?
Sophie tried to breathe out a laugh of humorless disbelief, but her mouth hung open and her jaw worked futilely for purchase. She was no longer in shock. She was flabbergasted.
The man plucked at the garbage bag over his right shoulder blade, and winced a little as he pried it free of his scarred and peeling skin. He crooked his cane under his left armpit, then smoothed the sweat off of his palms in preparation for the climb.
Pounding on the door, Sophie found her voice at last. �Wait!�
And the elderly man did not turn, but he cocked his head to gaze at the vault door over his shoulder. One of his pulpy hands spread out, its fingertips each covered with some kind of reflective and hardened glaze. He was waving.
�No, you good,� he called back to her. �Bless you, you good and I can see that. You best to be letting me go. I realize that now. Too dangerous to let me in, Mrs. S.-G. I was wrong to come, I was just� well. I was wrong as wrong can be. I�ve got no right. Don�t you open that mighty door to me, ma�am. It�s� it�s terrible out here.�
And he began to climb.
Sophie muttered in a blur, �Unbelievable-oh-my-God-I, I can�t believe he thinks that I would, that I, I�� And she screamed through the door, as loudly as she could: �You stop right there!�
The man almost jumped out of his skin. He raised his hands, as if he were about to be mugged, and his blackthorn cane clattered down to rest over the ladder-shaft�s bloodstained floor grate.
�Un-fucking-believable.�
Beneath her breath, Sophie continued to utilize her vast and comprehensive sailor�s vocabulary as she pumped the vault door�s pressure wheel counter-clockwise. An alarm klaxon wailed, she punched at a blinking red light that flashed upon the door. She shook the wheel back and forth, then kept turning away. The wheel at last relented, rapidly slipping through her fingers as it continued to spin on ever faster. Droplets of mineral oil spattered out of a gasket, up over her hazmat suit�s breath-fogged faceplate.
She watched the change in the ladder-shaft�s environment through the vid screen. Air puffed out of the shelter�s tunnel in a square of visible and ballooning streaks. Black clouds of dust went puffing out around the elderly man�s silhouette. He kept his burned and slender arms up over his head, even though his head was beginning to loll toward his chest. Then he turned toward Sophie, not to confront her, but only to have enough room to bend over and take in a ragged breath. He planted his scarred hands over his torn-trousered kneecaps and tilted toward the opening door, coughing and gagging.
The door released, and Sophie shoved it open on its powered rails. She stepped out of the tunnel and into the shaft, awash in reflected glo-lites. When Silas had done with coughing he rose and turned toward her more properly, a shuffling little circle, and she could see that although he was wearing green leather work boots over his feet, the soles had melted off. His hole-ridden socks, trailing prints of water, were stained umber and crimson with emerging and growing tangles of bloody filth. His lower lip was trembling but he stood his ground, his eyes were wide and bloodshot and unwavering. His brow furrowed. A dried clot of blood and pus stood out like an unpolished jewel over his right eyebrow.
He was staring. Not at Sophie, but at her right hand. She was still holding the HK submachine gun, and it was leveled in the direction of his shins.
The alarm klaxon�s guttural echoes finally drained away. Into the relative silence of howling wind gusts and the waterfall from far above, the old man whispered, �Oh, Lord.�
Sophie sighed. Taking a step backward, she clipped the gun�s hollow stock-tube to her utility belt and let it dangle there with the safety on. She spread her gloved hands out to Silas, but he did not cross the six feet of distance between them. She said, �I�m sorry I frightened you. Come in. I�m not going to hurt you.�
Through the suit, her voice sounded alien, the taunting of a machine.
The old man�s eyes roved down to the swaying gun, then to the digital flick-flick of scrolling data imprinted on Sophie�s visor, and then he stared into her eyes as he discovered them.
�Lady,� he said, his hands slowly coming down to his sides, �I could be anyone. You poisoning yourself out here, robot armor or no. Don�t you go risk yourself, you�re blessed to be here. Blessed, now you go turn around, and Hell if I don�t blame you.�
Sophie shook her head, but inside the suit it made very little difference. She turned her hands palm-upward. �I�m not leaving you out here.�
�Well. Sorry I dropped your love note from the good man in his rest,� said Silas, �but you done scared the ever-loving horseshit out o� me.�
He toed the paper away so that it would not fall down through the grate, where the melt-water was trickling down into a congealing puddle of blood-sludge beneath the floor. �That good man, says I, he wrote it for you and it was pure. I say it true, but you should see.�
Silas bent down again.
�Please come to me,� Sophie whispered.
He said, �Don�t you shoot me. Just reaching down for my cane.�
She let him. He never took his eyes off of her gun.
�Please.� Louder she said it, this time. �Please come to me.�
And as Silas Colson rose once more, he took a faltering step toward her. He shook his head and winced, as if waking from his own isolate slice of marble-tiered Purgatory and back down into nightmare. His pupils flared in bloodshot rings of scarlet-white. He said:
�Oh my, oh, I don�t. Maybe� don�t reckon after all, Mrs. S.-G. That�s a-being� a-being a bad idea a-t�all.�
And he fainted into her arms.

CODA

�The quality of mercy is not strain�d,
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven
Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest:
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.
�Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes
The throned monarch better than his crown;
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power,
The attribute to awe and majesty,
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings;
But mercy is above this sceptred sway;
It is enthroned in the hearts of kings.�

� Portia in The Merchant of Venice
(IV, i, 184-194), W. S.


To Be Continued

(The survival story of Sophie St.-Germain continues, as the stranger from out of the wasteland, Silas, reveals to her the horrors of the World That Was Lost; and as they leave the shelter together in order to wage their war in the name of life in FROM THE FIRE, EPISODE IV: ARCHANGEL, to be made available from Wonderland Imprints and the Kindle Store on Amazon.com.)
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