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    chapter one


    


    


    They take long walks together in the woods. Married people do this kind of thing sometimes—go for long walks—just so they can tell other married people about it afterward. We are that type of couple, you know, the type that goes on long walks together during our tropical vacation. We get out there; we don’t just sit around in a hotel room.


    On the third morning, they get ready early and take a trail that starts on a public beach and ends at a waterfall, according to the sign posted at the trailhead. One point four miles round trip. Moderate difficulty rating. All animals must remain on a leash.


    The walk is not moderately difficult for his wife; the walk is easy, and so she pushes the pace. She wants this walk to be exercise, not just sightseeing. But she also doesn’t want it to look like exercise, like it requires any effort on her part. She wants it to look easy, in case someone other than him is paying attention. So, even as she exerts herself, she keeps her breathing measured and quiet, as though she’s at rest. It’s complicated. When you want many different things, all at once, some of which conflict with each other, it’s rarely simple.


    They move through the woods in silence. At this pace, they don’t have enough breath to spare on words. Walking beside her, he gets the familiar feeling that she’d rather do things her own way—she’d rather walk at the speed she wants to walk—than be connected to him. But he can’t ask her to slow down. How would that look? Honey, can you please slow down? We don’t have much time here. I’d like to enjoy the scenery while I’m still able.


    The truth is that he could say those things, all of them; he could ask her to slow down. He could. And if he did, she would slow down for him. He knows that. But he can’t ask, and it’s not because of his pride—he’s in reasonable shape, especially for a man in his forties, but she’s in even better shape, and he’s okay with that. The reason he can’t ask is because of the cost. There is a cost associated with asking for what you want. If he does ask, he will have to give up something later, and he’s not ready to surrender anything so early in the day.


    As they walk on the trail, as he thinks about all of this, she surprises him: she catches his hand on the downswing and takes hold. She grips it firmly. After a short time, their arms begin to move together. The two of them manage to find a common rhythm and still maintain the pace she sets. Her hand is soft on the top side, rough on the palm side, the side that makes contact.


    


    


    They make it to the waterfall, but they don’t spend much time there. Maybe ten minutes. They take pictures—some showing him, some showing her, some close-ups with both of them. The point of stopping at the waterfall is to be able to show that they did. To document it for later. When they finish taking pictures, they return to the trail and head back toward the beachfront.


    At about the halfway point, she stops walking. She stares out into the tamarind trees surrounding the path. He stops and stands beside her.


    “What,” he asks.


    Lee shushes him. She is wearing her listening face. She points into the woods.


    “Someone’s crying,” she says.


    He listens, and there it is, sure enough: a faint whimpering sound. It could be a child, maybe, but the sound is more animal than human. He hears a rustling in the trees, maybe fifty yards in.


    “That’s some thing. Not some one,” he says. “It’s an animal.”


    She’s still staring. She hasn’t changed her expression.


    “Lee,” he says.


    She doesn’t pay attention to him. She steps off-path into the woods.


    


    


    He follows her. Walking in her wake. Branches that she pushes aside are snapping back at him.


    “Lee. What the hell. Can we not do this?”


    She stops and lets him catch up.


    “I just want to make sure,” she says.


    “Sure of what?”


    “That no one needs help,” she says.


    “Why the hell are you whispering?”


    She shushes him again. She listens for a few seconds, chooses a direction, then pushes on.


    


    


    After another minute of trudging through the woods, she stops. Even from behind, he can tell that she’s looking down at something. He catches up to her. The whimpering sound has turned into a high-pitched squall.


    On the forest floor at her feet are the remains of several animals. Lemurs, judging by the markings on their fur. They’ve been torn apart. Only one of them shows signs of life—the one that’s making the sound—but it doesn’t have much time left, by the looks of it.


    “Okay,” he says. “You saw. Now let’s go.”


    Lee doesn’t move.


    He puts a hand on her arm. “Lee.” He keeps his voice gentle.


    “We should help,” she says. She is staring at the wounded animal.


    “Help how? Damn, Lee. Look at it.”


    She is quiet. “Help it along,” she says.


    


    


    We should help it along. This is his wife’s way of telling him to take care of the situation. Not by asking the question outright—will you please kill for me?—but by stating what needs to happen, and expecting him to follow through. That’s how their relationship works: she is the idea person, he is the executor. This is true whether the topic is rearranging furniture or taking a life.


    


    


    He looks down at the animal. He can see its flank rising and falling quickly. Its wet black eyes. The squalling rises to a fever pitch.


    “What am I supposed to do?” he asks.


    Her hands go to her ears. She shakes her head. “I don’t know, Park,” she says. “Help it.”


    Park looks at her. “Help it, or help you?”


    She lets her hands fall. “What?”


    “Nothing. I’ll handle it. Just go.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “I’ll meet you back at the trail, Lee,” he says.


    


    


    She walks away. Park stands and stares at the dismembered bodies. Whatever happened here, it was a massacre—far beyond anything that could be called a normal level of predation.


    The wounded animal continues to cry out. If anything, the sound is getting louder, more desperate. As hard as it is to admit, his wife was right—a quick death is the only kindness that can be offered here—but he can’t think of an easy way to end the animal’s suffering. All of his ideas are horrific, too horrific to consider putting in motion. Crushing its small skull with a river stone. Using the heel of his tennis shoe on its spinal column. Clamping its snout closed with his hand until the creature asphyxiates. He doesn’t feel capable of doing any of these things. The only option he can imagine choosing is to pick up the animal, carry it far into the woods, out of his wife’s earshot, and pitch it into the brush. But before he can follow through, the animal goes silent on its own. Its eyes stare fixedly up at him, and the flank goes still.


    


    


    When Park returns to the footpath, he finds his wife seated, knees to chest, in the red soil.


    “Are you all right?” she asks.


    He is standing in the middle of the trail. He nods.


    “Did you do it?” she asks.


    He hesitates, but his hesitation could easily come across as grief. “Yes.”


    She looks at him. “Did you?”


    “I said yes.”


    “Okay,” she says.


    “Okay?”


    “I mean thank you,” she says.


    


    


    Without another word, they walk the remainder of the trail and cut across the hotel grounds to the Makoa building. This is where the luxury suites are housed. His wife made reservations a year in advance so that they could stay in the Makoa. It has its own dedicated staff, its own private grounds, its own concierge service. Free Wi-Fi, the works.


    As they enter through the front doors to the lobby, Park breaks the silence.


    “You can go up if you want,” he says. “I’m going to tell them what happened.”


    She looks at him. “With the animals?”


    “I just think they should know,” he says.


    She nods, but her expression is flat. Affectless. If she disagrees with his decision, she’s not going to let on. She turns to leave, but as she starts walking toward the elevators, she pauses and turns back.


    “I should have done it,” she says quietly.


    Park looks at her. “Done what?”


    “What I asked you to do.”


    “It’s fine,” he says.


    “I’m sorry I made you do it.”


    He forces a smile. “It’s fine. I’ll meet you upstairs,” he says.


    


    


    Park goes to the front desk. A woman is standing, smiling, behind the counter.


    “Mana Salamao,” says the woman. This is the greeting that the Mirasai use on tourists sometimes. The Mirasai are the indigenous population of the islet.


    “Hi,” he says. “My wife and I were on a walk just now, and there was a problem.”


    At the sound of the word problem, the woman changes her expression from Welcoming to Concerned. She is nodding sympathetically before he can even begin.


    “I’m very sorry to hear that,” she says.


    “It’s okay,” Park says. When the words come out, he immediately feels silly. I am the one with a problem, but here I am, reassuring you.


    “What is the problem?”


    “Some dead animals,” he says. “Lemurs, I think.”


    The woman is still nodding. “That’s very sad.”


    “Yeah. It really is.”


    “Our hotel was built in a living ecosystem, so there is unpleasantness sometimes. It’s unfortunate. But this is part of the price we pay for enjoying the natural beauty of the islet.”


    “I understand,” he says. “I am enjoying it, by the way.”


    The woman switches back to smiling. “I’m glad.”


    “But I’m concerned about what I saw.”


    She nods slightly faster. “Of course,” says the woman. “I will have Grounds see to it straightaway.”


    He looks at her. “So you’re just going to clean it up.”


    “Yes,” says the woman.


    “That’s all?”


    “I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” she says.


    “You haven’t even asked me where I was,” Park says. “How will anyone find it?”


    “Our staff is very familiar with the grounds,” she says.


    He pauses, staring. He decides it would be best to start over completely.


    “Look. This isn’t about me complaining,” he says. “That’s not why I’m here.”


    “Yes,” she says. It comes out like a question. She isn’t nodding any more.


    “I’m trying to tell you about the animals because of the number of them.”


    “The number?”


    “There were a lot,” Park says. “Maybe ten.”


    “Ten. I understand.” She glances upward as though making a mental note.


    “Ten may not sound like a lot. But when you see them in a pile, it seems like a lot.”


    She doesn’t say anything.


    “Is it?” he asks.


    She shrugs. “This is a jungle. Things die here.”


    “I understand that.”


    “But the islet is very safe for our visitors,” she says.


    Park shakes his head.


    “It seems like you hear this kind of thing a lot,” he says. “Maybe it’s normal. But for me, a pile of lemurs is unusual.”


    Her sympathetic expression returns, and she starts nodding again. Back on script. “I will have Grounds see to it immediately. I’m sorry this happened.”


    “So that’s it?”


    “I’m sorry, sir,” she says.


    He shakes his head. “Okay.” He checks her name tag. “Yolanda. Let me talk to someone else.”


    


    


    The woman leaves through a door behind the counter, and two minutes later, another woman comes out. Also Mirasai. This woman is a manager, according to her name tag. Rina, it says.


    “I was told what happened,” says Rina. “I’m sorry to hear it.”


    “Which part?” he asks.


    “Pardon me?”


    “Which part are you sorry for. Yolanda or the dead animals?”


    The woman smiles, and it seems genuine. “Both, if I have to be,” she says. “I hope they were not equally bad.”


    Park lets himself smile a little bit at that.


    “Look. This isn’t a big deal,” he says. “I just want you to understand what I saw.”


    The woman nods, and it doesn’t feel scripted. “I’m glad you came to tell us,” she says. “We have had more fossa in the area recently. You know about fossa?”


    “Yes,” he says. To him, they look like a cross between panthers and wolverines. “I know what they are.”


    “They are the cause of your dead animals,” Rina says. “When they hunt together in packs, they circle the prey and then tighten the circle. Everything in the center dies.”


    He nods. “Very efficient.”


    “Don’t worry,” Rina says. “They’re shy with people. In all my time here, I’ve never heard of a human encounter.”


    


    


    That evening, he and his wife eat dinner on the outdoor patio terrace of the Makoa restaurant. Everything is gorgeous; the atmosphere is exactly what the hotel website shows. More stars visible overhead than he thought possible, coming from the city. Glass-top bistro tables and cushioned armchairs and sectionals. Kettle cauldrons with small wood fires. A light wind in the palms. One of the staff is playing some kind of Mirasai stringed instrument in the bar area.


    This is their third time at the restaurant, and they’ve had the same server, a young Mirasai man, each time. He calls himself Melo.


    Melo recognizes them; he even calls them by name. When they act surprised, he tells them that their faces are very memorable. This is a gentle type of codespeak—Park has heard it many times before. It’s Melo’s way of saying: we don’t get a lot of black folks here at the Lavelha.


    Park orders wild boar and Lee orders encrusted tilapia. They share a bottle of red wine made from a vineyard on the southwest slopes of the islet, and it’s terrible, but that doesn’t matter, not at all. They drink so many toasts to each other that he loses track. She’s laughing at everything he says.


    


    


    At the end of the meal, while they wait for Melo to bring the check, Park sees a man climb onto a table and stand, swaying drunkenly. A grown damn man on a tabletop. This isn’t some fraternity pledge who’s had one too many; this is someone who should know better.


    Park nods to Lee. “Look at this,” he says.


    She turns around in her seat, watching the man. She looks back at Park. “Can I borrow a dollar bill?” she asks.


    Park smiles. “Only one?”


    They try ignoring the situation, going back to their conversation, but soon the other diners start to cheer for the man, to egg him on. Shouting out suggestions. Take it off. Dance.


    Park can see the restaurant staff assembling around the table where the man is standing. Melo is part of the group. Smiling, nodding, waving his hands, trying to calm the cheering crowd without implying that the party’s over. The staff is used to these kinds of drunken displays by foreigners, you can tell. All of them, without exception, are smiling broadly. No judgment on their faces. One of the servers, a Mirasai woman, is trying gently to talk the man down, smiling up at him like he’s famous.


    The man on the table seems to be the only one who isn’t smiling. His mouth is open wide, his eyes fixed forward. Even from a distance, the red welts on his arms are visible, running from bicep to wrist.


    “We should help them,” Lee says.


    Park looks at her. All of the lightness is gone; she’s serious. “Help who?” he asks.


    “The wait staff.”


    He shakes his head. “Come on. Help how,” he says. “What am I supposed to do? It’s not my place to jump in.”


    “I didn’t say you.”


    “All right,” he says. “You then. What the hell are you going to do to fix this?”


    She doesn’t answer. She wipes her mouth with a napkin, slaps it down on the table, and starts to stand from the chair.


    “Lee,” he says quietly. “Lee.”


    She pauses, half in and half out of the chair, staring at him. He is about to apologize, to ask her to sit back down, but before he can speak, he notices movement over her shoulder. He looks, and it’s the man on the table. The man has raised an arm up to the level of his face, and now he’s staring at it carefully. All at once, the man places his wrist into his mouth and bites down hard enough to spill blood, and without warning, he plunges forward off of the table, teeth still clamped down. He strikes the concrete of the patio face-first. There is a sickening, wet smack sound, and the crowd collectively gasps.


    


    


    Before Lee can turn around, Park reaches over the table and takes her face tightly in both hands. He keeps her focus forward, on him.


    “Look at me,” he says. “Don’t turn.”


    She takes hold of his wrists and pulls, but he doesn’t let go. Her head is straining against his hands. “What happened?” she asks.


    “The man fell. It’s all right.”


    “Is he okay?” Her eyes are wide.


    “Just look at me. Everything is fine,” he says.


    “Let go of me.”


    “Lee. This isn’t something you want to look at.”


    “Let go,” she says. She is facing him because she has no choice, but her eyes are staring down at the table.


    Park sees that a crowd has gathered around the fallen man, blocking the view. He lets go of her face.


    As she stares at him across the table, her eyes well up. “Goddammit, Park. Don’t ever do that to me.”


    He stares at her.


    “Do what?” he says. “Damn. Did I hurt you?”


    “Don’t you ever hold me like that.”


    “Are you serious? I was trying to help you, Lee.”


    “Don’t,” she says. “It doesn’t help when you make my decisions for me.”


    He shakes his head. He picks up his glass and downs the last of the wine. “If you want to look, then look, Lee. Decide. Move as much as you goddamn want to move.”


    At that moment, Melo comes over to their table. The young man’s hands are trembling.


    “You should go now,” Melo says.


    Park looks up at him. The boy looks frightened. “We can’t,” Park says. “We still need the check.”


    “I mean go from Torluna,” Melo says. “Leave here.”


    


    


    They return to their room—suite 504 of the Makoa. With her back facing him, she takes off her dinner dress and changes into blue yoga pants and a tank top. She brushes her teeth, washes her face, and ties on a headwrap. She sits on the bedside and unzips a brown pouch with her sickle-cell medicines inside.


    Five tablets from five different bottles. She swallows them all at once with water from a plastic hotel cup.


    He watches. “Is it bad?” he asks. These are the first words he’s spoken since the restaurant.


    She rubs her face. “I’m just being preventative.”


    “Can I help?”


    “No,” she says. “I’m all right.”


    Park doesn’t say anything else. Eventually he climbs into bed next to her, without touching, and as he lies in the dark, he remembers a time, early in their relationship—back when they felt they still had something to learn about each other—he looked up sickle-cell disease on an internet encyclopedia. He chose to read about it because she suffered from it and he loved her, and part of loving her was understanding the ways in which she’d been damaged.


    The article said that a vaso-occlusive crisis is triggered by red blood cells that change spontaneously into a crescent shape. Unyielding and hooked instead of malleable and round. They have the wrong geometry to pass smoothly through the capillaries, and their edges dig into the boundary walls. The cells pile up on themselves, holding each other back—occluding everything. Even to this day, he sometimes wonders why the body doesn’t understand how to dilate its own vessels. To relax its engineering tolerances, to open itself, allowing its pathways to swell to dimensions greater than the established mean.


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter two


    


    


    The next morning, they decide to spend some time away from the hotel. Make some new memories, something to crowd out the old.


    They go to the tourist area surrounding Resort Lavelha. The area doesn’t even have a name—it’s nothing but a handful of stores and a park with a fountain and a playground, no actual houses. Its only purpose is to give hotel guests another place to buy keychains and t-shirts with tortoise logos and cups of frozen yogurt and bottles of red for the in-room refrigerator. Lee calls it the Trap because it’s only for the tourists, like them.


    


    


    They go for ice cream. Coconut and guava, dusted with ground lychee nuts and vanilla bean powder. They walk together slowly on the cobblestone roads, spooning ice cream from cardboard cups. They’re on speaking terms again; as they move from store to store, they talk things out. She offers an apology first, which allows him to offer his own, and soon after that, they’re laughing again. She catches his hand on the downswing and takes hold.


    


    


    They are leaving a jewelry shop when he catches sight of a fossa on the sidewalk—black against the bleached concrete. Standing motionless in front of a shuttle-stop bench across the road, around thirty yards from them. It seems to be looking into a nearby treeline.


    He points out the fossa to Lee. As she stares, she begins to lecture, telling him the reasons why the presence of the animal shouldn’t really be all that surprising to anyone. We are in its territory, she says. This whole area is built in the middle of a natural habitat—of course the wildlife is going to be visible.


    Park smiles at his wife; she is always thinking, always deconstructing the prevailing ideologies. Choosing her words, her lines, with good care. He tells her that she should just stare open-mouthed and say Wow like everyone else, and his words, his own lines, make her smile. It’s a blessed thing to see.


    Park scans the crowd of onlookers. Most are taking pictures of the animal, and some of them are trying to fit themselves in the frame without getting too close. As he watches, a woman in a floral-print dress drops her camera mid-snap, and he expects her to bend down and retrieve it, but she doesn’t. Her arms fall to her sides. She stares intently, almost dazedly, at the fossa.


    Abruptly, she begins to break away from the crowd, moving toward the animal. Paying no mind to her surroundings. Staring straight ahead. As she plows through the group of onlookers, she makes contact with a small child, a girl, and the girl falls. A man, the father most likely, starts cursing the woman. A flow of profanity. She doesn’t seem to hear; she doesn’t seem to notice anything but the fossa.


    The woman pushes on until she clears the crowd, and as she enters open space, trudging across the cobblestone road, the fossa shifts its focus to her. Its tail begins to thrash. Some onlookers are shouting at the woman to stop, to turn around. A man yells out that she’s a stupid crazy bitch.


    Park feels Lee let go of his hand, and before he can speak a word, she is gone, sprinting toward the woman. Crossing the road, closing the distance. He can hear her voice as she screams out to the woman, but he can’t make out what she’s saying.


    The woman doesn’t show any sign of hearing a goddamn thing; she continues plodding forward, mouth open. Before Lee can reach her, the fossa reacts. It lunges, striking the woman at belly level, bringing her down, and immediately begins tearing at her body. Without warning, at least five more fossa burst from the treeline, bolt across the street and join in.


    


    


    There’s nothing to be done for the woman, short of dialing the hotel. Park and Lee retreat into a t-shirt shop located far up the road and wait for at least half an hour, until several men carrying machetes and rifles come. Marching past the front display window, looking like a band of ragged vigilantes. All Mirasai, all wearing Lavelha coveralls. They’re members of the hotel gardening crew, more than likely, recruited for this unenviable cleanup task.


    Park opens the shop door to the outside and leans out, calling to the group of men.


    They stop walking and turn. The tallest of them calls out a return greeting, and Park leaves the shop entryway and goes to stand with him. The stitching on his coveralls reads Angelo. Angelo asks Park about what happened.


    “It’s what I said on the phone,” Park says. “They didn’t tell you?”


    “I want to hear again,” says Angelo.


    Park looks at him, then at the other men. “Is this everyone?”


    “Everyone what,” Angelo asks.


    “Everyone that’s coming. Don’t you have some kind of ambulance or medical team or something?”


    Angelo stares. “Is the galashao dead or not dead?” he asks.


    “I don’t know what that is.”


    “Galashao. The foreigner. She is passed on, yes?”


    Park shrugs but then reluctantly nods. He didn’t stay to watch the end, but he can’t imagine a possible scenario in which the woman survived.


    “The ambulance is in Cãlo,” Angelo says. “Fifty miles. Why come now if the woman is dead?”


    Park doesn’t respond to that. What can possibly be said?


    “So tell what happen,” Angelo says. “Again, so we know the information of it.”


    Park nods. “A woman got attacked out of nowhere. The fossa came.”


    “How many fossa?”


    Park shakes his head. “Around five or six. I’m not sure.”


    One of the smaller men says something in Mirasai and another man responds, and soon the group lapses into an internal discussion.


    When they finish, Angelo looks at Park. “How did they come,” Angelo asks.


    Park isn’t sure what the man is getting at. “What do you mean, how?”


    “I mean how they do it? The hunt of the woman happens how,” he says.


    Park shrugs. “I don’t know. It started out as one, and then the rest came after that. After the woman went down.”


    When the men hear this, they start up another discussion in Mirasai. It gets heated this time. The expressions on the men’s faces aren’t as confident as they used to be.


    After a few minutes, Angelo addresses Park again. “What did the woman do?” Angelo asks.


    “Nothing. She just went down,” Park says, shrugging. “No fight, no struggle, nothing. It’s like she wanted to be taken.”


    “She run first?”


    Park shakes his head. “That’s what I’m saying. She didn’t even try. She walked right into it.”


    Angelo turns from Park and speaks to the men. As he speaks, the men glance at Park once in a while but quickly look away.


    When Angelo finishes speaking, the men shoulder their weapons, and without a word, they begin walking back the way they came. Angelo joins them. Park stands in the roadway, yelling at their backs. So that’s it? You’re just going to take off and leave us here?


    


    


    Park collects Lee from the shop, and together they walk their way out of the Trap. Her eyes are vacant; there are dark circles carved underneath. She doesn’t speak a word on the way back to the hotel.


    When they enter the front lobby, Lee heads directly for the elevators while Park storms up to the front desk. There are people in line ahead of him, but he doesn’t give a damn. Yolanda is at the counter, stupidly staring.


    She tries to speak, but he cuts her off. “I need the manager,” Park says.


    


    


    Rina, the same manager as before, emerges from the back room after a few minutes’ time.


    Park doesn’t wait for her to start.


    “Rina, right? I’m pissed off, Rina,” he says. “I need to tell you, up front, that I’m goddamn not happy.”


    She nods. Her face is haggard. It looks as though she hasn’t slept at all.


    “Do you know what I just saw?” he asks.


    “Yes.”


    “Hell, not only me. My wife.” His voice is rising. “There were children watching.”


    “I’m so sorry.”


    “And after it’s all over, who do you send,” he says. “Some goddamn gardeners.”


    “I didn’t know. It wasn’t my decision.”


    “Some gardeners? That’s who you send out?”


    “We are extremely short-staffed right now. I’m very sorry.”


    Park shakes his head. “And not only do you send some gardeners—some goddamn gardeners—but they don’t even do anything helpful. They just turn around and leave.”


    She stares at him. “They left to where?”


    “Hell if I know. They just took off.”


    Rina doesn’t say anything in response. She unclips a two-way radio from her belt, presses the signal button, and speaks in Mirasai. A voice responds, there is some back and forth between them, and before long they’re having a full-blown conversation. It gets heated at times; he can’t tell what they’re talking about, but the tone says it all. Park stands by and waits while they finish the exchange, but after around a minute, he remembers the people in line behind him.


    Park turns. A man, woman, and two young boys are standing together between the guide ropes. A family.


    “I’m sorry. I know you were ahead of me,” Park says, directing it to the man.


    There’s no response. No sign that any of them even register his existence. No words, no eye contact, nothing. All four family members are just staring off, each in a different direction.


    Park isn’t sure what to do, so he goes on. “There was an incident, a serious one. I’m just trying to figure everything out.” He gestures behind him, toward Rina. Then he waits, giving the four of them a moment to respond, to acknowledge him in any way, but they don’t. Nothing changes.


    After a few moments, Rina says, “Sir,” and Park turns back to the counter.


    Now that her conversation on the two-way has ended, Rina looks more than just haggard; she looks deeply shaken.


    “Again, I’m sorry,” she says. “This won’t change what happened. But I want you to know that the decision was made to let them go.” As she finishes speaking, she re-clips the radio to her belt.


    “Let who go?” he asks.


    “The workers from Landscaping,” she says. “They are no longer employed here.”


    When Rina finishes her sentence, the radio squawks. Without looking, she reaches down and dials a knob until the sound cuts off.


    Park hesitates. As pissed-off as he feels, this isn’t the outcome he was angling for.


    “Look,” he says. “I don’t like what they did. Coming and going like that, doing not a thing to help the situation. But I wasn’t trying to get anybody fired for it.”


    Rina shrugs. “That’s very kind. But these men did the wrong thing.”


    “By leaving? You sacked them because they left?”


    “No.”


    “Hell, I might have done the same thing in their position.”


    She shakes her head. “No,” she says. “It’s not because they left—it’s because of where they went. They didn’t return here, to the hotel. They tucked tail and ran home. Back to Cãlo.”


    


    


    For the next ten minutes, he pushes Rina for some form of compensation—hotel freebies—to make up for the troubles. Why the hell not? Might as well come away with something positive out of all this.


    Rina gives him everything he wants, and then some. A credit for two hundred dollars at the hotel restaurant, and another for the gift shop beside the lobby. A discounted room rate for their entire stay. Two free massages at the SpaClub. By the end, Park is feeling pretty good about himself. She even offers to waive the registration fees for a couples-only Mirasai cooking class tomorrow.


    Park looks at her. “You want me to make my own food,” he says. “In a classroom. On an island. During my vacation.”


    Rina smiles. “Think of it as a broadening activity,” she says. “Trust me. It’s fun.”


    He scans the brochure she gave him. The title at the top reads For Those Who Can Stand the Heat and Who Are Ready to Jump into the Fire.


    “People do this?” he asks.


    “Men with wives do,” she says. “You should think about that.”


    She’s got him there. “So I pay you money, and in exchange, I get to cook for myself.”


    “You don’t pay,” she says. “I do.” She waves him away. “Now shoo. Go, have fun.”


    “Do I get to wash my own dishes too?”


    “Shoo. Have a good time,” she says. “And, again, please accept our apologies for what happened.”


    


    


    As Park is about to turn and walk away from the front desk, Rina asks him to hold on. One more thing. Would you be willing to write a positive online review, she asks. Something for one of the major hotel booking websites. Five stars, if possible. It would mean a lot, she says.


    Before Park can respond—yes, of course I will write a review, no problem—he feels a hand come down hard on his shoulder from behind.


    When Park turns around, he finds himself face to face with the man from the line. Presumably the father of the two boys, the husband of the woman. Park completely forgot about the family waiting.


    The man is staring at Park with what looks like an expression of disgust.


    “You’re not the only one here,” the man says.


    Park nods. “You’re right. I’m sorry,” he says. “It was wrong of me, completely over the line.”


    “Out of line,” says the man.


    Park pauses, looking at the man. “Okay. Out of line.”


    The man nods. Still staring.


    At his back, Park can hear Rina talking on the two-way again. She should really be helping this guy right now, not chatting.


    “Look. I was an asshole. You’ve made your point,” Park says, and he tries stepping around the man, but the man steps right along with him. Maintaining an uncomfortable proximity. Blocking the path. Park tries a couple more times to walk away, but the result is the same.


    Park stops and stares at the man. A white man, not too much older than he is. Maybe fifty-some years old. Khaki shorts and an Aloha shirt and flip-flops. The man looks like a beachcomber more than a brawler.


    “Sir, let’s not do this,” Park says. “This is supposed to be vacation.” He gestures toward the glass doors leading outside. “Your family is watching us—that’s your family right? This isn’t the memory you want them taking back home.”


    “Don’t speak on them,” says the man.


    “Come on—are you serious?”


    “I decide what memories they have. Not you,” the man says.


    Park shakes his head. He isn’t getting anywhere, and his patience is just about used up.


    “Do you want them to have a memory of me beating you?” Park asks. “Is that what you’re deciding for them? If not, you should move aside and let me walk—that’s all I’m trying to do.”


    The man says something in response, but Park doesn’t quite catch it—his attention is pulled away from the man, toward the two boys, still waiting in line. They’ve started shoving each other. Back and forth, trading off. Pushing with everything they have. The mother is busy staring silently at the marble floor.


    Park tries to interrupt the man. “Sir,” he says. “Goddammit, sir. Listen. Your kids. Look.” Park points. “They’re fighting.”


    The man doesn’t stop speaking and he doesn’t turn around. His voice has risen to the level of a yell. The man starts moving toward Park, advancing, making bodily contact, screaming out profanity inches from his face, and Park is trying to fend him off while calling for the woman, the mother, to intervene. Calling on anyone. Park can see a crowd gathering, but no one moves to help. He glances over his shoulder to look for Rina but she’s gone.


    Behind the man, the fight is intensifying; the boys lock up into a clinch, grappling, trying to wrestle each other to the ground. As Park watches, they begin to use their nails. Their teeth. Going for the throat, but taking whatever falls within range. Ripping at each other. Their movements are frenzied enough that the blood is shedding from them in droplets, all directions, like when a wet animal shakes. Before Park can push the man aside and run to separate them, the man stops yelling and lunges at him, full force.


    


    


    The man’s momentum sends Park crashing backward into the front desk. Pinning him up against the edge of the counter. The man uses his body weight, controlling him. Their faces are close enough to nearly touch.


    Maintaining eye contact, leaning heavily into Park, the man inexplicably pushes out his own tongue and bites down hard. The front teeth cut in deeply. Recoiling, Park quickly jerks a knee into the man’s midsection, then hooks him with a right cross to the temple. The man goes down face-first and twitches a few times.


    Without looking back, Park runs. Tearing across the lobby toward the bank of elevators. Pushing past onlookers. Their passive expressions. Utterly unconcerned.


    Park decides mid-run that he can’t wait for the elevator; he bolts to the stairwell. Climbing feverishly. Pulling himself up, hand over hand, using the banister.


    When he opens the door to the suite, Lee is lying on her stomach, watching TV. Twenty-four hour weather channel. An animated graphic of a storm swirling over the Pacific. She doesn’t even pause to look up at him.


    He slams the door closed and engages every lock.


    “We need to go,” he says, breathing hard. “Lee.” He is watching the hallway through the fish-eye lens. “Are you hearing me? We need to go.”


    She doesn’t respond. Staring blankly at the flat-screen.


    “Lee,” he says sharply.


    When she doesn’t acknowledge him, he goes to the bedside, picks up the remote and clicks the power button. The television goes black.


    “I’m talking to you,” he says, snapping his fingers in front of her a few times. “Hey.”


    Still silent, she simply closes her eyes, shutting him out. Her lips are pressed together tightly. He can tell that she’s been drinking from the small bottles in the mini bar.


    He watches her.


    “Lee,” he says. He softens his tone. “I think we need to go.”


    She opens her eyes, but she still stares forward.


    “I agree with you,” she says.


    He exhales. He kneels at the bedside, putting a hand gently on her arm. “Good. Okay. Good.”


    She looks at him. “I already tried,” she says. “I tried calling to change the flight, but there’s no cell service.”


    “Do it online.”


    “I tried,” she says.


    “And?”


    “The site isn’t taking reservation changes. It just times out.”


    He gets to his feet and walks over to the landline phone on the night stand and picks up the handset. There’s no signal. He clicks the button on the cradle halfheartedly a few times before hanging up.


    


    


    They lie in bed and recount everything they’ve experienced over the course of the past forty-eight hours. Debating the meaning of it all, if there is one. They try to determine whether this series of events is just a result of temporary bad fortune—an anomaly—or whether it’s a sign of a truly bad thing coming, something catastrophic. As is often the case, they find themselves arguing opposite sides: he says it’s going to be okay, and she says it’s not, that nothing will ever be the same again. They defend their positions for a while and then they switch.


    


    


    No closer to making a decision, they try going to sleep. Park switches off the bedside lamp, and they lie together on their backs in the dark, making no contact. He hears the sound of hurried footfalls in the hall outside their suite door—someone running hard, passing by. Pounding the carpet. The sound reminds him of pursuit, a hunt, but it’s impossible to tell whether the person he hears is the hunter or the hunted.


    Park can hear his wife’s breathing, choppy and shallow.


    “What do you want to do,” he asks quietly.


    There is a long silence.


    “Lee.”


    “I heard you,” she says. “I don’t know.”


    He rubs his face with both hands. “You don’t know,” he says. He finds himself getting angry without really understanding the reason. “You think I know?”


    “What do you want from me, Park.”


    “Commit,” he says. “Stay or go. I’m not going to make the decision alone. We share the outcome—the consequences. I’m not going to hear you blaming me for anything later.”


    “What the hell are you even talking about?”


    He props himself up on an elbow and looks at her, what he can see of her in the dark.


    “We agree to stay, or we agree to go,” he says. He makes his voice calm.


    “Go where? Where can we go?”


    “Away from here,” he says.


    “Where? You saw what those animals did,” she says. “You want to go out there and what. Camp?” She almost laughs as she says it. “Live off the goddamned land?”


    Park doesn’t respond to that. After a pause, he lies back on the mattress and covers his eyes with the backs of his hands. They are silent for a while.


    “I’m sorry,” she says. “Look. We should stay here. Indoors.” Her voice is gentle. She rolls over so that she’s facing him. “Like you said before: maybe all of this is like watching the news. You only see terrible things—that’s all they show—so you think everything in the world is that way all the time, but it really isn’t.” She puts a hand on his face. “We’ve seen a few terrible things, that’s all.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter three


    


    


    A knock on the door wakes Park the next morning. Eight thirtyish. He rolls over and glances at Lee and her eyes are open, as though she’s been awake for a while, as though she may not have slept at all.


    “No thanks,” he says loudly toward the ceiling.


    The Do Not Disturb sign is up on the goddamn knob, but hell—when you’re staying at a hotel where wild animals eat the guests, what can you expect?


    A voice responds from the hallway. “Sir? I apologize.” It’s a woman’s voice. The accent is Mirasai.


    Lord, have mercy. Park whips off the sheet and stands up. He goes and opens the door without bothering to put on a shirt.


    “Good morning, sir.” It’s Rina. She looks even more worn-out than yesterday.


    “Hi.”


    “We’re working out an issue with the phones. I would have called.”


    “I’m noticing a lot of issues around here, Rina.”


    She nods. Her smile looks forced. “The incident yesterday—”


    “Which incident would that be, Rina?” he asks. “I’ve had a few. Exactly which incident are you waking me up to discuss?”


    “Honey?” Lee says. She’s talking to him from the bed. When she says honey like that—sharply, as though it’s an urgent question—it really means Calm Yourself Down, Park.


    He pauses, exhaling.


    “Okay,” Park says to Rina. “Go ahead. What’s up.”


    “The conflict in the lobby,” Rina says. “The guest who was involved has been asked to leave the hotel. He was escorted out last night.”


    Park nods. “Okay,” he says. “What about the kids?”


    “They as well.”


    “No. I mean are they all right.”


    Rina shakes her head. She’s looking down at the floor.


    “I don’t know,” she says.


    


    


    Park brews coffee with the in-room maker, but it can only output one cup at a time, so he makes hers first, then his. He uses white ceramic mugs with the hotel’s logo, a green tortoise. Lee accepts the cup and says thank you, but then she immediately sets it down, goes into the bathroom and slides the door closed. He hears the shower start to run.


    While Lee is in the bathroom, Park sits and pages through a thick magazine, the kind that hotels like to leave on a glass-topped table by a window. Mostly just glossy ads. Jewelry and celebrity-endorsed watches and luxury cruise lines. He’s not looking for heavy reading material, so the ads don’t bother him. In fact, for some reason, nothing really does at the moment. Nothing at all. He sits and sips coffee and browses products he’ll never be able to afford, and he feels oddly content about the entire thing. Where he is right now, the things he’s witnessed here. Everything is going to be okay.


    


    


    After they’re both showered and dressed, Park suggests going to the cooking class, for the hell of it. Why not? Think of it as a broadening activity, he says. Trust me. It’s fun. She hesitates, staring at him strangely, but eventually she agrees.


    He packs a tablet computer in his satchel in case the class is boring, and when it’s time to leave, they go through the exit ritual. A checklist of questions about topics such as the whereabouts of the room key, how much money they should leave as a tip for Housekeeping, whether any valuables need to go into the in-room safe embedded in a wall inside the closet, and if so, what four-digit code will be programmed into the lock. When these questions have been answered, they stand together in the entranceway to the suite with the door open, looking back into the room, and ask the last question on the list:


    Do we have everything?


    


    


    Putting the Makoa behind them, walking across the grounds toward the Recreation Annex, they notice an unusual number of people out milling around. Not doing anything in particular. Just sitting or walking slowly. Most of the people who are bothering to move don’t look like they’re going anywhere specific. No destinations in mind. Milling is the right word for what they’re doing. Words—the ones you choose—are important. That’s something Lee likes to tell him all the time.


     She seems to be taking everything pretty well at the moment, his wife. As they walk side by side, Park glances at her, and she looks a little bit anxious, but not as much as he would expect, given recent events. She holds his hand tightly, and her head is swiveling back and forth as she scans the grounds.


    


    


    The kitchen classroom is situated in its own building next to the Annex, near a large grove of tamarind. When they enter the room, they find it empty. Brightly lit. Sweltering. The heat is absolutely oppressive. There must be a dozen ovens in the room, and each one of them is turned on.


    The space looks like a TV studio where cooking competitions are held. Clusters of high-powered light bulbs mounted on overhead gantries. Hardwood flooring. Mixers on the granite counters. Everything is divided into individual workstations, and there is a black apron with the Lavelha logo folded next to each sink.


    As they look around, a man enters from a back room. A white man—he looks like another hotel guest. The man is wearing one of the black aprons. Wiping his hands with a red dish rag.


    “Smell that,” says the man. “Really let it get in there.” He’s sweating heavily. Breathing hard, as though he ran here. “Nice, right?”


    Now that the man has mentioned it, yes, Park can smell that. And yes, it does smell nice. It’s the smell of meat braising. Low and slow, isn’t that something people say?


    “Smells good,” Park says.


    “Thanks,” says the man.


    There is a long silence after that, and it feels awkward, at least to Park. Lee stays silent, gripping his hand tightly.


    “Is this the class?” Park asks.


    The man finishes wiping his hands and tosses the dish rag onto a countertop. The rag falls heavily, slopping down as though soaked through.


    “Sure is,” the man says.


    At that point, Park feels Lee let go of his hand.


    “Where’s the teacher?” she asks.


    “You’re looking at him.”


    She stares at the man.


    “So you’re an expert in Mirasai cooking,” she says.


    The man nods. “I cook Mirasai better than anyone ever has,” he says.


    


    


    There’s something off about the man, but Park can’t quite put a finger on it. Maybe it’s how pale he is, or maybe it’s his wide eyes. Hard to say. The feeling is similar to when you pass someone who looks familiar, but you can’t place their face, can’t pull their name from memory. It’s like that. For some reason, the entire thing seems slightly amusing all of the sudden—this man in his little apron—and Park almost laughs but stops himself. It feels as though there might be something off about him as well, something wrong with his own mind, but he can’t quite put a finger on that either.


    Park notices that Lee has separated from him. She seems to be touring the kitchen, surveying everything. The utensils, the sinks. She glances at the man periodically, as though verifying that he hasn’t moved.


    “So, when do we start?” Park asks.


    The man shrugs. “I’ve already started the demo,” he says. “The recipes are at each workstation. Just jump right in.” The man points to a workstation, and Park notices that the man’s hand is stained red.


    “We can go at our own pace?” Park asks. The idea is exciting to him; he’s not sure why.


    The man looks pleased. “I think you’re going to be great,” he says.


    Park smiles at that. He wanders to a workstation and begins unfolding a black apron.


    “Park.”


    It’s his wife’s voice. She’s saying his name sharply, which is never a good thing.


    Park looks, and he sees Lee standing next to an oven. The interior light is on. She looks terrified.


    “We should go,” she says.


    Seeing her expression—her terror—brings him back. Giving him focus. Yes. Of course we should go. We need to. In fact, the moment we saw this man, we should have turned around and walked out the door. We should already be gone.


    Park drops the apron, letting it fall, but before he can make another move, he sees the man reach into a front pocket of his apron, pulling out a stainless-steel kitchen mallet, the kind with a grid of metal points, used for meat tenderizing. The man lowers it to his side.


    


    


    Park immediately runs—he runs to Lee, and together they bolt out the door. Throwing themselves into open space. Behind them, Park can hear the man in pursuit.


    They plunge into the trees. No plan, no design. As they scramble through the foliage, Park can hear the man calling out to them. He is trying to hail them, for God’s sake. Trying to flag them down, as though they’d mistakenly left an article behind in class and he’d run across it, the single item that would make them whole again. I can help you, the man keeps saying. I can fix this. Let me help you. His voice sounds completely sincere, as though he really does want to help them with something, as though he genuinely believes that he is holding the correct tool for the job.


    


    


    Together Park and Lee run until they can’t hear the man, and then they keep running—maybe twenty straight minutes of running. Half of that time was probably spent going in circles; everything in the woods looks almost the same. Eventually Lee slows them down—she is the leader, the guide, for their escape—and they walk, pausing periodically to listen. They don’t hear anything save the sound of the ocean rolling in.


    Lee stops and crouches behind a clump of sprawling hawkweed, staring back the way they came. Park stands next to her, fully exposed, until she grabs his wrist and pulls him down with her.


    While Lee scans the woods, Park stares absentmindedly at her face. She is breathing hard, and there is sweat clinging to her brow. After a minute or two, he lets his eyes wander, and he sees a metal culvert, dug into a nearby mound of earth like a small cave.
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    chapter four


    


    


    Out in the woods, he hears footfalls on approach through the heavy groundcover and he reaches for her, fumbling in the dark of the culvert where they lie together. He finds her wrist. The fitful bones of it. He closes down tightly, and she understands right away how to read the physical contact, the pressure. She goes silent.


    It’s too dark to be certain, but right now his wife’s eyes are probably wide and defocused, and her lips are almost definitely parted, but it’s hard to be sure. You have to learn to rely on probability after a while—the best odds you can figure in a given moment—because it’s so difficult to be truly certain of anything here. There is the blear of the sky before dawn and there is the artificial blackness of this rattletrap shelter and there is the physical distance separating them. Her arm is cold, rigid and motionless under his hand.


    The sounds are rising. The crush of dry leaf litter and the wet snap of sapling shoots giving way. A shallow, arrhythmic breathing. He feels her worming her wrist out of his grip and he lets her go. They each lie flat against the dirt and they hone in desperately on the ambient. Listening as though the next sound they hear is sure to be the catalytic one. The impetus. As though they’re only waiting for the right moment, waiting for the other to be the first to stand up, to be the one who does the only logical thing.


    But no one does. And in a way he’s known all along that when this moment arrived, neither of them would. You learn a lot about each other out here, in the wild of things. You learn a lot about your most abandoned self. The inertia that works to keep you terrified and buried exactly where you are in the corner of your confined space, and the way that your most precious decisions often make themselves, usually because you made the mistake of waiting for too damn long. And so the two of them hunker down. Burrow in. There is no right moment. There is only someone or something mid-sized crashing headlong, heedless, through the tangled wilderness about fifty yards afield of you.


    


    


    Just a few minutes earlier she’d been sitting somewhere close in the dark and whispering to him. Her crisp, lilted wordplay. In another life altogether it could have been a beautiful thing. Within earshot of the water, lying together in the woodland of an islet secluded somewhere in the Indian Ocean. The sound of his wife’s balmy voice airing underneath a natural canopy.


    She’d been explaining the difference between dawn and sunrise, of all things. The concepts are similar but they’re not precisely the same. She told him that dawn is defined as the first coming of visible light—even the dimmest and greyest still counts as dawn in the technical sense. Determining when light appears is somewhat subjective to the viewer, of course, but you get the idea. Sunrise, on the other hand, is different. Sunrise is when the sun’s leading edge, its brightness, is actually visible above the horizon. Do you understand? They’re not the same, she said. Right now what we really need is dawn, some kind of faint light to navigate by. It doesn’t have to be anything with actual warmth.


    She’d told him to focus. Let’s just make it to dawn, she said. Don’t worry. The duration between dawn and sunrise depends on latitude. And this is an equatorial region, so the duration between the two should only be a matter of a few minutes in the worst case.


    


    


    He’s starting to believe that it’s an animal, and not a human, in the woods. Something predatory, low-slung. The way it mills around the groundcover and pauses every so often, as though reorienting itself or lifting its damp snout to the wind, sampling the loamy air, trying to catch a scent. Its feral-sounding respiration.


    More than likely it’s one of the fossa, out foraging and skulking about on the resort grounds. They’ve been getting more and more brazen over the weeks, the fossa. Coming up from La Sielve into the Trap, as though they sensed a vacuum and, with it, took the opportunity to make a claim for themselves. The entire Trap is empty now except for the fossa; they’re absolutely everywhere—padding in and out of the sundry shops through their shattered glass doors—watching everything, taking it all in. Patrolling the abandoned cobblestone roadways like sentries.


    In a matter of days after the outbreak, the fossa had marked the Trap as new territory. By day they lounged in the shade on the white steps of the park fountain, lazily watching the surround, dozing off. Occasionally sending the submissive omegas out on forays into the woods nearby. But by night the pack came to life. Right away, they took to slaughtering the Trap’s population of indri lemurs, the ones that had been tamed over the years by hotel guests handing out dry dog food purchased from peddlers, $5 per ziploc baggie. Feedings in the Trap had been going on for decades—at the hotel they even had a brochure about them—but then the pack of fossa arrived, and all of the indri were gone from the Trap within a week.


    After that, a few fossa started raiding the tattered encampments of human survivors, encampments much like their own, in fact. Scavenging. He recently saw a male—sinewy and tail-lashing and lithe—nosing through an empty dome tent set back in the trees near the hotel tennis courts. He remembers the way it looked at him. The brown-yellow eyes luminous against its black fur.


    It’s gotten close to the culvert now, the thing tracking them. Twenty-five yards. That’s his best estimate, but it might be fewer than that. Twenty, even fifteen maybe. Metrics have become more difficult to gauge since the Collapse—that series of unthinkable moments over the last twelve weeks. In that short period of time, the distance between any two points has become congested with the various harbingers of end-times. More quickly than you ever would have thought possible. Carnivores freely loping in the roadways. The outlying buildings and the bordering rosewood groves of Resort Lavelha consumed by a series of fires. Heaps of abandoned items, instantly valueless in the new economy of weaponry and survival rations. Everywhere, the ragged grey wanderers. Pacing the once-white terraces and pavilions and covered walkways of the hotel exterior, all of them embroiled in their various stages of disease and psychosis. Stumbling past the scores of the dead. In such a short time, there are already so many. Their ravaged corpses twisted into unyielding postures like cast figures.


    Slowly he turns his body over on the soil of the burrow so he’s prone on his belly, and she falls into position next to him, at his shoulder. Automatic, wordless. Survival has become a nagging kind of habit. He looks over at her, and she is close enough now that he can see her shivering, her eyes wide through the masking filth. Her gaunt, haggard face. She blinks a few times as if to focus, then she wipes her face with the back of the same hand that carries a squared-off butcher’s cleaver. One hole in the blade’s corner with a loop of twine laced through so she can carry it on a belt. She looks at him and nods. For the thousandth time, I am ready for the next thing. Together they stare out from underneath the swath of fallen ravenala limbs covering them.


    


    


    In the wild you’ll often hear the sounds of the lost, others like you. Their limping passage. Their words, many of which will be spoken in languages you won’t understand at all, or only barely, from school maybe. You’ll occasionally hear their howling screams and the awful commissions that evoke those screams, and your instinct will be to listen intently to every sound, trying to determine whether it’s coming from a friend or a foe, but you can’t waste energy in the wild dwelling too long on whatever you hear. The specifics. Chasing foolishly after the particulars of a sound, which in the end is nothing but the propagation of aimless waves through a medium.


    Don’t let yourself be taken in. You are only given so much time. And when something unknown is bearing down on you, there is very little to be learned about its identity or its intent by tilting your ear to the wind and listening for the subtleties of cadence. Trying to form an interpretation of stride, of tread, the same way that some people claim to be able to distinguish falsehoods from truth just by listening for tone of voice, for changes in pitch. It doesn’t work that way—not out here. You want it to, but it just doesn’t. Out here, you should assume it’s all falsehood, no matter how the sound carries, no matter the nature of it. Phrases or footfalls, any damn thing that heralds itself. Everything that approaches you is coming with ready teeth.


    


    


    With his eyes still fixed on the woods, he finds the satchel in the dirt under a corner of the ratty sheet scavenged from the hotel. The satchel has a black patent leather outer shell; the material still shines, burnished, beneath a layer of dust.


    Inside there are compartments and pockets for the items he used to carry around, such as a laptop or a tablet computer, sometimes both. An occasional file folder. A light windbreaker, lip balm maybe. There is a special sleeve designed to hold a spare battery for a mobile phone—that’s the actual suggested use. When they made this, they thought of everything. Now the pocket holds a single, half-full matchbox, small and leaf-green and branded with a tortoise logo and the name of the hotel restaurant. A wad of dry grass inside so the matches won’t rattle. He reaches into the main body of the satchel and he pulls the battered kitchen knife out by its wooden handle.


    The blade is buried in a makeshift sheath—he made it himself. A few weeks ago during a supply run he found a ten-inch shipping box full of pencils in the daycare room at the resort, emptied the pencils onto the carpet, and tore off one of the lengthwise flaps from the box. Just an ordinary cardboard boxflap. Brown, ten inches by four inches. He held it up vertically against a desktop, centered the point of the knife on the topmost edge, and pushed the blade down into the interior corrugate. Straight, perpendicular. Working it in, careful not to pierce either panel or buckle the structure. When he finished and pulled the knife out again there was a void hollowed out in a perfect acute shape.


    


    


    They stare into the dark brake of trees surrounding the culvert and wait in the same way they have countless other times. This is what normal is now. Life has become a gradual process of attrition. The two of them, entrenched behind their sorry stick barricade, holding the thin line with two kitchen utensils. He carries the blade point-forward, like a bayonet, with the handle high and at arm’s length. The knife isn’t even half a pound. His hand is trembling as though he’s keeping a heavy weight aloft.


    They wait together and they listen—trying to determine distance only, not identity. His body is braced for something rabid to come bursting through the thicket wall, but even after a long while, nothing comes. The thing in the trees is still moving, resolute, but in time the sounds start to wane, falling off northward. Trailing in the direction of the oceanfront. Whatever is out there coursing deliberately through the woods, fossa or not, has traveled past them. It’s heading out toward the sea and toward the remains of Resort Lavelha. Park closes his eyes and allows himself to breathe audibly.


    


    

  


  
    chapter five


    


    


    The sky is beginning to pale, and from their position in the culvert Park can see the desolate beachfront through gaps in the treeline. Its rows of sunlounger chairs and tent-like canopy shades. Wicker end tables. Everything barren, abandoned. A long skeleton frame racked with sea kayaks and playboats and yellow double-blade paddles. An aluminum valet overrun with lifejackets like bloated treefruit.


    He sheathes the knife. For a while he alternates between watching the waterline and watching the woods on either side of the culvert. Mangroves with root systems that tentacle widely above ground. The tamarind. The palms and the soft ferns. Baobab trees dripping with their overripe gonga, all of it half-eaten by some animal and then left on the vine to molder, ant-covered and fly-ridden. The soft white vanga still nesting, oblivious, in the branches of a neem tree.


    Offshore there is the steady, immutable roll of swells. Their booming resonance and their turnover. Slow and lulling and metronomic. Again and again, the breakers crest to height and spill over against the low shoal, radiating across the sand with a hissing sibilance, and then fall seaward again, skimming off the topmost layer.


    After a time he glances at her, taking in his wife’s worn expression. The matted thickness of her black hair pulled loosely back, the shards of brown leaves and branchlets visible in the braids. She’s been wearing the same outfit since the day they were first chased into the woods from the hotel’s Recreation Annex. A thin red flannel shirt layered over a white tank top. The kind of khaki pants that end below the knee at the calf, a zippered pocket on each leg. New Balance trainers, off-white. The cooking class had required closed-toed, comfortable shoes, so she was fortunate enough to be wearing gym shoes on that morning instead of sandals or flip-flops. The small things can sometimes make a big difference in this life.


    She looks out at the woods through the screen of limbs. Watching in the same way he is, for the same terrible things he is, with the same expectation, with equally haunted, hollow eyes. She’s still gripping the butcher’s cleaver tightly and her knuckles show through the skin. He puts a hand gently on hers. I think we’re good, he says to her. It’s gone. We’re good.


    She doesn’t say anything. She just stares awhile. Clutching that glinting meat hatchet in a tight, mudded fist. The whites of her teeth and eyes in the dark. There is no good, she tells him. Not for us. There’s only being ready for the next bad thing coming.


    


    


    They go back to the watch, and not long after, Park sees a pale boy emerge from the trees lining the beachfront. A true wildling, this one. Sunburned, ragged. Dirt and abrasions and bruising and what look to be bite marks all along his arms and wrists, his ankles, anywhere his mouth can reach. They watch him running, shirtless and shoeless, casting himself wildly down the shore toward the warm waters of the guulfo. Barely more than a baby, this lost child. Three, maybe four years old is all. His thin arms and his rounded belly and the raw, unfledged gait. His bare feet are pocking the wet sand like the track of a small animal.


    The boy patters shin-deep into the wash and then he starts to stomp. Kicking a spray, splashing through. The child is smiling, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, ghoulish, God have mercy on what remains of him. He leaps and lands hard with both feet down, sending plumes roostertailing on all sides. Soaking his body over. He jumps that way again and again, and the water that surrounds him looks viscous and black and stygian like something that would flow in the underworld, something requiring paid passage. At its banks, the castaway ghost of a child taken in the middle of play, stripped abruptly from the living earth. It’s as though someone forgot to place a toll coin on the tongue of the child’s vacated body before it was given over to the cold ground.


    


    


    The boy fashions his own game of Escape. He charges the sea as it recedes and then he wheels around and tears off in the opposite direction as the next wave comes—dodging the water like it’s acid or maybe lava—back and forth, again and again. During one of these yawing circuits he falls belly-first into the water and he quickly gets back up again and then scampers upshore with his mouth open, cackle-screaming, squealing like he’s gone mindless. The brown strands of his hair are slicked down against his skull, the liquid runneling off of him. Chin thrust forward, arms back. His pitched voice. The boy is young enough still that his body instinctively translates joy into sheer decibels, even at the end.


    


    


    Park wants badly to go to the child—to leave this hole in the earth and rush over to stand a useless vigil with this wraith of a boy. Gather him in a towel. See to it that he has a warm place to lie between them. Shoulder to shoulder. Ration the water three ways from now on. Let the child’s last days be those where he is at least cared for.


    Having the boy to look after would be good for the two of them—the boy would give them a reason to keep running. A defensible purpose behind this constant, harried flight to the next hiding place underneath the ground, out of view. People need something to live for other than the basic maintenance of their physical bodies, and people say it has to be something greater or bigger than yourself, but that isn’t right. It doesn’t have to be. A simple distraction will often serve just fine.


    


    


    The boy is collecting seawater in his cupped hands. He is climbing the beach and pitching the water into a fist-sized hole in the sand as though he’s banking something of value. Over and over. His bowlegged strides and the sagging bloat of his diaper. Back and forth. Making dozens of these small transfers, each one equally as important as the previous. An agenda of simple reallocation. His feet are riddling the sand with prints from the waterline all the way up to the dry berm, and the hole is no closer to being full than it was when he started.


    After a time the boy has saved all he can save. He stops running and stands in the surf with his legs spread at shoulder width. His too-wide eyes and his constant, grimacing smile. He bends at the knees and he goes down into a full squat, staring at the water as though searching for something important.


    The boy reaches into the wash with one of his hands and starts dredging around. Water up to the middle of his forearm. In time he lifts out a single small white cowry pinched in between his fingers, dripping. The smooth and lustrous pearl shell with its slit-like aperture. The boy studies the shell like it’s the rarest of finds, and for a moment he looks like a normal boy again. He holds it up to eye-level, appraising. After a time he places the shell into his mouth as though it’s a pill and he swallows it whole, and then he reaches in again, finds another cowry shell, and repeats.


    


    


    Park closes his eyes against the boy’s suffering. This baby boy. The obscenity of the fact that a boy is abandoned and sick and feeding on scavenge taken out of the wet sand. His complete insensibility to his own coming apart, his slow winding down, and the coming apart and the slow winding down of the world around him. It’s true what they say: most of the time you know so little that you don’t even know the things you don’t know. You couldn’t make a proper list if you took a lifetime trying.


    Park doesn’t open his eyes again until he’s sure the boy is out of his sightline. He looks over at Lee, next to him. She doesn’t say anything. She just watches, weary, through the culvert opening. Dead-faced. It’s as though she doesn’t even register the child at all.


    After a time Park speaks quietly to her. He hadn’t planned to.


    “I don’t know what to do,” he says. His voice comes out hoarsely.


    “I know. It’s okay.”


    For some reason he’s feeling lightheaded. They haven’t eaten in a few days. “Do you know what to do?” he asks.


    Lee looks at him. A blend of concern and annoyance. “Do about what.”


    Park nods once in the direction of the boy.


    Lee doesn’t respond. She exhales once and then rubs her face, and when she’s done with that, she inches forward and lifts aside one of the boughs that covers the opening, and she looks up at the sky. There is a wan light across her face. A spall of a moon is still visible overhead. “I think we should go,” she says finally. “That’s what I think.”


    “Go where?”


    “Just go,” she says. “Move on.”


    Lee rests the bough back in its place and shifts into a kneeling position. She pauses a moment, wincing. She takes a few deep breaths, and when she’s ready, she slowly unbuckles her belt and threads the end of it through the loop of twine on the cleaver’s blade. She rebuckles the belt, letting the cleaver hang, swinging, and then she starts to roll up the hotel sheet. Park goes back to watching through the opening.


    About halfway through packing up the shelter, she pauses. He can feel her staring at him.


    “What’s wrong?” she asks, and he can tell that she’s using her gentlest tone, the one that helps him do the thing she needs him to, whatever it is.


    Park wants to answer with the word nothing. Nothing is wrong.


    “I think we could still get by, even with a third,” he says. Speaking his mind feels so easy right now. Almost dreamlike, as though he can say anything without consequence. “It could be good for us.”


    “A third,” Lee says. “As in a third human being?”


    “Yes.”


    “Park.”


    “Yes?”


    “Look at us,” she says, spreading her arms. “We have nothing. What can we offer someone else?” Her voice is getting louder.


    “We could get by with less. Make it go further.”


    Lee pauses a moment. “What you mean is that I could,” she says.


    “I didn’t say that.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” she says. “We don’t have enough of anything to go around, Park. You should know that.”


    He hesitates and then he nods, and no one says anything else for a time. When Park finally does speak again his voice is quiet.


    “You can’t only think about the bad of it,” he says. “Think of the good.”


    “I’m thinking about another open mouth,” Lee says. “Tell me the good in that, Park. What am I not seeing?”


    “The good of having a child with us,” he says.


    “A child.”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s what you want now,” she says, almost laughing. “A child?”


    “I want to do something besides run.”


    She doesn’t reply to that. She just shakes her head and then returns to her packing. Shoving items—a watch, a dead flashlight, a 2-liter soda bottle filled halfway with water—into her carryall.


    “You like the idea of a child,” she says, still packing. “You don’t want any part of the actual work of keeping one alive. And regardless: have you even seen an unclaimed, living child out here?”


    “Quiet down.”


    “Name one we’ve seen. And I mean a child who has a chance,” she says. “One that isn’t half in the ground already. Name a single time, Park.”


    He doesn’t respond. He turns away from her, toward the water.


    


    


    The boy is standing in the surf with his back facing them. The small string of bone like oblong beads running down the midline. He holds himself tightly around the midsection and shivers unabashedly in the way that only children or the dying will allow themselves to do publicly.


    After a time the boy seems to make a decision and he goes still. He straightens. He lowers his hands and begins walking the wet slope toward the sea—resolute and steady and unhurried, arms at his sides. Marching as though gripped by some kind of sirenic song, something death seeking. His posture. Everything affectless. In moments the boy is submerged to the thighs and then the chest, and then his small body is rising and falling with the motion of the water. A wave rolls into the child’s frame at the level of his throat and it takes him under.


    


    


    Park remembers the disappearance of the boy’s skull. He clearly remembers it. The way that his hair spread over the water for a brief moment before it also went under. He remembers how it all looked and he remembers roughly where it all took place.


    Park tears through the stand of woods between the culvert and the seafront, aiming toward the area where the boy went in. There is nothing concrete to train on, no sign of struggle. Just an unshaped locus on the sea surface identical to any other on any side of it. Wave after wave, inbound, swamping the memory of what he just witnessed, turning it illusory.


    His vision is blurring and he plunges forward, frenzied. The whiplike lashing of branches and horsetail reeds and the scandent runners of trailing vines against his face, his midsection, his legs. His arms are oaring through the foliage, tearing open a path to the beachfront, and behind him he can hear his wife’s voice telling him to stop, to turn around. She is screaming at him. Cursing him. What the hell are you doing? Stupid-ass sonofabitch, have you lost your goddamned mind?


    Park makes a five-foot drop from the treeline onto the loose sand, landing hard, and then he gets up and keeps running. His shoes are sinking into the soft terrain of the outer berm. He scrabbles his way past the rows of chairs, the canopies, the wicker drink tables. The dark wooden caddy with folded guest towels still stacked on its shelves. He crosses the wrackline onto the wet beachface, barrels full-board down the incline and plunges in, going completely under.


    


    


    The tepid warmth, almost amniotic. For a time he forgets the purpose and he stays submersed, as motionless as the medium will allow him to be. His body is pliant and suspended, arms wide and oblique, wafting, eyes closed—it’s too dark to see anything of value so there’s no reason to expose them. He rests himself, buffered on every side. It’s not so bad, the genesis of your own drowning, that first moment when you give yourself over to the idea.


    The seconds pass and a sense of purpose returns to him. His body tightens. He opens his eyes and they burn from the salinity and he is scanning the blackness, seeing absolutely nothing. He kicks and writhes. His arms are trawling through the churn around him and his hands are grasping for something that feels human enough to justify clinging onto and carrying ashore with him. He pushes up to the surface for a breath and he goes back under.


    


    


    One of his hands brushes against what could be a small limb—a forearm, maybe, or the lower part of a leg near the ankle. Flesh underlaid with linear bone. He clasps it, immediately redoubles his grip, and drags the mass toward him; the weight feels about right, that of a fully-loaded suitcase. He tows the limp form to the surface and he can see now that it is the boy. The slicked, brown hair and the pallid skin, almost bluish under the asthenic dawn light, and the wide open eyes.


    Park holds the small face above water. Cupping the boy’s chin, he scissor-kicks in the direction of the shore for a few seconds until he can touch bottom and then he stands, water pouring from him. He lifts the boy into his arms and carries him up the beachface to the dry sand above the wrackline and gently lays him down. He kneels and puts a palm on the boy’s chest. He lowers an ear to the boy’s mouth.


    


    


    One hand over the other, centered on the boy’s sternum. No perceptible movement. He bears down. He delivers a few quick compressions, but the boy’s chest yields too readily, almost caving, and so he lightens the pressure. Another twenty compressions. Do them fast, don’t wait long in between. He stops and pinches the boy’s nose closed and leans down, covers the boy’s mouth with his own and blows two breaths, watching for the chest to rise, but there is no change. Only a rattling wheeze. He inhales deeply and blows another breath and there is the same wheezing sound, but now he can feel the air escaping from somewhere around the boy’s ribcage.


    


    


    All at once, his wife’s hands hook under his arms and pull his body backward. She’s so strong still—in spite of everything, she hasn’t been stripped of her base physicality, not yet. She drags him away from the supine child and dumps him on the loose sand, and then she leans over him, screaming. She asks him what the hell he’s thinking. But he knows he isn’t supposed to answer, just to let her go on, so he stays quiet. She asks him if he’s trying to check himself out. Is that it? If it is, that’s fine. Just let me know so I don’t have to come out here chasing you down.


    Park sits upright, slowly, and it feels as though he’s returning gradually to consciousness after having fainted. He wipes something gelatinous from his lips with the back of a hand and then he spits out a rancid taste. There is the sound of the waves wending up the shore toward them.


    “I was helping the boy. So we could have him.”


    “What?”


    “I wanted to help the boy,” he says. Louder this time.


    She just stares at him, saying nothing. Her dark eyes are wide.


    “Can you try?” he asks.


    She shakes her head, no. For some reason, she looks particularly terrified right now.


    “Can you try helping him?” he asks again. His words are slurring. “You’re better at it.”


    She doesn’t answer—instead, she looks away from him, toward the sky. This means that his wife is processing. She is already considering where to run, what tasks still need doing before she goes, whether her husband will be with her or not, and whether it matters either way. He can tell by her face.


    Park decides that it’s best to let her be, and he returns his attention to the child lying in the sand a few feet from him. He begins crawling back to the boy’s side. Hands and knees. Seawater trailing behind, as though his body is broken somewhere and leaking fluid. Lee doesn’t do anything either to help or to stop him.


    As Park nears the child, his attention is pulled away by a flare of light in his peripheral vision, almost as though a match has been struck. There is a faint, bathing warmth. Eastward, the sun’s leading edge is spilling richly over the volcanic slopes that encircle the guulfo. The air around the thin arc is quavering.


    Park lets himself smile. Turns out that his wife was wrong about the sunrise—the wait time was significantly longer than she predicted. He needs to let her know that. Once the child is safe and dry, he will tell her.


    Park crawls the rest of the way to the figure on the sand. He looks down at it, up close, and the face looks different to him now—older, with more hollows—but young people change so fast that he thinks maybe this is a normal thing. They grow up before your eyes—don’t people say that?


    Park leans in and looks below the neck, and then he notices that there are no legs on this body, that they were taken off at the pelvis, and he feels confident that the boy—his boy—had been equipped with two legs to run on. He is almost certain of that. He looks again to verify, studying, and after a time he comes to accept the fact that the boy isn’t lying here any longer. The boy is gone. Someone else took him already, someone claimed him, which means that he waited too damn long.


    Now there is just this corpse—bloated and rotted through—where the boy used to be. The remains of a grown woman by the looks of them. At least a week spent in open water, maybe longer, submerged and churning and picked over. He can see the exposed bones of her ribs, white and sharp-tipped, embedded in the meat of the chest cavity. The lips are gone from her face, leaving both rows of grey teeth fully bared.


    


    


    Park gets up. He turns and trudges upshore to where his wife is standing, arms crossed.


    “Did you take him?” he asks loudly.


    Lee looks at Park. He can tell she’s been crying.


    “What?”


    “Did you take him?”


    “Take who?”


    “The boy,” Park says. “Just tell me.”


    “What are you talking about? What boy?”


    His teeth are gritted. He is shivering all over. “You know what boy,” he says.


    Lee pauses and puts a hand on his face. She is shaking her head, no, over and over.


    “Park, look at me,” she says. “There is no boy.”


    


    


    Park is scouring the sand for traces of the boy that he can show her. She values evidence. A single, crisp depression made by the boy’s bare foot in the wet silt pack would be enough proof to bring to her.


    Park goes to his knees. His face is lowered, a few inches from the sand, as though he’s supplicating. He crawls back and forth. Lee is standing a few yards up the beach from him, and she doesn’t say anything but he knows she is impatient with him. Without taking his eyes off the sand, he tells her that it will only take a moment. I just want to show you. I know it’s here.


    She lets him search for at least fifteen minutes before calling his name. The tone is hissing, insistent. He tries ignoring her but she won’t give him a moment’s worth of peace to finish the task. She says his name again, the same tone. He doesn’t look up. He tells her to wait just a second, it will only take another second or two. Hold on, dammit, I’m almost done. Just hold on.


    Park finds what could be a child’s heel print. A small, smooth cup hollowed-out of the wet sand. Clean in all its lines, perfectly formed and composed, elliptic. Almost fossil-like. He studies the curvature of the mold. He is excited but he tries his hardest to focus on authentication. For a moment he considers shaping the indentation with one of his fingers so that it looks more convincing, but she is too smart for that. She would know, in the same way she always knows any time he tries to shape reality for the purpose of pleasing her. He has to concentrate harder, but it’s so difficult because she is still calling for him; he can hear her. He murmurs for her to wait a second for Christ’s sake. Let me verify this. I think I have something here. Just hold on.


    Once he is confident in the heel print, he draws a careful circle in the sand around it. He looks up, smiling, but her back is facing him now; she doesn’t see him pointing proudly at his discovery, down on his knees.


    Lee is standing next to a collection of abandoned plastic beach toys, and she is scanning the treeline upshore from them, staring at the area around where the boy emerged. She isn’t moving. Her posture is immaculate, straight up and down—his wife has always known how to carry herself, no matter the setting. As Park watches her, he notices that she has gone to the trouble of unlooping the meat cleaver from her belt and then rebuckling it. The blade is in her hand, at her side. He yells for her to come over. I have something here. You didn’t believe me before, but now you will. Come see this.


    She isn’t listening to him. He yells for her again, louder. Come on, Lee. Look at what I have here. But she doesn’t even turn to acknowledge him; she stays focused on the woods. Park follows the line of her gaze, and after a time he sees what she sees. There is a man, unclothed and skeletal, standing motionless on the edge of the berm at the treeline, watching her.


    


    


    The man is grievously pale. All of them look like this. His skin is constricted, latex-like, stretched tautly over the latticework of his ribcage. The hairless skull, peeling and filthy, the anorectic limbs. The man has been ravaged by his own bite marks, and the ruptured flesh of his left bicep has turned septic, leaking out a yellow serum all down his wrist, off his fingers. The man begins to scratch his chest slowly and fixedly like an addict. The too-wide eyes, almost lidless, bulging out, bloodshot. Once the disease sets in fully, they aren’t able to sleep like they used to. All the while, the man is still closely watching Lee.


    Park tries to stand up. His head is clearer now than it was previously—the sight of the man has lent him a degree of focus, something he now realizes he was lacking earlier without ever really being aware of its absence. Eventually he struggles to his feet, swaying lightly, before steadying himself. He begins to stagger upshore toward his wife, and immediately the pale man stops watching her and begins staring at him instead—just standing and staring, soundless. After a time the man’s eyes roll back and his mouth slowly opens halfway and hangs there.


    


    


    The sick man pauses briefly as though petitioning heaven. Dead motionless. Holding the same hang-jawed, blank-eyed stance. His white skin stark against the earthen cast of the treeline. For a moment it seems as though the man might stay where he is, as though he has found relief there, or maybe he has died on his feet and assumed a final rigid position, but after a short time the man moves his legs and begins to descend. Pacing quickly. A graceless, cantering gait down the beach slope. Arms at his sides, eyes still rolled heavenward, mouth still gaping. The man is barreling directly toward him.


    


    


    None of these things could be called new—it could be Park’s fiftieth, even his hundredth time in this selfsame position, facing down a charge of naked white delirium—and by now he should have developed a well-honed reaction to it, something fast-twitch. A reflex founded on proprioception and muscle memory and procedural learning. The reaction should be automatically triggered in him, like a spring trap, but right now he finds himself incapable of formulating a motor response of any kind. Instead he just dumbly watches, paralyzed.


    It’s the same reaction he had during his first encounter alone with one of the diseased coming at him headlong, over-bold. He remembers it was a woman, that first time. Pink-pale, somewhere in her fifties or sixties. She burst from a hotel stairwell with her teeth bared, and he remembers that he allowed her to reach him, to take hold, and then he stumbled backward, keeling. The weight of her years spent on this earth, her execrable breath, the inertia she so easily bore along, her dominion, he remembers all of it. The way she straddled his chest and then immediately bit down hard on her own forearm and how the blood fell onto him. He remembers her expression. She looked as if she felt almost apologetic about her actions but didn’t know how to do anything else, as though this was simply her reflex, fast-twitch, the result of her own procedural learning.


    The man is hurtling down the beachfront—this stripped-down scarecrow papered over with a pallid dermis—advancing toward him. The yawning orifice and the voided eyes. Twenty-five yards, fifteen maybe.


    


    


    As Park stands, waiting motionless, he sees his wife stepping into his field of view. After all this time, she is still able to surprise him like this. She is still able to eclipse his perspective like this, to take over. Her movements are sure, like always. She positions herself so that the entirety of her body is between him and the pale man and she plants her feet. The white sand caves under her shoes, conceding, and her form is delineated sharply against the bleached ground. She is holding the cleaver low. He recognizes the inflection of her shoulder blades through the thin flannel fabric.


    She has committed herself now. But Park knows her well enough to know that she is nowhere near as confident as she puts on. Inside, she isn’t sure that she can carry this thing off—dueling, bringing a blade to bear against a rampaging animal. Even after all she’s seen and done out here, she still isn’t sure she can accept the sooth of the wild mantra: it is always permissible to cut your predator down. Always. The idea is still distasteful to her somehow; she believes that the notion of an automatic survival instinct has been largely overblown. According to her, it isn’t all just natural instinct. There also has to be at least some small part of you that is convinced of the value of maintaining your own life. You have to be certain of its worth, and in the end it is so difficult to be truly certain of anything.


    


    


    When the devil is in range, Lee swings the cleaver. In spite of any doubts she may have, she chooses to. The cleaver goes from her right to her left, crossways, and she puts her weight forward as her arm travels. The devil doesn’t see it coming or doesn’t care, one or the other, and he shambles directly into the keen.


    The blade enters at nose-level and thuds into his skull at the occipital, and immediately the blood erupts from him, spraying out. His head is nearly halved at its equator. If you spend enough time in the wild, you’ll learn: the pith of a man is not so far removed from the pith of fruit. It cuts nearly the same, especially at velocity. The man stumbles past her, takes a few halting steps and falls heavily into the sand at Park’s feet.


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter six


    


    


    You begin to understand the progression of the disease after a short time. Its indications and its contraindications, their distribution. The way that the symptoms chain together reliably in a given system to present a recognizable condition. It doesn’t take very long—soon you know more than you want to—and the learning happens without any conscious effort. You learn through your constant, forced exposure to the afflicted. You learn through the simple observations you make while trying to survive your daily encounters with them. All you have to do is keep breathing. Keep on. Then you turn around one day and suddenly realize that you’ve become a latter-day expert in the pathology of the ruling disease. You know the disorder so well that you’re no longer certain where it starts and where you end.


    


    


    It is night and Lee is writhing next to him in the dark shelter, her fists wringing the hotel sheet. She is screaming out and he is trying to quiet her, to help her breathe through it, but it’s like telling dry leaves to stay motionless against a gale. On her forehead there is a damp strip of fabric torn from the hemline of his undershirt—puckered and threadbare and darkened all the way down to grey. Soot-streaked. For a moment he looks at the scrap of undershirt plastering the brow of the woman thrashing in front of him. Is that even still a word? Undershirt? Once you’ve lost every article of clothing that was once worn over it?


    


    


    She’d fallen ill not long after they left the beachface, after she struck down the sick man. This was the illness that she came here with—sickle cell anemia—not anything new, and so the signs she’s showing are oddly comforting. They remind Park of being home.


    During the short hike back to the shelter, she first went stiff-legged and lockjawed, drooling, and soon after that she began gasping for air and gripping tightly onto her left wrist. She had to take several breaks, doubling over and heaving, almost theatrical. Her fingers were kinked and bowed into a rheumatic snarl, and after a time he had to pick her up and carry her. This episode, this crisis, had been a long time coming. They were lucky she’d held out as long as she had, given their never-ending dehydration and the new default norm of elevated anxiety and the constant, futile running from one dire circumstance to the next one.


    


    


    “Look at me,” Lee says.


    He does. The pallor of her skin—her lips—is deep-set. Perspiration is beading on her body like condensation against cold plastic. She’s been in acute crisis for the better part of the last hour, and this is the first blessed lull.


    “I don’t think I can do it,” she says.


    “It’s okay. I know.”


    “I need something.”


    “I know,” Park says. He tips water from the soda bottle onto the cloth and reapplies it, but he knows that’s not what she wants right now. What she wants is her prescriptions, the ones she left back in their hotel room in the Makoa. “I can get them.”


    “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m so sorry I need it.”


    “We knew this might happen.”


    Lee shakes her head from side to side. Her eyes are closed. “If anything goes wrong, just come back. Leave them. Just run.”


    “Hey, hey. Stop,” he says. “I can do this.”


    She nods. “Okay. I know you can.”


    “So it’s the folic, naproxen, drox. The vicodin.”


    “All of it,” she says. “Just bring it all. Everything should be in the brown pouch, the zippered one. I think I put it back in the suitcase.”


    He takes her hand. “I can do this,” he says.


    


    


    They sleep fitfully, and when Park can see dawn light he decides to go. He puts together the essentials, packing light. He shoulders the satchel and then he lays the meat hatchet and the water bottle in the dirt next to her. The blade is still bloodied and the bottle is only a quarter full. She tells him to be careful. I’m sorry, she says. I’m sorry for doing this to you. He tells her it’s fine. Everything will be okay. I’ll be back soon, he says.


    He climbs out of the shelter and starts to reposition the masking boughs over the opening, aligning a group of them in a straight row. Laying each branch down starting from the left and moving rightward, one beside the other, as she watches him. When the warp structure is complete, he begins pitching limbs across the facade at irregular angles. The presentation has to look natural, which means disarrayed.


    He takes up armfuls of leaf litter and scatters them over the veneer. Arranging, filling in blank spaces he finds. The process feels almost funereal, as though he’s performing a ritual before sealing her in permanently. Before he finishes, he puts his face up to the last breach in the barricade, and he tells her he’ll be back soon but not to wait up. Don’t leave the light on for me, he says, but she doesn’t even crack a smile. The lower half of her face is completely obscured. The last thing he sees is her eyes looking up at him from the dark interior.


    


    


    On their last evening at home, they packed for the trip here. All of the lights in the bedroom were on. The drawers were open and the garment bag was hooked over the top rail of the closet door. Their flight was scheduled for the following morning, and it was later than they meant to pack, which was normal for them.


    He remembers that his wife was holding her various lists of things. Her printed-out brochures from the hotel website. A currency exchange rate table, as if it made any difference. She had her carry-on suitcase unzipped on top of the bed, and the cat had gotten itself inside, like it always did. She set down the lists and picked over the fabric of her dinner dress with a lint roller, and when she finished she peeled away the used tape and then packed the lint roller, which was a normal thing for her to take along.


    She put the medications in last. He saw her drop the brown zippered pouch into a sleeve made of elastic webbing stitched against the inner wall of the carry-on. And according to her, the pouch is still inside the suitcase, and the suitcase is still inside their suite at the resort, in the Makoa building, resting on the fold-out stand next to the bedside.


    


    


    After leaving the culvert, Park returns to the beachfront. From where he stands at the treeline, he can see the body of the felled man near where the surf leaves off. Pale skin against pale sand and the red liquid coronating the broken skull. A swarm of blowflies and sand gnats lift into the air and circle madly before settling again on the back of the still body.


    Park scans the shore in both directions, and there is no movement other than the incoming wavefronts and the cormorants and petrels, airborne on the currents of the tradewinds, idling above. Gulls on the ground jockeying over a beach position. He reaches into the satchel and pulls out the sheathed knife, just to hold it.


    Carefully, he lowers himself onto the outer berm and pauses, watching—scanning the treeline on both sides. For a while he just holds still and listens, but there’s no audible sound other than the advent of breakers onshore and the wisping of liana palm fronds, sinuous. The beachfront is abandoned. He starts walking toward the water, into the open, still scanning around him.


    Park stops at the collection of mounted watercraft on the long rack. He works the knife in between his belt and waistband, and then he reaches up and hauls down one of the kayaks, a sea-tourer around ten feet long, meant for one person. Blue green, yellow detailing. He lets it fall onto the sand. He tries out a few double-blade paddles, hefting them, getting a feel, and after he’s chosen one, he leashes it to the kayak coaming with a five-foot nylon tether.


    He tosses a blue lifejacket into the open cockpit. He takes hold of the bungee deck-rigging and starts dragging the kayak down the beachface. As he approaches the water, he is watching for the body he pulled out of the surf yesterday morning. The rescued remains. He doesn’t see them where he thought they would be.


    


    


    There’s no easy way to get back to Resort Lavelha from here. It’s a spectrum, really, but every choice on the spectrum is pretty near the difficult end. The problem isn’t distance. The resort complex itself isn’t very far as the crow flies—this beach practically adjoins it, separated from the main resort beach by nothing but a rugged stone outcropping. The problem is access. The routes across are impassable ever since the Collapse.


    There used to be a paved footpath that ran between this beach and that beach but it’s been barricaded, choked off at one of the narrow bottlenecks. It was a handful of survivors—all of them dead and gone now—who constructed the barricade out of a mound of beach chairs and drink tables and fallen trees hauled out from the nearby groundcover, everything piled together and woven through with a decarya plant’s thorny brambles. A few boulders at the base to serve as an undergird. Makeshift, but strong enough. The survivors were hoping to secure this position at some point during the first weeks, not sure of the reason exactly. The barrier doesn’t do much besides make it more difficult to gather resources from the hotel proper, now that the outlying buildings have been picked clean. The only thing the builders really accomplished was to cut off their own ingress.


    Park could choose to head through the woods down to the main road—the murram, they call it. Unpaved dirt track, nothing too finished or pretty. It’s been packed down with crushed stone to keep the dust from kicking up to intolerable levels, but that’s all. The murram runs the entire breadth of the islet, slicing from Cãlo through La Sielve all the way to the north side, over fifty miles. It dead-ends right here at Resort Lavelha, and this is the only way to access the forward-facing portions of the hotel complex.


    So, in theory, he could cut southeast on foot through the trees for a mile or so until he linked up with the murram, and he could follow it northward, let it funnel him straight past the security gates to the main entrance. Just walk right into the resort’s front lobby like he’s checking in. But there’s a problem with that route: ever since the collapse, you can’t use the murram to access the hotel from the front because it passes straight through the heart of the Trap first. This means you’d have the resident fossa population nipping at your heels, which effectively takes this option off the table. In a vehicle, it might be one thing, but never on foot.


    Which leaves him with one other option: rowing this boat. It’s the last, best choice out of a bad lot. Head about a thousand yards seaward to the shelf break, then run parallel to the coastline and navigate around the stone breakwater. Turn the corner and swing inland. Row the thousand yards back to shore and pull up on the main resort beachfront and hope that it’s empty.


    


    


    Park is cinched up inside of a neoprene spraydeck in the cockpit. He draws the blades evenly through the tidewater, along one flank then the other, cyclic, metrical. Starboard, port. He is coursing northward through a small recessed cove etched out of the cliffside, shielded from the hard surf by a few outcropping formations, on his way out to open sea. The craft skims across the placid shallows. The only sounds are of his breathing and of the distant wave cycle. Water guttering from fiberglass. The sun is high enough now to turn everything candescent.


    He pauses, resting his arms. He lets the kayak stream forward of its own accord. Gliding off. He sets the paddle down across the deck coaming and looks out at the seabed beneath the hull on all sides. Antiseptically clear water—he can see all the way through to the sanded shelf of the seafloor. Its screed of corals and polyps and cardinal fishes and spiked urchins and tropical wrasses, all of the littoral yellows and oranges and reds and violets. The flickering movement and the billowing.


    It’s hard to look away from it—the calm, the normality—so he doesn’t try to. He watches a black rock face encrusted with white mollusks, exposed to the open air, deluged, and then laid bare, endlessly recurrent. The holdfasts of kelp, their blades buoying on the sea surface. After a while he can’t look anymore, and he closes his eyes. He puts his face in his hands.


    


    


    Park has to force himself to leave the cove. He pushes on. The kayak passes the boundary line demarcated by a stone outcropping and enters the choppy outer waters of the bay. The wind is gusting. The hull lifts and lowers. He steers directly into the wavefronts, going from high crest to low trough, trying to time his strokes with the mass moving under him. Assailing the waters with both blades. One flank to the other. Starboard, port, repeat.


    He is running parallel to a towering stone embankment on his right, and he can see the tip of the headland in front of him, the cape. A jagged projection stabbing into the frothed surf. Just off to the front of the cape there is a range of rock spires jutting from the water’s surface, and they’ll offer a degree of shielding from the worst of the waves, so he decides to wind his way through them rather than heading further out into open water. He plots the course and pulls hard right. Bombarding. His heaviest draw strokes. Digging the blade in on the right flank. Again and again, hacking away wildly, full-blooded.


    He takes the boat into the center of the rock encirclement. He goes hard with the paddle, trying to push ahead past the cape and pivot around to the other side, to head back toward shore. The crashing sound of swells around him. A constant showering of spindrift against his face and the sting of salt, caustic, the burning in his sinuses. He channels through, and he’s almost turned the corner when a surging wave broadsides the craft and sends it slewing off, listing. It tips sharply to the side. He leans his body upwind, trying to stay steady, bracing strongly with the paddle, and for a moment he thinks the boat will hold but then it bellies over, capsizing entirely, deck down. He skids out of the cockpit into the boil.


    


    


    Carried by the vest, he bobs to the surface. Thrashing, wild-eyed. His breath is spastic and shallow. There is the deafening sound of the churn on all sides of him, and before he can even begin to get his bearings he is snatched by an eddy line and driven toward the coarse stone headwall. Swept back and upward.


    He impacts head-on, and his brow cracks against the flat rock face. The world goes white and he blinks rapidly, seeing nothing. There is the immediate smell of gunmetal. The quick warmth of his own blood. Blindly he manages to turn himself around so that his spine is riding the wall. His body rises and falls, helpless, and the rear collar of the lifejacket rasps against the basalt ridge.


    


    


    The world gradually comes back to him. As his eyes refocus, he spots a sheltered position embayed from the constant train of waves and he moves toward it. Kicking, edging along the pocked wall. The spray of water shedding radially off the rocks into his eyes, his nose. His head is pulsing. He makes his way across to the bolt-hole crevice and wedges himself in as much as he’s able. It’s a better position, but his body still lurches sickeningly up and down. He coughs and spits. He wipes blood from his eyes.


    To his left he sees the upended kayak. Its pale underbelly. The hull is pinned against a small rock formation, and whitewater is roostertailing off the end. The paddle is on the surface, straining against the tether line, whipping to one side and then the other like a leashed animal—it isn’t very far from him. Maybe five yards, that’s all. He could probably reach out a hand and take hold of it, pull the nylon line hand-over-hand and haul the boat free. The entire thing is only about forty-five pounds. But stranded at the periphery of the churn, he can’t force himself to move forward. He just stares, lost, trying to regulate his breathing.


    


    


    Beyond the cape, past the rock formations in front of him, there is nothing but open water for about five hundred miles northward. Just an empty expanse. It seems impossible, but if you could cover that five hundred miles, you’d reach the continent—which could be a good or a bad thing. It’s hard to be certain, since there’s no way of knowing how the disease has impacted life on the mainland.


    You can’t see the continental landmass at all from this distance. The curvature of the earth being what it is. Looking toward the skyline, there’s nothing visible other than vast horizon, the ocean stretching, desolate, all the way to the offing. But the continent is out there somewhere, and there was a time when they considered trying to row the stretch. Just taking out a tandem sea-porter and paddling all the way to landfall. Fifteen to twenty days on the water, that’s what he figures. Fifteen to twenty days, given a fully laden boat and eight hours at the blades before every sundown. As with everything, potable water would be the main issue, but he always thought they could carry enough in cargo. Lee never believed in the idea, though. Sometimes when you’re lost it’s better to stay where you are and wait, she told him.


    


    


    Park helplessly watches the grounded kayak—in spite of the proximity, it seems unreachable—but he can’t just abandon the boat and swim the distance to shore, so he makes a decision: when the wave cycle is at its trough, he pushes away from the headwall and lunges, arm extended, toward the tethered paddle. Reaching to catch an edge of the blade. Treading water. He fumbles with his fingers and takes hold; he inches up and grips the haft. He scissor-kicks and heaves with his arms, and the force of the next wavefront propels him backward to the outcropping. He holds his breath. He concentrates everything on his grip.


    


    


    The kayak comes free. It turns itself over and then it’s thrashing wildly on the tether’s end. His spine hits the headwall but he maintains his hold. The rush of water sends the boat surging in his direction, and he uses the line to tow it in the rest of the way until it strikes the outcropping beside him.


    He doesn’t wait. When the wave cycle hits its trough, he scrabbles onto the deck and swings one leg over the carry handle, straddling the rear of the kayak, keeping his chest down and his back flat. He throws the paddle into the cockpit, slides his body forward and then drops his legs through the entryway.


    He pivots and slides into the seat and immediately takes the paddle and starts feathering the water with the blade, steadying himself. The next wave hits, and he braces the boat against the rocks. He rides the wall, skimming alongside, running parallel, with the hull scuffing against granite. He tries his best to align his movements with the wave cycle, moving forward in intervals until he can turn the corner on the outcropping.


    


    


    The waters are blessedly calm on the row to shore. He pauses at around the halfway mark, eyes closed, and allows the kayak to skim along. He rests his shoulders, head down. After a time he sets the paddle on the deck and gets to the business of bilging out water from the cockpit flooring—around a foot and a half of ocean, up to mid-shin. It doesn’t take him long at the pump handle before he accepts that the satchel and everything it carried is gone. Some part of him knew already, but now it’s confirmed. He checks his clothes, his belt. The kitchen knife is also gone.


    He unbuckles the vest even though he shouldn’t. He shrugs out of it and lies back, gently probing the wound on his forehead. When he’s satisfied it’s not too deep, he rips off another piece of his shirt hem and ties it on. He tries stretching the stiffness out of his arms but it doesn’t help, and so he quits and just rests his head on the deck and stares upward.


    The sun is at half-mast. Rampant blue skies—no sign of the Bengal monsoon cloudfronts, in spite of the season. A black and white tern, solitary, winging overhead. He closes his eyes and thinks about his sad excuse for a plan and considers reshaping it, but in the end he can’t think of any other way forward so he opens his eyes and carries on.


    


    


    Eventually he is able to bring the boat into a longshore current that pushes toward land. He rides the current most of the way in, but at a hundred yards off the coast he digs out and lets the boat drift. He squints at the coastline. The staterooms on the water-facing side of Resort Lavelha. Its white stucco walls and archways, the saltillo terra-cotta tiling and the sculpted botanics of its landscape architecture. The sunlight, shining on the corpses assembled on its beachfront, piled in the sand at the wrackline like pale driftwood. All of their rigid bodies. The disease often ends a life in this way, with a terrible kind of rigor mortis where all of the fibers of the musculature simultaneously contract, locking together. No movement, no way to draw a breath, nothing.


    


    


    Park sights a landing position east of the main beachfront. Nothing but a small sandspit at the foot of a steep bluff—out of the way, but still near enough to Lavelha for efficient foot travel. He comes in apace, grounds the boat in the shallows and dismounts, jogging in the sandbar, guiding with a grip on the carry handle. Splashing through. He drags the kayak up onto the narrow shoal. The sound of the keel ridge grating on wet sediment. He tosses in the paddle and starts to scan his surroundings, breathing hard, slightly crouched down.


    Above him on the ridgetop there is enough tree cover to keep the site more or less concealed from the resort. He’ll have to climb his way out and back in again later, but that’s the price of seclusion, a price generally worth paying. He squats down and wrings out his pants at the cuffs, then starts looking around the shoal for something he can use to defend himself.


    During the search, he comes across a few limbs that have fallen from the tree-lined ridge and he tests them, but there’s nothing sturdy enough to serve as any kind of blunt-force weapon. Instead he decides to gather an armload of the fuller branches and drape them across the kayak deck for camouflage, working under the assumption that he’ll be coming back again—that he’ll be making a return trip.


    Just off the sandbank he finds a tapered shard of shingle stone. He hefts it, getting a sense. In the end he decides to pocket it, and then he returns to the boat to check it over one final time. As he examines the hull, he remembers the forward deck hatch—a compartment built right into the fiberglass structure—but when he pushes aside the branches and opens the hatch cover, there’s nothing there. Nothing inside the mesh storage bag, nothing useful anywhere on this sand bank. He re-conceals the deck with the tree limbs, then he approaches the side of the bluff and starts planning how to make his way up.


    


    


    It isn’t his first time returning here—he has slipped into the Lavelha out of necessity a few times since the collapse hit, and not just on the outer grounds, foraging; he has actually gone inside a few of the desolate hotel buildings. One of the cafés on the west wing, the fitness center locker room, the Manakory Lounge. The Recreation Annex, the outdoor pool enclosure, the daycare facility. But all of those were on the outer fringe of the resort complex, not here—not in the heart. He’s never been inside any of the guest suites since the collapse, and he’s never been on the grounds at all without his wife nearby.


    


    


    The disease is at its worst in this place, on the Lavelha grounds; this is the site where the collapse first took root on the islet. Three months ago, there were around five thousand living souls here. Five thousand. Vacationing, mostly, but there was a conference taking place at the Lavelha also—some multinational based out of Tanzania had sent its executives on a team-building retreat. Zip-lines in the tree canopies and trust-falls and small-group breakout sessions and whatnot. So there were the vacationers and the conference-goers, and they totaled around five thousand. The hotel was proud of the fact—the concierge let him know the figure at check-in time.


     Out of the five thousand, almost all got sick—children, women, men, everybody; it didn’t matter. Almost every guest contracted the disease, and afterward almost all of them stayed in the vicinity of the hotel. Maybe it was the familiarity. Maybe it was the difficulty of traveling anywhere else, or maybe it was pure instinct, staying where the resources were most concentrated, who knows the reasoning, if there was any. Thousands have succumbed to the sickness over the past twelve weeks, but even accounting for the dead, on any given day you could still have hundreds of people walking these grounds. Some of them are outright violent, others indifferent, but all of them without exception are volatile and unpredictable.


    The hotel staff saw what was coming; they got the hell out of the Lavelha early on. Rina included. The instant it became clear that this was a mass epidemic and not a handful of scattered cases, the staff loaded themselves into their three cheapjack buses and hauled off back down the murram, southwest to the town of Cãlo, no looking back.


    At the time, the entire staff was made up of Torluna locals, members of the ethnic Mirasai— all of them dark-skinned, all of them a hundred percent pure on account of their isolation—and Cãlo was home. The Mirasai would commute up the dirt road every morning before sunrise in those buses to work at the hotel or to work in the Trap, and then they’d go back home again at nightfall. Seven days a week. Only a few dozen staff remained on the grounds of the hotel around the clock, but now they’re gone also: everybody is either dead or back in the enclave.


    In theory you could make your own way across the islet to Cãlo. Go West, young man, down the murram. Try to hide yourself among the town’s shanty houses and colonial-era stucco buildings. Cãlo is a safe haven, disease-free as far as anyone can tell, but you can forget about going because they’ll never let a foreigner in past the border. Unless you’re one of the Mirasai people, the town is off limits. They might let in a tourist or two who can show a passport from an African nation, maybe, but even that’s not for certain. It’s all just rumors, the things you hear.


    What Park knows for certain is that the Mirasai have set up vehicle barricades—metal sawhorses and bales of barbwire and rusted-out sedans set on their bare rims—all along the dirt road leading into Cãlo, expressly to keep people like him and Lee out. It doesn’t matter that his skin is brown and hers browner. The Mirasai won’t stand and watch as an influx of Americans and Canadians and Australians and Europeans carry their foreign plague in from the resort. From what he’s heard, there are armed Mirasai militiamen stationed at the roadblocks on the murram around the clock, watching for border crossers.


    The situation in Cãlo doesn’t much matter either way. Even if the town kept its gates wide open to the world, Park would still have to cross La Sielve to get there, which he simply can’t do, at least not on foot. The route cuts through more than fifty miles of treacherous, untouched jungle landscape. The only civilizing influence on La Sielve over the last hundred years has been the single dirt road, the murram, carved haphazardly down the middle. Otherwise it’s nothing but an expanse of wild terrain, impassable to anyone but the most seasoned Mirasai women and men. That’s also just rumor, something he’s heard during his time here, but he believes all of it.


    


    


    Park clambers out of the ravine, and then there’s only a short stretch of woodland standing between him and Lavelha. He takes the walk carefully. He keeps his head turning, eyes wide.


    When he looks out at the main resort beachfront through the treeline, it’s like witnessing a killing field. The assemblage of corpses, strewn in their ghastly configurations, the final postures. Above it all, a dark brume hangs on the air—a swarthy pall, like soot smoke—created by the cloud of insects come to feed, wheeling and chirring.


    All of this purposeless death. He tears another strip of fabric from the hem of his undershirt and ties it, bandit-like, over his lower face. He steps out of the brake of trees.


    


    


    As he walks, he tries not to look around at the wasted shoreline. Eyes kept forward, he crosses the sand, stepping gingerly over body after body, using one arm to bat away the swarm of insects. The sound of thousands of wings beating, humming, from every side. He walks past the wrackline to the rough steps hewn out of a low ridge overlooking the water, the weather-beaten railroad ties lain crossways for traction, half-buried in the sand like fossil finds. He takes one step at a time, pausing at each before he mounts the next. Watching. To his left and right, green marram grass is growing reed-like out of the dune side. Rigid and brickle-stalked. Rattling, waving together after the wind.


    He crests the makeshift stairs and takes a tile footpath overlain with blue cork sheeting. Halfway along, there is a marble dais with an inset hotel map—You Are Here—and he stops to scan the diagram of the grounds, pausing to look up and down the path once in a while, listening. The sound of his own breath, muffled by the rag on his face, choppy from fear and the work of the climb. He turns back to the map where he finds the Makoa Tower on the southeast end, toward the front lobby, and in his mind he plots out a rough course.


    As he continues on the path, he passes a booth with open shower heads for washing off the sand, and by habit he wheels open all the stopcocks. Nothing. He moves on, passing a few open-air kiosks that used to sell the things tourists thought they needed—parasailing tours, bicycle rentals, swimsuits and beachwear. Grilled crayfish with rice, tilapia wrapped in injera flatbread. Everything has been upended and ransacked of all valuables.


    Park chooses one of the kiosks—the sign says flavored snow-ice—and he vaults over the dutch door, crouches behind the counter and looks around, first outside and then in. The empty glass syrup bottles and the white napkins with green tortoise logos, scattered. A tower of conical paper cups is still standing next to the register. He checks the flooring and finds a broken bottle, picks it up by its long neck, shards pointed out, and tests it, getting a feel. Thickly blown glass. Stout and weighty in the hand, substantial. He decides to carry it for a while. There is an open door leading to a back room, For Employees Only, and he decides to go in.


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter seven


    


    


    One summer when he was a boy, Park visited the machine shop where his father worked as a machinist on a turret mill. A local shop, nothing franchised or fancy. Maybe twelve men on the floor at a given shift. He was eight or nine years old at the time.


    He remembers his father telling him to stand clear back. An optimal safe distance is at least six feet, his father said. Now take a good look at this thing. Really see it, son. You don’t want to get yourself mixed up in the workings there—you don’t want no part of that. His father handed him a clear face shield, just a headband with a hard plastic visor. Put it on, his father said. Shield comes down whenever the beast is running. Always. And then his father socketed off the spindle brake and started up the machine with his thumb on a green button.


    There was the motor’s immediate droning. The pule of the rotary unit sent on its revolutions. A sound like a circular saw peeling through timber. Park remembers watching his father work underneath the overhead tube fluorescents. The look of the burr quill as it bored its way into the leaden blank, a grey filament curling from the cut site, corkscrewing, like a helix. The safety glasses his father wore over his eyes. A gloved hand steady on the helve of the feed.


    Park watched his father that way for a good while, until he heard a different kind of sound over the mechanical clangor of the shop floor. It was a man’s scream—sharp and abbreviated. He turned around and there was a jobber in a grey bib apron standing two machines down from them. His shirt sleeve entirely torn off, the fabric tangled around a rotor shaft, flagging down, spinning lazily. The man’s left hand was gone at the wrist. The knob of the radial bone, delicate and wet like the head of a small animal at birth. Park remembers the way the man stood still as though posing for one of those old-time photographs. Arm at his side, sending out a red flow like a ruptured drainpipe. Motionless. Pale as paper is. All of the machines on the floor were quickly powered off, and for a moment the only sound was liquid against concrete. Park remembers that he didn’t know what to do, not at all, and he understands now that he hasn’t really known since.


    


    


    The back room of the kiosk isn’t much more than a kitchenette—a couple of sterno burners and a double sink and a fridge-freezer combo unit, its doors opened. A few rows of cabinets, all of them emptied. Paper scraps and crushed cardboard containers and boxes.


    On the metal countertop is an industrial-sized machine for freezing ice blocks and shaving them down. A flexible black hose-line snakes from the back, and the other end attaches to a fitting in the plasterboard wall. He picks his way through the shambles, takes hold of the hose, and pulls it from the wall bibbing. He puts the opening in his cupped palm. Immediately, there is a trickle of clear water.


    He raises the hose high to stop the flow and drinks from his hand greedily, and when he finishes he puts the end of the hose in his mouth, drawing hard, siphoning. There isn’t much—only the residual amount left trapped in the freezing chamber. When it comes up dry he goes to the refrigerator unit and puts a cupped palm underneath the front dispenser spout and presses the lever tab. Nothing.


    He sets down the broken bottle, takes hold of the fridge with both hands, and rolls it away from the wall. Kicking trash out of the path. He turns it, exposing the back side. The thin grey feeder-hose is visible at the top of the unit, and he pulls it from the bibbing and siphons out the last drops. When he’s finished, he lets the hose fall.


    He stops and breathes a moment, eyes closed. He swallows a few times, and for the first time in weeks, his throat is slick-wet—he realizes that he feels better than he has in a long while. It was only half a cup of water, maybe, but it helped; every little bit does. Every bit. If you survive this world long enough, you may start to discover that the smallest amounts of a good thing can feel like enough, if you’re lucky, because your level of desire is dwindling right along with the level of supply. He’s almost certain of that.


    He opens his eyes and turns around to pick up the bottle, but he stops mid-reach. There is a silhouetted figure standing, framed, in the open entryway.


    


    


    The features are shadowed by backlight, but it’s clearly a man. Look at the build, the posture. The use of all available space. In spite of his emaciation, his gaunt lines, the man takes up most of the doorframe. Just standing motionless. No sound.


    Park keeps his own movements slow—around these people, you have to. He tries making himself smaller than he is. He reaches out for the broken bottle with the same care you might use extending your hand to a stray animal. The man seems to be watching but doesn’t move, and Park slowly takes hold of the bottleneck and brings it down to his side.


    They each stay where they are for a good while, and Park doesn’t look directly at the man. After a few minutes, the man backs away from the doorway, and Park waits where he is, half-expecting the man to return, charging, but he’s gone.


    


    


    These monsters could still be people, real humans, underneath—their humanity ebbing, pulsing weakly somewhere in a confined space inside of their wracked bodies. A pocket of air buried underneath a collapse. It’s possible.


    There could be something trapped inside that can still be salvaged. As far as he knows, the sickness may just be a temporary condition, something reversible, and maybe it can be entirely eradicated in the same way they used to say polio was eradicated, but hell, it could just as easily be the case that this is the new normal. Get yourself accustomed to it. The latest incurable epidemic rolls in, makes its claim on a handful of the population, changes them into monsters and unleashes them. And even if that particular disease moves on, another comes, and more than likely it’s the same one as before, just with a slightly different build or with symptoms that sound different on paper. Give it a new name. Then repeat.


    Park just isn’t sure one way or the other. Maybe these monsters are just inborn devils, pure, and the disease is just an excuse to show their true colors. Maybe they’re all the way lost, irrecoverable, and maybe they deserve all of the compassion that can be found in a quick death.


    


    


    He moves on from the kiosk, keeping course across the ruined grounds toward the Makoa, quickening his pace. In the wild you learn how to stay low, almost crouched, even while moving. Sometimes you may have to put a hand down for balance, but otherwise you’ll find that you can stay close to the ground and still move quickly, efficiently. After a time it even starts to feel natural—the defensive posture of your arms, the bend in your back—as though you’ve simply reclaimed the loping gait of something simian. The primate that you’ve always had inside of you. Think of it as remembering, not reverting.


    


    


    There is a central promenade—glazed ceramic tiling in shades of blue—that winds directly through the interior of the resort, a vein to the heart, but Park avoids that. Instead, he keeps to the covered routes as much as he’s able. The shaded walkways that run alongside building facades, the discreet paths taken by maintenance workers and housekeeping staff. He never breaks cover without scanning the surroundings first, but he sees no one—no visible life afield of him other than the insects, a cloud swarming over the profusion of bodies. Wheeling around furiously, madly chirring. Their deposits of larvae are writhing in the soft remains. He picks his way past it all: the overturned garbage bins, an empty beach tote bag, a full wallet, a pair of children’s sandals. He pauses to breathe. If the rag over his face is helping at all with the air, he can’t tell.


    


    


    This part of the resort is where the fires swept through during the early weeks. Park can see where the flames licked and crawled up the white walls, blackening them almost like paint would, and the corpses have been reduced to a dark slag by the heat. All of the vegetation is brittle and ash-colored and curled down. From this distance, the Makoa is visible ahead, maybe a few hundred yards further. Its crisp white structure marks the firebreak line—somehow the building stayed untouched in the middle of the blaze.


    


    


    The last stretch to the Makoa passes through the atrium. It isn’t a choice. From where he is now, the atrium path is the only paved route to the suites, and he needs solid ground underneath him, not landscaping, in case he has to run. He checks the perimeter and then walks along the wall of an open-air hallway leading in.


    Tota Sao is what they call it, or at least they used to. The Tota Sao atrium—the words mean Welcome in the Mirasai language. Tota Sao is an expansive, open space adjacent to the front lobby, directly on the other side of a glass entryway. It was the first sight you’d see after you checked in at the front desk, once they took away your luggage on a trolley-cart and you walked into the Lavelha proper and you understood that this place could make you forget entirely about your home. Wherever you came from, whoever you left there. Its faux waterfall cycling endlessly and the sunlight shafting in from overhead and your echoed footfalls. The domelike wrought-iron cage, black, at the courtyard centerpoint. Before the collapse, there were five or six squalling blue and green macaws living inside it.


    In spite of himself, Park remembers standing at the vista point carved out at the south end of the atrium. The balcony overlook. A couple of pedestal tables and wicker bar stools. He remembers leaning over the ironwork of the railing. Day two, day three of the trip, around that time, right before everything around them went to hell. At the time, he was holding a cardboard coffee cup girded with a heat sleeve.


    He waited for Lee. She was off in some gift shop or another, but he knew that it wasn’t going to be enough; she would want to browse the stores in the Trap afterward. Not buy anything, mind you, just browse. Walk in and out of the sun, maybe feed the indri lemurs just so she could say that she had. And he was right about all of it—those were the exact events of that day, at least in his memory—and as they walked together on the cobbled roads of the Trap, Park had said something about the islet being paradise, but she had disagreed with him flatly. She’d told him that paradise is only paradise if the land is willing to welcome more than just your tourist dollars. Only if you can settle on it for generations, only if you are able to own lawfully some small portion of this heaven as property, and only if you can walk through its townships without the locals showing you mal de ojo. It was classic Lee, the entire diatribe.


    The memory of such a simple time is too much for him to carry, and he has to stop along the atrium wall and pause a moment. He looks around aimlessly. Without electricity the waterfall won’t run. In the plunge basin there is a layer of red algae blooming on the rank surface. He looks toward the cage. The door has been pried open and there are maybe five bodies inside, piled together on one end as though they died trying to escape from some terrible thing.


    


    


    Park crosses the atrium without incident, without catching sight of any movement, and he exits on the far end. Still not another soul. It seems wrong somehow, the complete absence of living beings. There should be more of the sick here, milling around, he knows that. At the very least, he should be able to hear them.


     He approaches the facade of the Makoa and kneels next to a valet stand just off-path. He pulls the mask down from his face and unties the makeshift bandage from his head, wrings the sweat out into his mouth, and swallows it. There is a red floret spreading on the grey fabric. He dabs at the wound—the bleeding has slowed down. He ties the rag back on and pulls the mask up over his mouth and nose.


    At the base of the Makoa building are the remains of a restaurant terrace, the place where he used to eat meals with his wife, where Melo used to work. Park scans the area, and when nothing moves, he decides to go in.


    


    


    The dead are cast across the restaurant patio; Park steps over them. The only benefit to living longer is that you become more and more adept at ignoring the things that can’t be changed. It’s gotten to the point where he barely even registers these kinds of sights—the significance of one mass open grave after another.


    In the wild, the worth of any single thing can be measured in terms of the advantage it can or can’t deliver to you personally. Right now, at this moment, how does it help me that this body at my feet was once animated, that it was likely once a mother or daughter to someone? This body, the one that I’m stepping over now, once did meaningful work that put food on a table. This body was needed, wanted. Someone once held and fed and whispered to that small, empty white shell in the corner of the patio. None of it makes any difference now. The only questions worth considering in the wild are the ones whose answers affect your ability to find and intake calories, to drink something relatively clean, to run the path with the fewest obstructions, and to sleep in a place where waking up again is most probable. The only tangible realities here are the various states of decay, how advanced they are, and the catalogue of all the many things that are beyond hope of saving, beyond all human help. You measure the worth of those realities. And then as you pick your way through them, you find yourself thinking of the terrace as being empty.


    


    


    Park goes behind the bar counter and looks around. Shattered pint glasses and stoneware, empty bags made of a thin foil packaging. Cardboard coasters soaked through. Overturned chairs. He picks up a few desiccated lemon rinds with the pulp gone and puts them in his mouth, chews them, and swallows.


    He levers all of the beer taps. He opens the row of cabinet doors under the counter and tips back each aluminum cask with his hand, feeling for swash, and then he pinches the clear hose lines with his fingers. He straightens. He stretches out his arms and his back, his hamstrings.


    At his feet is a single dried corpse laid out on the waffled rubber floor matting, and he kneels down and pulls its leather belt out through the pant-loops until the strap is free. Long and wide and dark brown with a heavy buckle, die-cast with a raised truck logo. Park wraps the belt around his fist a couple of times and lets the buckle hang down on about a foot’s worth of length.


    Behind the bar is a set of grey swinging doors that lead to a kitchen, and Park goes and stands next to them, looking through one of the circular windows. He listens. He looks through the window again. There isn’t enough light in the interior to make out any detail, but he doesn’t register movement, which is what matters. He pushes through.


    


    


    He slips in and eases the door closed behind him, moves out of the path of the window light, and stands to one side of the entryway against a wall in the dark and waits there. His eyes quickly adjust to the black. The belt is wrapped tightly around his closed fist.


    In time he’s able to make out shapes in the room—grey silhouettes of industrial-grade restaurant appliances. The walk-in refrigerator unit. The cast iron ring burners and a flattop grill platform set underneath an exhaust hood. A row of banked ovens, all open. The long countertops are littered with torn packaging from the stores of bulk dry goods ransacked shortly after the collapse. He crouches down on the balls of his feet with his back on the wall, and the buckle on the end of the belt rasps the tile—he freezes, terrified that he just announced his arrival to the entire room. After a time spent listening, hearing nothing, he carefully re-winds the strap so that some of the slack is taken in.


    


    


    Park walks the kitchen floor. The aisles with their procession of segmented prep stations. Nested stainless steel bowls, acrylic cutting boards. A row of empty silver chafing dishes underneath a long fixture studded with heat lamps. Scrap trays, all empty. No utensils at all—nothing made of metal that he could hold in his hand, bend inward on itself, and file into a keen edge against the concrete.


    He passes next to an inset bay that holds a deep fryer system and he pauses to sieve through the remnants of the dark oil with his hand. He dredges out some breaded debris, and he pulls the mask down around his throat. He pushes everything into his mouth, licks his hand, and then repeats the entire process.


    When the oil is gone, he moves to the flattop grill unit. He looks down at the dark mantle of grease on the grill’s backsplash—the blackened byproduct of heat and fat and flesh melding together—and starts to scratch at it. His long, ragged nails raking through. The crust starts to break apart after some effort, and then he stops and gathers the charred flakes into a pile and pushes them off the edge into his shaking hand. He waits for a moment and then he eats from his palm slowly in the same way a drugged animal would. When there’s nothing left on the backsplash, he stands and stares at the meat of his hand, losing track of time.


    


    


    Park keeps walking through the restaurant kitchen. Touring the dark aisles, drifting past the remains of workstations still divided loosely by a series of lost functions. Treading over broken fixtures and mountings and split PCB boards. He pauses and turns over anything large enough to cover something useful. He severs any fitted connection to see inside of both ends, he unlatches anything that appears secure, and he finds absolutely nothing for his trouble.


    He tries for a moment to think like someone who used to work in this place, a prep cook on the service line maybe. He imagines himself standing in these factory aisles putting together plate after plate on one of those sweltering monsoon nights before everything on the islet went clean to hell. The chatter of voices smoothed over with spiced ginger rum. The strains of music. He tries imagining where he might have hidden something of use, something he wasn’t supposed to have with him while on the floor, but nothing comes to mind. After a while, he moves on.


    


    


    Park walks the floor—foraging—finding not a damn thing, and after an hour he starts to feel lightheaded. As he moves, he finds himself listing to one side. Reeling. Before long he’s slumping heavily against anything solid to keep himself upright. His body has gone feverish. At first he holds out hope that the feeling will pass and he stops and waits, locked in his sunken posture, but it doesn’t pass.


    He ratchets down to his knees—he does it by his own will, before his weakness can force him down—and when that doesn’t help he sits all the way back on the kitchen tile. His spine is flat against the wall next to the entrance. He closes his eyes for a moment, but then everything starts to pinwheel around and around in the dark, so he opens them. He wipes his hand absentmindedly on his pant leg.


    For a while he stays on the floor among the surrounding ruin—becoming part of it, his rightful place. Joining in. The grey dust layer around him. Human hair and tissue and bone—once vibrant and fluid, porous—reduced to a blanket of fine, arid powder. The stark, quiet presence of hundreds of desiccated insect husks with their dull, black eyes hollowed out.


    On the floor near him there is an emptied bag made of heavy paper, and according to the label, it once carried fifty pounds of raw, granulated white sugar, 100% Brazilian cane. All of that precious sweetness is gone now. Every last grain of it is long gone, and the truth is that most of it was probably taken by some combination of vermin, the inheritors of the good earth, whether insect or rodent, but Park allows himself to imagine that the remainder was gathered by some fortunate survivor. Cupped in her withered palms and sifted into a container and swirled, dust and all, into any available liquid and swallowed down. Almost unbearable, the taste of something so gentle, out here. Maybe the last confection anyone will ever experience in this short life.


    


    


    Park is drifting off, head against the wall. He coughs once, lightly. He wipes his mouth and then he remembers the mask; he pulls it up over his face and smoothes it down, shaping it. The fabric doesn’t help much with the air but it helps some. He crosses his arms and realizes that he doesn’t have the belt wrapping his hand anymore, but he doesn’t look for it.


    Soon his mind drifts to the obligation, the commitment, and even though he doesn’t want to think about it, about anything, he pictures the suite upstairs and the brown zippered pouch and the rows of medicine bottles, brownish-orange with child-resistant white caps. So damn many of them. He yawns and scratches his arm, then shifts his body so that he’s lying all the way flat on the floor.


    He closes his eyes. It’s so quiet in this place. After a short time he starts to understand that he may stay here, that he may not be getting up again.


    


    


    A sound from his left side wakes him and he opens his eyes. He goes up onto one elbow and turns his head, listening hard, and soon the sound comes again. The sound of struggle, of repeated failure—the most human of sounds. He climbs to his feet. He stands there, swaying, with his head cocked toward the source as he watches for movement. Any notable difference. Something he may have missed during the first walkthrough.


    On the far wall there is a door, and it’s been obstructed by a stainless steel prep station with a hardwood tabletop crisscrossed with deep scarring, the kind of surface used for breaking down meat. The door is simple—painted the same color as the walls, an off-white color—easy to overlook. On the other side of the door is probably an office for the manager or maybe a break room. Extra storage for the things you can’t find any other place for. Whatever is making the sounds is inside of that space.


    Park goes to the prep station and puts a hand on each support to test the weight. He pulls lightly on the structure—there’s no movement, no give. He kneels and examines the base, and as he touches the steel legs he sees that the caster wheels have been levered off. All four of them. The metal is riding directly on the tile. He straightens, looks up at the ceiling and exhales, rubbing his head.


    He looks down. This thing, this butchery table, was positioned here by someone. The wheels were pried off and it was left in front of the door to keep something inside or to keep someone like him out, potentially both. He needs to find out what could possibly justify all that effort.


    He lays his hands on the supports again, grips tightly and heaves backward, harder this time, and after a few moments the structure skids toward him by about five inches. That’s plenty far enough. He leans over the prep station and tries the doorknob but it doesn’t turn, and so he climbs onto the tabletop, stands up, and stomps on the knob with the heel of his shoe until it snaps free, splintering the wood composite. The knob pings against the floor and rolls in a few listless circles before settling. He kneels, puts two fingers in the jagged hole, and pulls the door open until the stile rests on the table’s edge. It won’t move any further, and that’s exactly how he wants it. He climbs down from the prep station and he waits.


    


    


    Park expects that it will only take a few moments for a gaunt face to appear in front of him. The face will be pressed tautly into the gap between the door and the jamb, and it will be ghoulish and wide-eyed, staring out, straining. He expects to see the face, at least one, but it doesn’t come. Nothing does. There is no pale arm reaching out from the dark. No sounds from inside. There’s not a single sign of life.


    Minutes pass and Park stands and waits, watching closely, and when he feels ready he climbs quietly onto the tabletop, squats low, and puts his face closer to the gap. He stares into the dark, trying to make out the details of the room, but it’s like staring at the fabric of a black curtain; before long, he gives up and climbs back down. He bends at the knees, puts both hands on the steel legs of the prep station, and hauls the table a few feet away from the wall. The sound echoes and then the doorway is free.


    


    


    Park enters the room. The thin light spilling in from the open door behind him isn’t enough—he steps in blindly. Right away, he moves to one side out of the entryway, crouching low, and he keeps still. He listens like he’s still new to the wild, like he still believes that the results he gathers can somehow be used to his benefit.


    Soon he can make out the bleary cast of a metal file cabinet and an L-shaped desk and a swivel chair. Framed artwork on the wall, just a row of solid black rectangles without any visible detail, like voided windows. The dark carpeting underneath him. As far as he can see, there’s no one else here.


    When he feels ready to move, he walks carefully, arms extended, to the file cabinet and rattles the metal drawers, five of them, but they don’t open. He runs his palm along the top of the cabinet through the thick cake of dust and bits of drywall, but nothing is there. He wipes his hand on his pant leg.


    He turns to the desk unit, and when he does, he sees a number of taut cords strung across the work surface. It’s jarring, seeing them there. Running corner to corner, lashing diagonally and laterally. A thin class of rope—the kind that has a braided sheath spun over the thread core, like what a rock climber might use. He kneels down and sees that the end of each cord is knotted around a desk leg.


    He needs to leave this place. He immediately turns toward the door and begins feeling his way toward the thin light coming in from the kitchen. The sound of his hurried footfalls, his breathing. He is nearing the entryway when he catches sight of something he missed on the way in—a recessed alcove with a handful of appliances and a three-cushion sofa. On the sofa there is a prone figure, a pale woman, tied down with cord.


    


    


    You should never approach them, the helpless—not in the wild. There are no helpless. The term has no real significance.


    Out here, there are only the dead and the surviving, and some of those who have survived for this long will label themselves helpless so they can draw you in close, feigning injury the way animals do. When you’re close enough they’ll turn, and their strength will be startling to you—it will knock you back on your heels. And for that reason you should always leave the so-called helpless be. Allow them to stay consigned to whatever sorry situation they’ve gotten themselves into, real or simulated, accidental or inflicted.


    Park should walk clean away from here. He knows good and well that he should immediately turn and leave this room, but instead he goes to her. He walks to the woman and stands over her. All too-white and wild-eyed. Skeletal. Her chest rises and falls against the restraints.


    On top of everything else, the woman is sick—you only have to look at her for a moment to see it. The way her eyelids have receded and her mouth widened as though the body has adapted itself purely for the purpose of consumption. The impossible paleness of her. He reaches for the bonds, and she watches warily as his hands move. He loosens the cord across her stomach, the same brand of cord that was lashed over and under and across the desk unit. He kneels and unknots the ligature where it’s fastened around the wooden support. He unthreads everything from the shoulders down, stopping at the rope tied over her throat, leaving that where it is. He straightens himself and looks down at her.


    “I’m going to take this off now,” he says. His voice is hoarse. “Don’t you even try to put a hand on me. Hey.” He takes hold of her face and angles it so that their eyes meet. “Do not make a move toward me. You understand what I’m telling you?” He nods back over his shoulder. “I want you to walk out of that door. Do not even look in my direction.” He turns her face toward the exit. She has a tattoo of a red, fork-tailed bird in flight—a swallow or starling—on the side of her neck.


    She shows no sign of comprehension, and Park doesn’t expect her to. He crouches down and unbinds the last restraint, but he doesn’t let it fall. He holds the end in his fist and bears his weight down on it, even as he climbs to his feet. The woman’s hands go to her throat and her mouth opens, a yawning cavity, and there is a purling sound from somewhere deep in her.


    “I’m going to let go,” he says. Still gripping tightly, he steps back and to one side, providing full egress. “Remember what I said.”


    He pauses, watching her. Her hands are at her neck but she acts as though she’s alone; she is focused on the doorway. He waits for a moment, and then he drops the rope. It falls and there is immediate slack in the line.


    The woman struggles to her feet. The crook in her posture, her bent back. The sight of her spinal column straining at the translucent skin. Her breathing is labored, like someone in the middle of drowning, and she doesn’t look at him. Right away she begins to stagger, tremulous and bleeding, toward the exit, and he watches her until she’s taken herself completely away from the darkness of the room.


    


    


    Park stays in the small alcove. There is a round white bar table and a few stools, a coffeemaker with a glass carafe, a microwave and a compact refrigerator. A filtered water dispenser with two spare blue tankards, both emptied.


    He sits at the bar table in the nearly absent light and he takes apart the coffeemaker—the filter unit, the housing, the plastic polytubing of the water reservoir. Every component is baked to brown, boiled dry. He goes to the water cooler and examines the spare tankards on the floor beside it. He checks the body of the main dispenser. The sediment filter and the regulator assembly. With the heel of his shoe, he snaps the blue spigot from the dispenser face and the jagged hole yields a palmful of leftover liquid, warm and stale, and after he drinks it he snaps the red spigot off, but nothing comes. He opens and then closes the door of the compact refrigerator.


    Enough time has gone by; the woman isn’t coming back for him. She won’t appear quietly in the entryway, not after this long, but whoever tied her down and left her on the sofa might, so Park needs to leave soon. The only thing left to do in the room is to try the filing cabinet drawers again, just give the locks one more go. There was a time, soon after the collapse, when he levered open a locked file drawer in the daycare facility office and found a bottle of spring water, two liters’ worth, mixed with what tasted like vodka but might have been plain rubbing alcohol; it’s hard to say. Whatever it was, Park remembers the heat of it against his throat, the weight in his belly like a warm stone. He had downed the entire bottle himself, right there in the office, while Lee was in the other room.


    He goes to the cabinet drawers and tries them again in sequence, top to bottom, and each drawer has about a centimeter of give, but then there’s the familiar hard stop. He finds the lock assembly at the top-left corner of the metal stack, and he puts a finger on the steel face of the tumbler. He traces the scratches around the keyway. It might be possible to pull the handle hard enough to bend the ward-arm and free the drawer, but he can’t risk the noise it would bring. He needs to find the key; either that, or just abandon the whole notion.


    He turns to the desk unit—if the key is anywhere in the room, it’s in the desk. He stands and stares at the beige leather blotter on the tabletop, its collection of stains. The web of cords criss-crossing the surface. He walks around the L-shaped structure to the side with the chair, the business side, where the drawers would be.


    On the floor behind the desk, beside the four casters at the base of the swivel chair, there is a slumped figure. Another woman—as injured as the first. Equally sick. Her right arm is extended straight upward, still pinioned at the wrist by the cords tied to the tabletop overhead. She looks up at him with bloodshot eyes, hate-filled.


    


    


    It is never a question. Park is going to do it again, set another helpless one free, in spite of the fact that he knows better. He approaches her and takes her distended hand, cold and rigid, by the wrist. He works to unwind the knotted cord. She recoils but there’s nowhere to go.


    After a few moments he untwists the last of it, but he continues to grip her arm tightly in his fist and he tells her to be calm, to stay down. Stay on the floor until I have a chance to move back, he tells her. Do you understand? Do not try to stand up until I tell you to.


    There is no response and, again, Park isn’t surprised by that. He straightens and walks backward by a step, still bearing down on the arm with his weight, controlling her. When he reaches a safe distance he drops the arm. Still watching, he moves around the desk unit to the opposite end so that the heavy structure is standing as a barricade between them.


    The woman rises to her feet. The left arm pendulums uselessly at her flank, dislocated at the shoulder joint, but she doesn’t cradle it, doesn’t keep it close to her body. She just stares—at Park’s hands, not his eyes—and when he sees the expression on her face he instantly understands the extent of his mistake, the actual gravity of it. He raises his hands, palms toward her, showing them as empty, without threat. Supplicating. I am not the one, he says. I didn’t do this to you. All I want to do is walk out the door.


    He clears his throat and tells her in his firmest voice that he’s leaving. Don’t you move, he says. You better not goddamn move until I’m gone, he tells her. And then he begins to back toward the entryway, glancing over his shoulder every few seconds for alignment, and the woman just stands where she is, still watching his hands as though they’ve wronged her somehow. That’s right, he says. Everything is okay. Park is almost to the door when he sees her mouth begin to slowly open.


    


    


    When it happens, it happens like a detonation: she starts scrabbling feverishly over the tabletop of the desk unit. The dead arm swings wildly. She crests the tabletop and slides off the near side and then she is loping, ungainly, toward him. She seems to vibrate; her silhouette is blurred. He turns away from her and runs.


    It only takes seconds for him to reach the lighted exit. He bursts into the kitchen and throws the door closed behind him, but because of the shattered knob assembly, it doesn’t catch. The wood just thumps weakly, loosely, against the jamb. He vaults the prep station, lowers his shoulder into the frame and bulls it toward the wall. The structure scrapes loudly, piercingly, against the ceramic. But before he can shore up the entryway, the woman emerges, casting aside the door like it’s a curtain, and she lunges over the prep station and everything happens so quickly; he can’t move away in time. She strikes him at chest level with the weight of her entire body and he falls backward.


    


    


    They impact the floor together, entwined, and his head cracks against the tile. She is straddling his stomach. Her teeth are gnashing at his face, his throat, his fingers as he pushes her back, trying to fend her off. With both hands, he takes hold of her black hair and pulls hard. He twists his body and dumps her off to one side of him. She falls, thrashing and sliding around in the lubricant of her own blood, and her limbs smack the floor wetly.


    Park gets up. He runs for the double swing-doors, eyes trained on their circular windows, and he can hear the woman’s bare footfalls behind him. He bursts through the twin doors to the outside, and the light is blinding.


    


    


    Park staggers in the direction of green—he needs to make it to the treeline, to hide somewhere underneath the shaded canopy where the light is softened, a place for the weak. His hands are extended in front of him and he is stumbling over the bodies strewn across the patio terrace, and with every step the decay is yielding under his feet. Behind him he hears the sound of the swing-doors slamming open.


    The woman is on him in seconds. She mounts his back, throwing a forearm across his throat, and he falls forward into something soft and sickly warm and wet. The stench of decomposition, the awareness of a silken substance extruded between his fingers. He can hear her breathing. She sinks her teeth deeply into his scalp over and over.


    Park is writhing on the ground, trying to unseat her, and she is tearing insatiably into the crown of his head, his back, the nape of his neck. The blood is pouring from him. Pooling around him. He covers his head with his hands, tucking under as though he’s preparing for a crash, but then he feels her teeth go into his knuckles, down to the bones, and he manages to turn his body over. He is facing her now, but he can’t see anything but a dark outline. A shadow, frenetic. The limbs of the silhouette rise high in the air, poised, and he closes his eyes, readying himself, but then all at once the weight of the woman’s body is lifted from him.


    


    


    Park doesn’t move; he stays down on the ground with his eyes closed. Soon, a set of hands and arms hoist him to an upright position, and then to standing. He sways, mouth open, and his fingers slowly probe the wounds on his head, his neck, taking stock of the damage. He opens his eyes and there is a man in front of him, smiling genuinely, cupping both of his shoulders as though considering the idea of bringing him in for a full embrace. You’re okay, says the man. It’s over now. Let’s go inside and get you cleaned up.


    


    


    Park is escorted into the Makoa building through the front doors, past the front desk where he spoke to Rina, the manager, such a long time ago. His body weight is supported at both flanks. They usher him into a guest room on the ground floor and encourage him to sit on a sofa covered with a bloodstained plastic tarp, and he tries to protest but they ease him down. They tell him everything is okay.


    A single beige pill is placed into his hand. Someone passes him a white ceramic mug with the hotel’s green tortoise logo, and there is water inside—it goes all the way to the lip. Not a visible trace of sediment or rust or metal shavings or anything impure. He drinks deeply, and then someone grabs him by the arm and tells him to swallow the pill first and he does, and then he finishes the cup. When he reaches bottom he nearly weeps from it.


    His wounds are cleansed, and the water that runs off of his body is collected and saved in a container. He is sewn closed with a needle sterilized over a match flame. Everything is bandaged and bound. They guide him to another guest room and ask him to remove his clothing, his shoes, and he surrenders the clothing but he keeps the shoes on. He covers himself with his hands. He is given a pair of jockey shorts and he puts them on.


    Someone takes his clothing, that bundle of rags, out of the room. He is offered the mattress of a queen-sized bed and he accepts it, and the crisp fabric of the sheets still smells faintly of scented detergent. They provide him with small portions of food and he takes everything, gratefully, and all of these various tasks—each and every one of the services he receives in the Makoa—is performed by a young woman somewhere in her twenties. There must be six or seven or eight of them. Quiet and drably dressed and efficient. Dust masks over their noses and mouths. More individual women in one single room than he’s seen in the past three months all put together.


     Soon they leave him, and when he no longer hears movement in the hallway, he stands up. He goes to the door and quietly turns the deadbolt and slots the privacy chain, watching through the fish-eye lens, but there’s no one, so he returns to the mattress and lies down and just looks around at the room. This guest suite, more lavish than the one he occupied with his wife prior to the world’s coming to an end. Everything around him is impossibly preserved. Intact. A blanket of dust coats the surfaces of the nightstands and the cocktail table and the vanity and the flat-panel television, but all of these structures, these objects, are still standing. The incredible thing is that they still exist.


    A few minutes pass, and then he starts to feel the effects of the pill, or at least he thinks it’s the pill; lately his mind does this—comes in and out of focus—all on its own, unaided by anything medicinal. His thoughts immediately lighten. The heat in the room is overbearing but with the open windows the air is still breathable. He stares at the outside, at the trees moving, and soon he drifts off.


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter eight


    


    


    


    Before the collapse, the online comments had been widely referring to the disease as the mortis. The name was debated, the way all things used to be debated online in comment sections. There were other ideas, other nominations. People spending their energy hotly contesting the proper term for what was coming to take their very lives from them. It was as though they believed that the assignment of a label would itself confer some kind of immunity, as though they could somehow use the shiny new moniker to simply shout the darkness down and be done with it.


    Park had started reading about the sickness just before the power failed. Things were already bad then, but not Bad. He found a connected PC tower in a concierge office of the hotel and he crouched under the desk with the monitor and he read, terrified. Pausing every few minutes to listen for movement in the adjoining concourse. Three, maybe four different nights he came back to the office and huddled there, and by that point the disease had already been spreading rampantly, flu-like, on the mainland. Back home, around the world, everywhere. As the collapse began—before it became clear that it was the Collapse—hopefuls like him were foolishly scouring the internet, last-ditch, for any updated reports on improvements, any status changes for the better. If you began typing the query Why Is Everyone Getting Sick, it would be auto-filled for you in the search field by the middle of the third word. If you typed in the mortis, there would be homespun articles on the illness at the top of your results feed.


    He’d absorbed as much information as he could manage given the time he had—the wire releases, the blog postings, online forums, anything textual. Official or otherwise. The consensus was that the illness was caused by a sequence of junk DNA, of all things. Non-coding. Something residual from one of the dark, forgotten recesses of the serpentine helix. Up to that point it was believed by the establishment to be completely inert, without any known purpose. A simple carryover. But in some people this sequence had become active. Something was triggering it to be translated and read by the body so that its quiet directive would be carried out. And it was evident that the instructions were to manufacture something virulent—homegrown, developed by the body itself—and to flood the system with it, creating a kind of purposeful chemical imbalance in the bloodstream, destabilizing the structure from the interior. It’s as though the code contained an imperative for self-annihilation, like an emergency kill switch.


    


    


    There hadn’t been enough time to develop a test protocol for the healthy. There were never any screening interventions, no case-finding steps. The average member of the population couldn’t be sure whether or not they had the code inside them at all. Falling ill, dying—those were your proof positive. In the absence of good information, the masses panicked. And it didn’t take long for them to observe that the people falling ill were the ones with the palest skin. So the masses decided that the code was strictly correlated with a person’s color, and for a time there were loosely-organized, impromptu internments and relocations of anyone who appeared at all fair complected. He read that they checked skin tone against paint-sample cards from a ransacked home improvement store, and the cutoff shade was Sunrise Beige #S235.


    You couldn’t believe every report you saw. But it was clear that there were wholesale exiles happening back on the mainland, all over the world. The displacement of broad swaths of the population. It seemed like a sensible quarantine measure, but the assumptions turned out to be all wrong. The correlation between skin and code wasn’t absolute. Most of the sick and dying were fair skinned, yes, but not all were. It turned out that you couldn’t predict the absence or presence of the mortis sequence just by observing a person’s skin color. The truth was that no one knew for certain who would fall ill, or at least to his knowledge, no one knew before the outages struck.


    


    


    The last thing Park read about the sickness was from an online forum—a day later, the power went out across the islet and never came back. The name of the site was The Mortis Rigor. Someone had set it up a few days prior, and already there were hundreds of new threads discussing symptoms, the location of safe havens, the possible treatments. Wild theories on origins. The rumors of cures and the debunking of old myths and the propagation of new, better-sounding myths. There was a post at the top of the forum in the Spotlight section that had over twelve-thousand views and almost three-thousand replies, the latest of which was time-stamped only minutes prior. The name of the post was The Disease of European Heritage. Next to the title was an icon depicting a row of blue stars, reserved for the topic with the most activity over the last hour.


    The post read like it was written for a different forum. For another time altogether—a lost time—one in which academic scholarship still existed inside towers of learning and was valued in its own right, for its own sake. There was no profanity or use of ALL CAPS. No statements meant purely to bait others into a series of useless back-and-forth exchanges. No sarcasm in it at all.


    The post was talking about homo neanderthalensis. The pre-human taxon. How the range of the species included the entirety of Europe below the glaciation line during the Pleistocene. Both East and West Europe, from Siberia to Great Britain, all the way south into the Balkan region, everywhere. Hundreds of fossil samples have been harvested from the continental peninsula, and more are being found all the time in modern Europe, the post read. You can look this up for yourself. These facts are easily verifiable.


    The post went on to explain that the genes of the neanderthal have been entirely sequenced from fossil evidence. Its full genome. Chromosomal, mitochondrial, everything. Coding and non-coding both. The resulting data is freely available, the post said, and for you scientifically-minded, here is a link so you can download the record yourself in .bam format.


    The post called on you to open the file if you could. Look at the long arm of chromosome number 6. Region 2, band 1, sub-band 5. Examine the locus. If you can’t make sense of it yourself then find someone who can, or just take my word as a professional. This is the exact genetic address of the mortis sequence. This is where it has always lived. It was there all along, buried deep in the inheritance of homo neanderthalensis.


    The mortis sequence should have entirely died out, the post said. The sequence should have gone the way of the neanderthal species itself and been folded quietly into the sedimentary layer—it should never have been introduced into humanity. But right now if we were to generate a full genomic data array for every reader of this post, almost every result would show the presence of genetic material from homo neanderthalensis. It would be there in most of you. Somewhere around two or three percent of your DNA would be neanderthal on average. Even more than that if you have European heritage as part of your background—which includes those of you whose ancestors had European heritage forced upon them, by the way. The number could be as high as five percent for many of you. And for the unluckier members of this group, the mortis sequence is included somewhere in that proportion.


    


    


    The post ended by discussing the remains of a paleolithic child. A small boy. The way his surprisingly intact skeleton was lifted carefully from the limestone bedrock. A passel of shells and anointing red ochre were still evident in the barrow. The boy was thought to have been around five or six years of age. The dig site was located in central Portugal, and the name of the site was Lagar Mortis. You can look this up anywhere, the post said. These are easily verifiable facts.


    The post explained the ways in which the boy was unique—his features showed that he was a mosaic, an admixture. The mandible and the basicranium, the dentition, the length and bowing of the long femur bones, the wider shoulders. All of it was evidence of interbreeding between two lineages previously thought to be separate. The boy was proof—his small leathered body, preserved indelibly in the fetal. Its characteristics were hybridized, reflective of both neanderthals and of early modern Europeans. You can find a link to the child’s genomic dataset here, said the post. Examine it if you can. Chromosome number 6, region 2, band 1, sub-band 5. The mortis sequence is there, present in the core of the hybrid.


    


    


    When Park wakes, the suite is dark. The pleated blinds plume away from the window and then fall back, and the wooden bead at the end of the draw-cord taps against the drywall, metronomic. He sits upright. The aching of his skull, his shoulders. He stretches his arms, and then he examines the top of his bandaged hand, bending and straightening his stiffened fingers. When he feels ready, he moves the sheet off to one side and he stands.


    He goes to the door. Through the fish-eye lens, he can see that the hallway is lit by outage LEDs embedded at intervals along the baseboards. A series of blue pinpoint flares. There is no one outside. He listens for a time, and then he unslots the chain and twists the deadbolt knob. He levers open the door.


    


    


    There is a parcel of folded clothing at the foot of the entryway. A clear plastic shaving kit. A white dust mask with an elastic tie. A ziploc bag with seven or eight saltines and a square of hotel chocolate wrapped in green foil. Park snatches up everything into his arms and scans the hallway before going back inside.


    Still standing in front of the door, he drops everything but the ziploc. He tears it open and eats the crackers three at a time, and when he finishes he turns the bag inside out and he sucks the plastic. He holds the chocolate in his palm awhile. He stares, and for a moment he imagines finding a safe place for it, caching it somewhere and keeping it cool and dry to bring back to his wife along with the medicine, possibly zipping it inside the pouch so she could find a precious thing buried there, emerald green, but in the end he unwraps it. He puts it into his mouth and rests it on his tongue and allows the structure of it to melt there, and he tells himself that he needs the energy and that it wouldn’t have traveled well anyway.


    He gathers the new clothes from the floor—jeans and a yellow t-shirt with the logo for a local Torluna tavern. There is a piece of hotel stationery attached to the hem with a safety pin. The Jumellea, the note says. It’s the name of one of the conference rooms in the Makoa building, the largest of them. Before the collapse, Park saw a sign for the Jumellea one morning as he exited the elevator on the way to the SpaClub gym, which is almost funny to think about now.


    He dresses himself and uses the safety pin to take in the slack of the jeans’ waistband. He loops the dust mask around his neck. He picks up the shaving kit and heads into the bathroom.


    


    


    The moon coming through a line of frosted glass-brick windows is enough to see by. Park looks at his mirrored reflection—the first true picture of his face he’s had in months—and he tries to prepare for it but there’s no way to steel himself for this. So achingly thin. The complete set of his bones is visible, angular. The length of his knotted hair and the sallowness around the eyes. His skin has browned by several shades under a constant sun.


    He opens the kit and finds a blue plastic razor, a black comb, and a small set of grooming scissors. Toothpaste and a toothbrush, the kind that needs to be assembled, and a throwaway cardboard nail file and two Q-tips. Three ounces of shave cream. A sewing kit with black and blue thread and a red plastic thimble.


    He takes the scissors and teases out sections of his hair and blunts them down. He gets as close to the scalp as he can, working his way around the bite marks, and when he finishes he gives the same treatment to the beard growth on his face. He shaves with the razor and cream. He spends a long time brushing every single one of his teeth on all sides.


    He goes back to the bed and sits. He works on his nails, dredging out the dirt with a scissor blade and paring down the length and finishing them with the coarse file, and when everything is done, he lies back on the mattress. He watches the trees outside until he nods off again.


    


    


    Light from the window wakes him the next morning. He goes directly to the door and opens it, but there is nothing new waiting for him. He returns to the bathroom and brushes his teeth again and then his tongue. He doesn’t look up at the mirror at all this time.


    He takes the needle from the sewing kit, and with the thimble he pushes it most of the way into the rubber outsole of his right shoe. Just enough of the metal sliver protrudes so that he could pinch with his fingers and remove it if he needed to. He holds the thimble steady on the tabletop and pushes the blade-points of the scissors into the plastic interior, embedding them, using the thimble as a makeshift sheath, and then he pockets the scissors, front-right.


    He opens the door of the room, propping it with his foot, and stands in the entryway as he folds the piece of stationery and slips it between the spring wedge and the jamb assembly. He steps into the hallway and eases the door closed, holding the paper in place. There is no click sound. He can see a thin line of window light through the gap.


    


    


    In the hall, the emergency outage LEDs are the only light source—small blooms along the wall on each side every five feet or so. The black patterned carpeting. Park walks the hallway in the direction of the main entrance, toward the conference rooms.


    He listens as he passes by each guest room door, all of them closed, and he hears no movement, no voices. The corridor is silent. There’s no way of knowing how many of these rooms are occupied, if any of them are. He keeps walking until the hallway opens into a small reception area, completely vacant, and there is a bank of lifeless elevator lifts to his right. He presses the call button with his thumb as he goes by, just to remember the feeling of such simple causality.


    He passes through the Makoa’s main entrance lobby and follows the signs to the conference rooms. He passes the Hawkmoth and the Cymbidium. Then the Liparis. The Calanthe. Lastly, he reaches the Jumellea on the right. The card-reader mechanism that controls the locks has been disabled. The front panel is open, the electronics exposed, the battery. He opens the door and enters the room.


    


    


    A woman is inside, one of the women in masks. A faded grey sundress. She is standing beside a teak conference table at room’s center, holding a service tray in one hand, watching him. Black office chairs with casters are spread around the circumference.


    There are plates on the tabletop. Silver flatware. The woman pauses for a moment, and then without a word she resumes gathering the dishes and placing them on the tray. Circling the table. She doesn’t look up at him again.


    A warm light from the outside filters down through windows built into the domed ceiling. Park walks to the table and he takes up one of the plates and holds it close, inhaling the scent of the residue—the smell of meat, of heated animal flesh—and something about the smell makes his mind slip loose, become untethered. He brings the plate to his mouth and tongues the surface like a dog, and the taste is something he never thought he’d sample again in this accursed life. When he finishes, he sets the plate down hard and takes up another, and then another, and then he goes to the woman and snatches the tray from her hand. She offers no resistance.


    


    


    When Park finishes with the plates, the woman asks him to sit down, and her voice is thickly slurred under the mask. She brings him a chair. Stay here, she tells him. She exits the room, and he immediately rolls the chair to the side of the table furthest from the door, facing it, and he takes one of the serrated steak knives from the tray and sits back down, holding the knife low in his lap, out of view.


    After a short wait, a man enters—the same man who pulled him to his feet the day prior. Strikingly tall and reed-thin. Closely cropped white hair. Chapped and reddened skin, the kind you earn through surviving an endless cycle of exposure to salt water, to sun, to a hard wind. He could be in his fifties, sixties, it’s hard to say.


    The man is smiling. His white, squared-off teeth. He is removing a pair of soiled garden gloves finger by finger, and when he has them both off he holds them by the cuffs and slaps them a few times against his thighs. There is a dirt-caked bolo machete hanging from a belt holster clipped at his waist, the same machete the Lavelha garden staff used to carry, beating back the ever-wild Torluna landscape while the guests slept.


    No one says anything. The man folds the gloves and pockets them and then approaches the table. Still standing, he leans forward on the surface with both hands. The raised, red welts are visible on his arms, running from wrists to biceps.


    “I am glad you came,” says the man.


    


    


    The man says more than that—going on in his low, droning voice, slightly accented—but Park isn’t really listening to him. Lately his mind is having more and more difficulty catching on to the events around him, almost like a bicycle that keeps slipping gears. Soon Park decides that it would be a good idea to interrupt the man.


    “Is there any more?” Park asks.


    The man stops speaking mid-sentence. He pauses for a moment, staring. “More what?”


    Park points at an empty plate in front of him.


    The man smiles. “Yes. There is,” he says.


    And Park waits, but the man doesn’t say anything further. There is no offer, no invitation, and Park doesn’t ask again. They lapse into silence.


     After a time the man says, “Don’t you first want to know what it is? What it’s made from?”


    Park shrugs. “Have you had it before today?”


    The man nods. “Yes.”


    “How many times?”


    “Too many,” says the man.


    “And it stays down? For all of you?”


    The man looks at him, frowning. “What does it mean, stay down?”


    “It doesn’t make you sick?”


    The man is smiling again. “No.”


    “Then I don’t care what it is.”


    “You just want it,” says the man.


    “I do,” Park answers.


    The man stops smiling. He shakes his head slowly side to side. “You’re hungry,” he says. “I understand that. But you will need to understand what I’ve built here if you want it to feed you.”


    


    


    The man takes him outside. Park doesn’t want to leave the building, its relative safety, but the man tells him to go, so he does. The man leads him on a tour across the sheltered grounds behind the Makoa building, and as they walk together Park stays several steps back, trailing. The steak knife is secured in the waistband of his jeans, at the base of his spine.


    The man is gesturing, making references to landmarks. Pointing to places where he’s seen things happen, things you don’t want to remember but you remember anyway because you can’t help it. At some point the man abruptly stops walking and turns to Park and says that his name is Nil. They shake hands, and Park notices again the lesions developing up and down the man’s corded forearms.


    It’s becoming clear that this man is sick. He isn’t too far along—everyone seems to succumb at their own rate, according to their own constitution. Their own individual capacity to resist. The man is fighting the good fight, but it’s obvious that the mortis sequence is there, active, inside him. The changes in his skin are one sure sign but they’re not the only sign. There is also the way the man moves, stiffly, and the frenetic pace of his thoughts pouring out and the empty expression in his eyes that goes far beyond ordinary hunger. The pure famishment in him.


    Nil tells him that he originates from Stockholm—Östermalm district, have you heard of it?—but he’s been in America for almost forty years. Long enough to be more U.S. than Sverige, he says. Then he tells Park that he came here to this islet to find a kind of paradise and that he did; he found it. I achieved what I wanted without even knowing my true want for it, Nil says. How golden can a man’s luck be?


    


    


    Together they walk the perimeter of the private Makoa grounds, keeping close to the base of the white wall that runs, fifteen feet high, all the way around the hotel Lavelha. Park remembers the way that the private grounds looked before the collapse. Everything cultivated and groomed—immaculate—with a broad lawn area and an acre-wide rare orchid display, for God’s sake. Several white alhambra gazebos with red roofs. A small, open-air, natural amphitheater was once carved out of the earth at the south end, and a troupe of Mirasai women would stage a dance performance for the tourists each Tuesday and Thursday after dinner service. A footpath used to wind through the copse of tamarind trees, and there were small, unobtrusive placards identifying every native plant by its genus. Secluded bowers with canopy swings and wicker benches. But everything is gone now—everything has either been taken apart by scavengers or overtaken by a dense, bristling foliage, like a reclamation.


    The man starts showing Park the changes he’s made across the expansive grounds. His improvement projects, he calls them. The fifty-gallon PVC barrels with makeshift filter screens for collecting rainwater. The small vegetable garden that he maintains himself, by hand. Roma tomatoes and butter leaf lettuce and danver carrots. Cucumbers and sweet basil and renegade spinach and orange gypsy peppers. There isn’t much yield, Nil says, but it’s enough to make it worth the cost of upkeep. We do all right for ourselves, we surely do.


    He shows Park the barricades he’s built up—the places where he’s worked to reinforce the vulnerable points. He brings Park to the wickedly barbed spring traps he’s laid out to catch small animals or to deter any human or semi-human trespassers. An eight-foot pit he dug with a dozen sharpened punji stakes made of adansonia wood coming up from the depths. Park nods at everything he’s told. He maintains eye contact with the man, and he asks all the right questions.


    The man brings Park to a cul-de-sac at the far end. On the other side of the wall are the purest untamed Sielve wildlands, and that’s all. They’ve reached the point where the grounds extend the furthest away from anything resembling civilization. A cluster of neem trees grow there, close to the wall, and there is a crude lean-to structure nestled among them at the centerpoint. The lean-to is constructed out of branches woven and interleaved together with no recognizable pattern or thought process. The man nods toward it.


    “Look inside,” Nil says. “Go on.” The man’s arms are crossed.


    Park stays where he is. “What is it?” he asks.


    Nil frowns. He doesn’t seem to like questions, at least not the wrong kind.


    “Check the wall,” Nil says. He uncrosses his arms and points. “I took a pickaxe to a section there. Bored a hole all the way through, like a tunnel.” He makes a few two-handed swinging motions, baseball style. “Then I rigged up a door. A trap door, out of wooden planks. So the hole could be covered or open, whatever I want.”


    “Why the hell would you ever want it open?”


    The man is smiling again. “To let the fossa cats in.”


    


    


    Nil walks over to the wall, and there is a mud-covered length of rope hanging from a pulley mechanism. He takes the rope in his fist, gives it a few quick jerks and the trap door rises and falls slightly, revealing the opening in the wall.


    “They come through the hole, thinking of meat,” Nil says, “but then they become meat.”


    Park just watches, nodding.


    “I capture them,” Nil says. “I take them hard and I break their wild necks.” He snaps his fists downward. “Fourteen of them, that’s how many I’ve taken. We have a kitchen inside with a fire oven to prepare them after.”


    Both men go silent. There’s nothing but the distant chirring of cicadas and the steaming heat and the foliage winding its way through. Nil’s eyes are fixed on his creation as though he’s admiring the engineering behind it, or maybe recalling the feeling of the animal in his grasp. The torsion of the warm, lithe body under him. The smell of its blood and its urine and its fear.


    After a while Park speaks. “How do you get them to come through,” he asks.


    Nil doesn’t look up. “Through?”


    “Through the door.”


    “That’s what I say before.” The man is visibly annoyed now. “I told you to look, blåman, and you start to ask why instead of looking. You should learn better. If you want to join, you should learn better.”


    Nil points to the tangle of branches that comprises the lean-to structure and he says, “You want to know how to bring the wild in? Look there.”


    Park stays where he is, and the man watches him for a moment before leaning in and spreading apart limbs so that the view is unobstructed.


    “This is what you do,” Nil says. He seems calmer now. “If you want to know how to catch the wild and break it so that it serves you, this is how.” The man nods down. “Look. This is how you will stop being a servant to wild things.”


    Park eventually approaches and enters the copse through the opening that the man made for him. He steps high over the low branches and bends others aside, and soon he reaches a small clearing in the center of the thicket. The lean-to structure is there and the trap door is directly in front of it. Anything that comes through the opening in the wall will be funneled right in.


    Park goes to the entrance of the lean-to and bends down, and inside the dark interior are the remains of a woman. Blood-covered. Everything is tattered, torn apart, from the ribcage down. Without meaning to, Park looks at the face, and it’s the face of the woman he freed from the desk unit, the woman who chased him down and used her teeth once she had him in her grasp.


    He backs away, and he can hear the laughter of the man on the other side of the treeline.


    “Still hungry, blåman,” Nil asks, chuckling. “You want to eat from the civilized table?”


    Park pushes his way out of the copse and back into daylight and leans over, hands to knees, breathing hard. He spits twice and wipes his mouth each time. His eyes are starting to water. He turns his face upward and stares at the sky.


    When he can stand up straight again, he turns to the man.


    “Yes,” Park says. “I want to.”


    


    


    Together they return to the Makoa building, and on the way Park is allowed to pause at the rain barrel and use a collapsible plastic cup that the man lends him. He removes the filter screen and reaches down. The light’s reflection playing off the interior walls of the blue drum. Park ladles the water and brings it back, dripping, to his mouth and drinks deeply, and the water is piss-warm and there is an algal bloom on the surface, but there has never been a sweeter thing to cross his tongue in this godforsaken life. He goes in again and again, and the man looks on.


    Back inside, they go to the Jumellea room. Park sits, and Nil orders one of the women in masks to go to the kitchen. Make a plate, Nil tells her. When she answers that the fire has been doused, Nil tells her to make the fire hot again. Start over, he says. Go on.


    


    

  


  
    chapter nine


    


    


    


    Park spends days there, working inside and on the grounds of the Makoa building. He sleeps securely in a guest room, the same one he started in. Twice a day he consumes the food that is prepared by the women in masks, plated with their calloused hands, and then placed silently on the table of the Jumellea room.


    They despise him, these masked women—they make it obvious. Not one of them has spoken more than a word to him since the day he was delivered, broken and bleeding, into the confines of their community. They drop his plate in front of him with force, and the portions he receives are the smallest of the group. They take great pains never to look in his direction, and when they do, their eyes are piercingly cold and observing, disdainful as the eyes of cats.


    Park is confined to the first floor and to the grounds outside the building, that’s all. He isn’t permitted to venture to the upper levels, and he’s never told the reason, but he never questions the edict either—not this one and not any of the rest of them. He does as he’s told. He obeys and calls it survival, doing what he has to do.


    In between his assignments, Park thinks about the real task once in a while, the medicine that may or may not wait on the fifth floor above him, but he doesn’t think of it as often as he ought to. Instead he finds himself lapsing into the comforting routine of this new life. The regular feedings and the proper mattress and the hand-laundered sheets. His own card key to the room, still functional because of the battery backup—two simple, familiar AA batteries—in the reader mechanism. The tilling of the rich garden soil and the uprooting of the non-native plants and the daily morning harvests made more meaningful by the aching paucity of them—the pure and naked need of those on the receiving end. It’s startlingly easy to forget the path he was previously on, or even better, to imagine that he’s traveling on it still, that he never really left it, and that the time spent in the Makoa is just a waystation, and a necessary one. I am gathering my strength for you. I am biding time, and I am on my way still. I am coming.


    


    


    On the fourth or fifth morning Park is called to the Jumellea room by one of the masked women. She doesn’t actually call to him—that would be a waste of perfectly good words—she simply raps one knuckle on his stateroom door, and when he answers she points in the direction of the hall. She leads the way, and when they arrive she leaves him in front of the closed door.


    Park opens it and Nil is there, standing as he always seems to, with a near-empty plate. Nil sets the plate down on the table. He chews a few more times, mouth open, and then he visibly swallows; the nodule on his throat dips down and comes back to position.


    “Sit,” Nil says.


    Park steps forward to find the closest chair, and Nil sits also, opposite him.


    As usual, the man is appraising him. “You look good,” Nil says. “Better already than the scraggy little monkey you were.”


    Park doesn’t say anything.


    Nil smiles at him. “It’s time to tell the reason for keeping you,” he says.


    There is another silence, but Park doesn’t try to fill it. After a time he nods.


    “The other day, remember? I witnessed you, taking the leash off the girl,” Nil says. “One of my girls. And when I saw that happen, right away I thought to make you into meat for what you did. You were this close to the fire.” Nil puts his fingers close together. “But then I changed a little bit. I came to have a respect for the simpleminded nature of the act you did.”


    Nil pauses, staring at him as though expecting gratitude, and so Park obliges. “Thank you,” Park says. He is starting to feel lightheaded, dizzy, in the heat of the room.


    Nil nods. “I changed a little bit. And you’ve changed too, haven’t you, blåman.” The man starts chuckling like he’s recalling something mildly funny. “You learned what happens when you think of showing kindness to a wild animal, didn’t you. You sure learned. Yes, you did.” The man’s voice is getting quieter the longer he goes on, as though he’s lapsing into a soothing form of self-talk. “The blåman learned something that day, yes he did.”


    Park has no response to any of this. He just quietly watches Nil as he nods and stares downward, addressing himself.


    Eventually Nil refocuses and looks at Park.


    “I pulled you out from the closed jaws,” Nil says. “From between the very teeth. You know it? Without my intervention to bring you here, you would still be lost in your darkness, or you would only be bare bones degrading on top of the soil.”


    Nil stops speaking and just stares at him.


    “Yes,” Park says.


    “So after the service I’ve done, blåman, I should be able to trust you inside of my house,” Nil says. “Around my things.”


    Park is nodding now, but the motion feels exaggerated so he lessens the range, the frequency. He’s having trouble focusing; his head is swimming. “You can,” he says.


    Nil stops staring at him and looks down at his own soiled hands. He spreads the long fingers widely, and he is smiling a little.


    “I believe you,” Nil says.


    


    


    There is a protracted silence between them. Park is staring at a wall, and at first he’s doing it just to pass the time, letting his mind drift from this place, but then he starts to consider the man’s words and actions—really turn them over and over in his head—and like whetstones they rasp against his dull thoughts, sharpening them. It’s becoming clear, this vital piece of information that Park should have already understood: he can’t stay here. This seems so painfully obvious to him now.


    “I should move on,” Park says. The tone he chooses to use is benign, but it’s also ironclad. There’s no wavering in it.


    Nil looks up from his hands. His mind has managed to unearth itself. “What does that mean to you, move on,” the man asks.


    “Just that I’m going. It doesn’t have anything to do with gratitude. You have that.”


    Nil shakes his head. “The blåman tastes what I have and thinks he’s ready. You think you can step on the neck of the world now?”


    “I just need to go.”


    “Why? Say your cause.”


    Park can’t figure a reason that will satisfy the man. “Someone is waiting for me,” he says. “She needs my help.”


    The man laughs openly when he hears this, and it sounds forced. “A woman,” he says after a time. “That’s his reason.” The man knuckles his eyes, one after the other, and his hand comes back wet. “All right, blåman. Go then. Go on to your woman.” Nil leans back in the chair.


    “I need something else first,” Park says.


    The man shrugs. “Need and beg is what your kind do.”


    “I need to ask you to let me look for something. Here in the building.”


    “My building,” Nil says.


    “Your building.”


    The man isn’t laughing anymore. “What is it.”


    “Medicine.”


    “No,” the man says immediately, shaking his head. “Medicine is for my use. I dispense it.”


    “This medicine isn’t yours. It was left behind in my room.”


    “You have no room.”


    “The room that I used to have, then,” Park says. “Look. I’m assuming you’ve been through this place already, up and down, and stripped out everything. So just let me go through the medicine and find her prescriptions. Most of the things she takes wouldn’t be of any use to anyone else.”


    “What room were you,” Nil asks.


    “Fifth floor. 504.”


    The man is quiet. He seems to be considering the things he’s heard, really thinking hard about them, and after a time he nods.


    “I never touched the fifth,” says the man. “You can go. Go up and find your need.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Hanna will lead,” the man says. “She is going to the third and fourth for chores. When she’s done, she’ll let you use the master key.”


    “Okay.”


    Park starts to leave the room but then he pauses. “Which one is Hanna?” he asks.


    The man is smiling again. “They all are. They are all the same,” the man says.


    


    


    Park returns to the guest room. He spends the wait time swapping out the serum-crusted wound dressings. He packs what he can into a loose bindle made from a white bath towel; once he has the meds, he needs to be ready to walk out the door. He secures the steak knife in his waistband at the small of his back, then a thin-bladed hand trowel at the front hip. He straps the dust mask around his neck and lies down on the mattress, chewing his thumb tip, his mind clouding over, and within the hour, one of the women in masks, one of the anonymous Hannas, comes for him.


    


    


    Together they climb upward in one of the dark stairwells, the north one. Resolute strings of blue emergency LEDs shine on the wall under the handrail. Park is walking behind the woman. Her faded grey sundress and the ratty blonde lengths of hair. This is the same Hanna that manages the kitchen, the Hanna that he met on his first entry into the Jumellea. Maybe twenty-five years, at most, this child.


    She makes it clear that she doesn’t care for him still, but he can tell she has warmed to him by a degree or two. Maybe it’s that she knows he’s leaving soon, it’s hard to say, but today she is granting him eye contact once in a while, and she has spoken a handful of words since they left the stateroom, more words than she’s graced him with over the last five days put together.


    The woman is carrying a white five-gallon paint bucket in each hand. The lids are still on, and the buckets hang on the ends of wire handles with loose-fitting plastic helves. The buckets look weighted—her arms are straight down and lank.


    Park doesn’t ask what the buckets contain and she doesn’t tell him. They simply walk together. He keeps his right hand behind him, poised at the small of his back, near the knife handle.


    


    


    She leads him to the fourth floor, and they exit the stairwell through a heavy grey fire door with a wire-meshed glass window—Park stays well behind her. The hall glows a spectral blue from the outage lights, the same as every common area in the building, and he can hear the sound of the woman’s breath through the mask weave, the sound of a wire handle chafing a bucket’s plastic body. They pass open door after open door—all of the rooms are stripped down to the bare drywall, by the looks of them. Everything of value is gone.


    Halfway down the hallway, the woman stops walking and sets both buckets on the carpet. She turns to a closed door, labeled 453. She reaches down and hikes up the hem of the sundress to her waist and there is a black-strap belt there and nothing else. She unhooks a set of keys on a ring and the dress falls.


    Park looks at the door. Its structure—the frame, the paneling—all of it has been heavily secured. Near the top there is a swing-hasp closed over a metal eyelet with the U-shackle of a padlock threaded through. A standard brass privacy chain has been installed underneath, and midway down the jamb, there is a bike lock cable strung from the frame of the door panel. One end is bolted down to the door itself and the other end is looped around a five-inch nail pounded into the wall of the hallway. The cable has some slack to it, a degree of give.


    The woman uses her foot to pop the bolt on a floor lock that Park hadn’t seen. She takes the keyring and skims through the keys until she finds the right one, and then she unlocks the laminated padlock and hangs it on the hasp staple by its open U-shackle. She unslots the privacy chain, letting it hang, but leaves the bike cable secured. There is a white plastic keycard hanging on the ring of keys, a crude hole punched through one end, and she raises it to the reader housing. She pauses and turns to Park.


    “He wanted you to see this,” she says.


    


    


    The woman dips the card into the reader and quickly pulls it, and then a green indicator light blinks and there is the sound of the latch whirring. She pushes the door open to its limit, the point at which the bike cable catches—maybe a foot’s worth of space—and immediately there are pale and emaciated limbs erupting from the gap. Reaching out, scrabbling blindly at the frame, the molding. Faces start to press into the space. Lidless eyes and long, gaping mouths trailing saliva. There is no sound coming from the room save the scratching of ragged nails. The stench wafting through is almost physically staggering.


    As Park watches, horrified and transfixed, the woman sets the keyring down on the carpet and takes the lid from one of the paint buckets—inside are the remnants of a carcass, most likely one of the broken fossa cats. Nothing but bones and rubbery cartilage and congealed fat and gristle, the connective tissue of the thing. She drops a hand into the bucket and starts tossing out handfuls of carrion through the gap into the room. One after the other. Past the desperate hands and onto the suite floor.


    The limbs, the haggard faces, they disappear from the entryway. Every soul inside is busy feeding on whatever they can find amid the trash and the human waste scattered over the interior, and the woman pauses her grim distribution when the bucket is emptied by about a third. She puts the lid back on and straightens. Park looks past her shoulder and sees that there are nine, maybe ten more identical closed doors in the hallway, secured the same way as this one.


    The woman looks at him. Her wide black eyes are underscored by the dust mask.


    “It won’t be so bad,” she says.


    All at once she unhooks the loop of the bike cable from the nail and pushes open the door, and before Park can react he is seized from behind by a set of arms that feel like iron and he is driven hard into the room. The door closes behind him.


    


    

  


  
    chapter ten


    


    


    


    From time to time, they will come cautiously to him. They approach in the same way a wild animal will after it’s been fed by hand a number of times. Skittish, wary. One step forward, two steps back. When they finally reach him they sniff closely for his scent, and over the past few hours he has felt several of their rough and coated tongues on his arm, his cheek. There is a woman somewhere in the room with half of her face missing who took the time to kneel down next to him and stroke his scalp with her fingers. He holds the knife closely, but he’s too terrified to use it in the confined space, in the midst of the crowd of infected around him.


    The only saving grace is this: for most of his time here—somewhere around five or six hours—he has been ignored. Accepted as an individual competitor, one out of thirty-eight, in this community of common disease, just another fighter over the scraps tossed down. Mostly he has been left alone to crouch in a far corner of the dark room, wedged between the wall and a dresser unit, and to watch as the inhabitants spiral, wheeling, through their own tailor-made versions of the sickness.


    


    


    After a time there is a light knock on the door—three quick raps. Park looks up, startled, and wipes both eyes. He waits, listening, and when the knocks come again, he gets to his feet. No one else notices, or maybe it’s that they don’t have the energy to give a damn; a few of them are shuffling through the filth, oblivious, and the rest are curled fetally or fully laid out, comatose.


    Park goes to the door and he whispers for whoever is there to help him. Please, I can’t be here, he says. His body is pressed up against the paneling. He tries looking through the fish-eye lens but the glass has been blacked out from the exterior side.


    There’s silence for a time, and then he hears a voice, a woman’s. The thick, slurred pronunciation. “When they hear the locks opening, they’ll come,” the voice whispers. “You’ll have to be fast.”


    “Thank you,” Park says. “God, thank you so much.”


    “I’m serious. If one of them gets too close to me, I walk. If I think one might get loose, I walk.”


    “Okay, yes. I understand.”


    “Okay,” says the voice. “Ready?”


    “Yes. Please. Yes.”


    There is a short pause and then the sound of the padlock clearing.


    


    


    Behind him, an eruption of activity. Bodies moving quickly from supine to upright positions. Heavy footfalls sounding through the debris. Park is gripping the L-handle of the door, pushing down hard and pulling inward. The bolt of the floor-lock pops, and soon the privacy chain is dangling, clacking against wood, and then he is shouting for her, telling her to hurry the hell up, goddammit. Open the goddamn door.


    Park feels one of them at his shoulder, pushing past him, and he drops the handle and turns and shoves the figure back. He straight-kicks another in the gut and it doubles over and falls to its knees, but then two more of them come, and then a third and then a fourth. He finds himself throwing hook punches with both fists, trying to keep his head shielded, and in between blows he shoots glances behind him at the door but nothing has changed. Without thinking, he grabs the knife and starts slashing wildly in crisscrossing motions, and the blade makes contact with a number of reaching limbs and the blood starts to flow.


    The group is working itself into a frenzy—transforming from a collection of invalids into an undeniable mob. Rabid, swelling. The passivity has drained from them, replaced by a distilled form of pure-grade aggression, and the horde pushes forward, pressing him toward the door, trying to pass. Park swings the knife and he lashes out with front-kicks and he keeps checking the door, and after a time he sees a slight gap and the cold blue light from the hallway spilling in. He shoves his way forward to the opening, and as he slips through, the woman yanks the door closed behind him.


    


    


    Park can hear them now on the other side. Their restless bodies. The writhing, the searching for a way through. The sound reminds him of a burlap sack full of snakes.


    One of the women in masks relocks the door from bottom to top. Park watches her. She’s the Hanna who led him to the Jumellea to talk with Nil—he knows her by her back-length black hair and her cornflower blue dress, slightly deeper-hued than the dresses that the others wear. The woman makes sure the door is secure, and when she finishes she turns to him and presses the cold lump of the keyring into his palm.


    “If you don’t find the medicine in your suite, it will be in the Calanthe conference room,” she says. “That’s where he sleeps. Everything he owns is there.”


    Without another word she turns to leave.


    “Where are you going?” he asks.


    “Somewhere else.”


    “Hold on,” he says. He goes after her. “Dammit, wait. Why did you do this?”


    The woman stops. She turns and looks at him, bringing one hand up to the mask on her face. Quickly, she lifts it. There is an open view of the remains of her mouth, her nose, the scarred skin around both.


    


    


    Park sprints up the stairwell to the fifth floor and bursts through the heavy fire door into the hallway. Blue outage lights lining the carpet, runway-like, on either side. He follows the wall placards. Suite 504 is all the way on the far end.


    The guest-room doors he passes are all closed, solid and nondescript, comfortably identical, and for a brief moment everything seems almost normal, as though he’s found the single area spared by the collapse, but the look of the doors begins to change as he approaches his own. The security modifications have been made to them, around fifteen rooms total, including 504. Bike cables or lengths of thick cord are running from the paneling to the adjoining walls. Floor-bolts and laminated padlocks and privacy chains.


    Park stands in front of the door for a moment, weighing the options, and then he looks down at the keyring in his hand. Each padlock key is labeled. He finds 504 and goes to work freeing the locks.


    


    


    When he finishes, nothing comes to fill the gap between the door and the jamb. No groping hands, no hollow, vacated expressions. Park waits. The cable is still securely attached across the entryway, as a precaution.


    He listens for as long as he can, but there’s no time—eventually he pulls out the knife and unthreads the wire loop from the thick nail in the wall, letting the cable fall, swinging. He pushes open the door, his free arm extended in front of him, the knife-arm cocked back.


    The meager hallway light spills in, and he can see that the room has been stripped bare—no carpeting, no fixtures, no furniture—and all of his and Lee’s possessions, including the suitcase, are gone. There are figures scattered across the floor, motionless. Ten or fifteen of them. Dark figures—bluish-black skin. All of them are Mirasai, by the looks of them, and all of them are unclothed and malnourished, painfully thin. Some are tethered together at the wrists. Impossibly, he sees the whites of a few blinking eyes.


    Park steps into the room and moves quickly from body to body. Get up, he says. You have to go now, do you understand me? The door is open. You need to run.


    


    


    There isn’t any time for this. Park leaves the room and starts down the hall toward the stairwell. The Calanthe—that’s what the woman in the mask told him—if the medicine isn’t in the room, it’s in the Calanthe, with everything else Nil owns.


    Park is nearing the grey fire door when a voice calls out sharply from behind him. He turns, and there is an unclothed Mirasai woman standing in the hallway in front of 504. Her arm is held across her chest and she has a hand at her groin.


    “Key,” she says to him.


    “What?”


    “Key, galashao,” she says. “Put to I.”


    The expression she’s wearing could only be interpreted as hate-filled, and she uses the Mirasai word for white man—foreigner—to address him, and the combination is almost enough to make him turn and leave without another word, but he stops himself. After a moment he goes to her.


    The woman uncovers herself long enough to reach out a hand, open-palmed. “Put,” she says.


    Park shakes his head. “I need them.”


    “I need.”


    “Why the hell do you need?” he says.


    The woman nods toward one of the other doors. “More. Us more.”


    Park looks at the other locked doors for a time and then he curses. If there are more of these people caged here, he can’t just leave them behind.


    “All right,” he says, nodding. The truth is that having an independent group of escapees loose in the Makoa could help him in the end.


    She opens her palm again. “Put.”


    “No,” Park says. “I’ll do it. I.” He points to his chest. “I will do it.”


    The woman hesitates as though considering the idea of making a lunge at him. But after a moment she steps out of his way, watching closely as he goes to work on the locks of the first door.


    


    


    There are three guest rooms in total—each with another ten or fifteen Mirasai captives inside—and once the doors are all open Park leaves the haggard assembly behind. Fend for yourselves from here, Mirasados. If he was planning on leaving the Makoa directly, he wouldn’t hesitate to use the group as cover, run with them long enough to see himself free, but right now he needs the group to draw attention away from him, to pull Nil in another direction. Park bolts downward through the stairwell. He is gripping both handrails and taking the steps two at a time.


    


    


    At the second-floor landing Park stops and waits a few beats, breathing hard. He is thinking about the locked door of the Calanthe conference room. He imagines himself opening it with the master keycard and stepping into an unknown darkness where Nil may be waiting, awakened by the sound of his entry. He can’t have that; he needs Nil to be gone before that time. The Mirasai may be enough to draw him out of the room, but they may not be. Even with their sizeable numbers—there are maybe fifty of them in all—their exit from the building might be too well concealed, too quiet.


    Park eventually decides that he can’t rely on them alone. He turns around and begins climbing back up the stairs.


    


    


    At the fourth floor, he exits the stairwell and goes back to the locked room—the mortis room—the place where he was kept prisoner.


    The occupants haven’t settled. Park can hear them still, scrabbling doggedly at the wood on the other side of the door, seething, but he tries not to pay attention to it. He starts at the top, the padlock, and works his way down, unlocking everything that secures the door with the exception of the main lock, the lock that opens with the master keycard. He leaves the door as it is, with the single lock in place. He moves on to the next door in the line, unlocking it in the same way, and when he finishes he goes to the next door, and then the next.


    


    


    When all of the doors are unlocked, Park stands in the hallway with the master keycard in hand. At the first door, he dips the keycard in the reader until the mechanism whirs and then he jacks the L-handle down, opening the door just enough to set it against the jamb. He hurries down the line, doing the same at each door—including the one for his own temporary prison—and when every door is open he runs full-board for the stairwell. At about the halfway point, he glances over his shoulder and sees the skeletal bodies pouring out into the hallway.


    Park was hoping that they would disperse, scatter randomly throughout the building, once they tasted freedom. But right away he can hear them padding stiffly down the hall toward him. These devils have gotten used to acting as a whole, taking cues from one another. Sharing a common psychosis. As he enters the stairwell, he catches sight of the mass surging toward him.


    


    


    Park is faster, but their pursuit seems almost ideological—a matter of committed belief. It’s as though they were appointed to the task of laying hands on him, of bringing him back into the gentle fold, of taking him home.


    They follow him all the way down to the ground floor. He bursts through the stairwell door, sprints down the hall, and ducks into an alcove where two vending machines stand gutted, their weighty doors cracked opened with a prybar. He wedges his body between them, pulls the knife and crouches down. His pulse is throbbing. He struggles to regain his breath, to silence himself.


    The infected start to come soon after. Noiseless except for their padding footfalls. From his position he is completely blind—he has no line of sight on the corridor—so he just stays huddled low, waiting. He says something to himself that vaguely resembles prayer, and then he takes the set of keys in his palm and slots four key-blades in between his fingers, and he balls the hand into a fist.


    


    


    One of them staggers drunkenly into the alcove with him. A man, alone, peeling away from the pack, drifting wayward. Right away, the man sees Park huddled between the fallen vending machines, and they make direct eye contact, but the man simply trudges past him and then collapses into a seated position. His back is flat up against the wall in the corner.


    For a while the man is motionless, posted there on the floor like a woeful panhandler, and Park tries to stay completely still, staring forward, watching the man in his peripheral vision, but after a few moments the man lifts his arm up from where it rests at his side. He brings the arm to the level of his teeth and gazes at the inside of his wrist almost longingly, as though he’s been waiting for the chance to find himself alone with it, and then he leans in and widens his mouth to a terrifying degree and bites down, breaking skin. He begins gnawing at the site of the wound, and Park can’t bear to watch it, so he closes his eyes.


    Soon he hears liquid splashing heavily against the tile. A smell like hot gunmetal—the man must have tapped into something turgid, a life-giving conduit. Everything vital is rapidly ebbing from him. Before long, the alcove is completely silent.


    


    


    Park forces himself to stand and take a few tentative steps out of the space between the machines. He passes a pool of blood; in the darkness, it looks a lot like spent-up engine oil. He glances down at the sick man on the floor, just long enough to see that he’s motionless—either dead or unconscious—then he moves to the hallway and looks both directions. There’s no one. Without hesitation, he starts in the same direction that the group took, the direction of the main lobby area.


    He moves as quickly as he’s able to. More and more, his legs are feeling rigid and weighted, similar to the way his mind has felt lately. Every moment is becoming a struggle against some implacable inertia, strong as the pull of a current.


    He pushes past the defunct elevator bank, and as he approaches the Makoa lobby he hears the sound of Nil’s voice roaring out monosyllabic commands. Doors opening and closing forcefully. One of the women in masks is shouting out a string of inspired profanity. From every direction, the echo of hurried footfalls.


    


    


    Park takes the corridor that leads to the conference rooms. The hallway is barren—all of the clamor is coming from behind him, from the wing that branches eastward off the lobby, the part of the building that houses the guest room he was given.


    He comes quickly to the Calanthe, and for a brief moment the door looks the same as the rest of them, like any one of the faceless doors in any given hallway of the Makoa, but then he sees a single metal hasp installed across the frame gap. The U-shackle of a padlock is threaded through the eyelet.


    Immediately, he takes out the ring of keys and pages through them, skimming one after the other along the arc of the split loop. His hands are shaking. He studies the bow of every key but there is no label that matches the Calanthe. Halfheartedly, he tries a few of them, but nothing takes.


    There isn’t time for this. He lifts his shirt hem and pulls the hand-trowel from his waistband—the pointed scoop blade and the wooden handle. He raises the trowel and bores the tip of the blade between the hasp and the wood, working it in. Gouging a wide track into the fiber. Once the blade is positioned deeply underneath the hasp, he levers the handle upward, steady and hard, prying the screw threads from their settings. Up and down, up and down. Finally the hasp breaks free and falls to the carpet, padlock and all.


    He replaces the trowel and finds the white master keycard on the keyring. Quickly, he slots it into the reader mechanism and pulls it out again. The green pinpoint light flashes and the door lock clears.


    


    


    He jacks the L-handle down and pushes open the door. Knife in hand, he enters the darkness of the Calanthe, and he holds the door open to welcome in whatever light the hall can offer, but it doesn’t make much of an impact. It’s nearly black inside; he’s all but blind.


    Near the entryway, he finds a desk chair on casters, same as the chairs in the Jumellea, and he takes it by the back, rolling it toward him and positioning it in front of the open door as a prop. It catches and holds.


    Park moves further into the room, committing himself, and as his vision adjusts he begins to see the scope of the man’s possessions, the way that Nil has taken precious time to arrange these scavenged objects over every available surface. The conference table, a chest of drawers, a mattress on the carpet, a nightstand. Everything Nil calls his own—everything taken by him, hoarded here—has been thoughtfully organized. Jewelry sorted according to its proper place on the body. A pile of women’s undergarments—the blacks and blues and reds—folded, next to the mattress. Wallets and handbags and watches. Photographs of couples, entire families, a few white-bordered school pictures of children wearing their level best. In the far-right corner of the room is a bank of travel luggage, dozens of suitcases and duffels stacked together.


    Park goes to the luggage pile and pulls down a battered black roll-aboard with a loop of pink yarn knotted around the grip. He unzips the main compartment, and the inside is completely filled with alkaline batteries, all sizes and types. AAs, mostly, but there are others, even a few watch cells the size of shirt buttons. Most are still in the retail packaging. He pushes the suitcase aside and he takes the handle of the next one.


    


    


    Park goes through the contents of the bags—opening one after the other, spending just enough time to check for pill bottles—pausing only to shoot glances toward the entryway. He finds a golf-club travel caddy filled with long-handled garden tools. Suitcases entirely dedicated to travel-sized soaps and shampoos and toothpaste tubes. Nail clippers and a set of jewelry screwdrivers. He comes across a sheathed Leatherman, and he threads it through a belt that he finds in one of Nil’s many piles, and when he finishes he puts the belt on and cinches it, notching the last hole. He opens a full-dresser trunk and finds a collection of thirteen fossa skulls, skinned and dried—utterly clean and stark white. He closes the lid. He takes down a luxury garment bag containing an assortment of packaged snacks, hard candies and chocolates, and he stuffs his front and back pockets full of them.


    Eventually he comes to a blue canvas sport duffel with a professional team logo stitched into both ends—the kind of bag that a child would use to tote gear around. It lifts easily by the nylon straps, and as he pulls the bag down from the pile, the contents shift and there is a clatter like pebbles shaken in a plastic cup.


    He drops the bag and kneels and unzips it, and the interior is filled with prescription pill bottles, smoke-orange and white-capped—hundreds of them. Whole courses of antibiotics and anti-virals, blood pressure meds and oral contraceptives and erection pills. More than a few SSRIs, all the major ones. There are over-the-counter medicines mixed in also, some packaged in bottles, some shrink-wrapped in press-through foil. Ibuprofen and acetaminophen and an antihistamine with pseudoephedrine, the real thing. Generic and name brand medicines, both. Everything.


    Park re-zips the bag—there isn’t time to scan the label of every bottle to look for hers. He tosses the duffel aside and delves back into the heap of luggage, picking up a few of the smaller bags and shaking them, listening for the telltale rattle of tablets, but he doesn’t hear anything. After a few tries he gives up the search, convincing himself that all the salvaged medication must be in one place—the man seems too meticulous with his possessions to do otherwise.


    He needs to go. He reaches for the duffel, but as he straightens, there is the sound of the chair moving in the entryway, the sound of the swivel bearings in the caster wheels. Friction between the metal long-pins and cylinders in the door hinges. What little light there is in the room is quickly fading out.


    He turns around and the door is already falling closed, nearly there, and then he hears a low voice, disembodied, coming from the dark.


    “You will be made civilized, wild one,” the voice says.


    


    


    The door closes, and Park is completely sightless. Immediately he pulls the steak knife by the wooden grip and stands frozen, terrified. Before he can act, he hears the sound of the man wending through the room in his direction—a slow, plodding gait. No sign of hurry. And then it occurs to him that this man has made himself blind intentionally, that he is far more interested in making this experience memorable—something worthy of the effort it will take—than he is with getting it over with, rushing through it.


    Park winds the duffel once around his wrist by the handles, taking in all of the slack of the nylon, and then the bag is flush against his outer forearm. He raises it as a sorry, makeshift shield—it’s all he can think of doing. The knife-arm is cocked with the blade at the level of his shoulder. He waits for what’s coming his way.


    


    


    The last few steps the man takes to reach Park are soundless, and then the man abruptly charges, driving into him with a lowered shoulder. Park is able to buffer a small share of the impact with his outstretched arm, but the force still bulldozes his entire body backward, sending him reeling. He goes down hard, landing flat on his back, and right away the man is standing above him, gladiatorial, straddling his torso, one foot on either side at the level of the ribcage.


    The fall takes the air from him—Park is gasping, mouth wide, his throat clicking. Even in the dark he can see that the man is reaching down, descending, but before the man’s iron hands can take hold of him, Park brings up the blade of the knife and drives it into the man’s left leg. Again and again in quick succession, with as much force as he can generate from a prone position. The calf, the back of the ankle above the heel where the tendons are strapped, and once more behind the kneecap. The blade breaks cleanly from the handle. The man’s leg buckles and he collapses hard to one side.


    Park stands up and blindly staggers forward—the duffel is cradled in both of his arms. He uses the thin wire of blue light underneath the door as a compass, picking his way past the opened baggage. He is still struggling for air. Behind him the downed man is bellowing, writhing, spewing curses.


    Park ratchets the door handle and tries to rush out into the dimly lit hallway, but he is stopped short—the corridor is completely filled. The infected are scattered up and down the passageway, blocking him in; every lost soul that he emancipated from the upstairs floor is gathered here, standing motionless in a seemingly specified place. It’s as though they’re waiting for some kind of cue, an external signal that the time has come to animate, to serve an externally defined purpose.


    Park hesitates for a few beats, just staring, but then—lacking any other option—he wades into them. Surrounding himself willingly. The embrace of a walking death, the longest of all the slow processions.


    He edges past a pallid older woman, completely unclothed. At this point she’s been reduced to little more than skinned-together bones. Her hand is missing at the wrist, and she is staring straight ahead as though this is the middle of a commute and she is waiting for an everyday form of transport.


    


    


    As Park moves through the hallway, he tries to ignore the proximity of them. The sights and the feral smells and the memories that are unearthed. The feeling of the remnants of their skin against his own as he passes. His only saving grace is that none of them seem to notice his presence—all of their eyes are focused on the Calanthe.


    He picks his way through the fold, and when he catches sight of the lobby entranceway—the glass-paned front doors that will open into a night just like any other sweltering night in the Torluna wilds—he desperately wants to run to it, to throw himself into the outside, but he can’t do anything to draw attention to himself. He keeps his presence small, his movements deliberate and measured, consistent. He emerges from the corridor, the duffel pressed hard against his stomach, and as he comes to the lobby doors he sees the five-foot chain laced through the two handles, binding them closed. The thick padlock at center.


    Without hesitation Park sets the bag down, carefully pulls the keys from his pocket and skims through them. He angles the bows, squinting at well-worn labels, and he pauses to glance over his shoulder now and again, glimpsing the backs of some of the infected, still standing like crumbling statues in the corridor. After a time he finds a key marked Main. He tries it in the keyway and it takes—he turns it and the U-shackle snicks open. He sets everything down with care and starts the process of quietly unraveling the heavy chains.


    


    


    Before the bindings are all the way undone, Nil’s voice sounds out from behind him—guttural, near roaring. It’s in a language Park doesn’t understand. He sees Nil shouldering his way through the ranks of the sick, dragging the bloody leg, pushing to the front line like a wounded officer rallying the forward edge. Directing commands at them, pointing his finger.


    None of the infected move, and after a short time the man’s tone softens and his words start sounding more like a petition, as though he’s trying to appeal to a long-dormant center of reasoning or affect—to tap into a group consciousness—and as the man speaks his foreign-sounding tongue, the infected gradually begin to turn their eyes toward Park. For a brief moment he can see the reflection of the dim light in all of them. The cold, blue retinal glow. They seem to have come around to the man’s way of thinking.


    All at once, the crowd begins to move, bearing down on him. Park scrabbles frantically at the chain until it’s free, and it slithers down into a coil at his feet. He snatches up the duffel and rips open the door and runs, throwing himself into the dark. High-stepping over debris, over decomposition, feverish. The moon is sharply slivered overhead.


    


    


    Park tears down the paved path that leads away from the Makoa, toward the atrium, and even though he doesn’t look behind him, he can hear their footfalls mixed with his own, the sound of a manic footrace, prey and pack. Otherwise their movements are soundless. No attempts are made at formulating words or vocalizing anything at all; his pursuers are altogether mute.


    His legs are already cramping up. It feels as though they could lock into one position at any moment, seizing like machinery without a lubricant, and then he would fall to the ground and they would descend on him. Forcibly drag him further into this mass hysteria, the collective delusion—he would be entirely consumed by it.


    


    


    Park bursts into the open-air atrium. Tota Sao. The sweat is pouring from him and he’s gone lightheaded—defocused, as though everything in his mind is softly lit. The duffel is strapped tightly around his fist and he can feel his hand throbbing from the constriction. He forces himself to continue on; he tears past the black wrought-iron cage at center, the bodies. Their crushed repose. The silent structure of the waterfall. Ahead of him are the main lobby doors of the Hotel Lavelha.


    He rips the doors open and finds enough ambient light to distinguish the burned-out registration desk and the mahogany valet stand and the station for the bellhop cart, and then he’s through the front doors and into the open. The front facade of the hotel proper. The white fountain, barren, the turnabout for vehicles, the parking lot. The long promenade lined with liana palms. He’s broken himself free from the Lavelha, but they’re still behind him—the hunt party, frothing. Maybe fifty yards, maybe closer than that; he has no way of being certain.


    


    


    Park is running in the center of the graveled murram. He comes to the front gate of the hotel property, the tall white bulwarks like gun turrets on either side of the opening. The heavy black iron gate is open. He knows what waits on the other side of the gate, but there isn’t another choice, so he plunges through.


    He skirts down a short unpaved drive and almost immediately is surrounded by the sundry shops and markets and souvenir stores of the Trap. He pulls up and stops in the middle of an intersection. Bent double, hands on his knees, the duffel slung over his shoulder. Heaving. He spits in the dust of the murram and then wipes his eyes. He glances up and sees the phalanx of devils closing the distance between them. He gathers a handful of gravel from the road surface at his feet, straightens, and waits.


    When they’ve come within twenty yards, he bolts in the direction of the park fountain—heading to town center, to the heart. When he looks over his shoulder, he can see them single-mindedly following.


    


    


    The fountain is surrounded by stairs, five or six on each side of the pedestal, and members of the fossa pack are draped across every tier. Every landing. There are probably fifty of them, and even in the dim light he can see their black forms showing starkly against the white concrete like fissures in the structure itself. Park keeps running, heading directly toward them.


    The fossa, all of them, raise their heads at his approach. Electric. Instantly galvanized. Tails lashing. Several flash onto all fours, and he is close enough to hear the rumbling in their throats, to see the display of incisors and the long cuspids.


    


    


    Ten yards from the fountain he banks left, and at least half the pack bolts for him—snap-triggered, automatic. The sound of spit-backed snarling behind him. Claws snicking against the hard-packed stretches of the murram. There’s no way to outpace them, and he doesn’t try to. As they bridge the distance, he abruptly pulls up and stops running, wheels around and casts the handful of gravel behind him at the oncoming rush, causing the front line of the pack to blanch instinctively, rearing back. They immediately scatter, and when the rear guard sees them scatter, it’s enough of an impetus to make them do the same. And it’s at that moment that the lurching mob of the infected first reaches the fountainhead.


    


    


    Without hesitation, the group shambles straight into the churn of the fossa. No defensive postures, no avoidance. Their hands are still below their waists, and even as they’re surrounded, penned in, they try to plod onward, to push through, staggering. It’s as though they’re so used to a clear path in front of them that they can’t even conceive of the existence of obstacles.


    The animals swarm them—nipping at fingers, testing, sampling—and when no resistance is offered and they taste warm fluid, they turn frenzied, blood-charged. Leaping wildly, dragging the unfortunate souls down by the shoulders, the arms—feasting on the bodies—and the infected seem almost grateful for the excuse to fall, to be done with it. There isn’t a single scream. Park turns away from the sight and he runs.


    


    


     After a long while, Park cuts through a broad stand of trees and emerges on a beachfront. The look of it is familiar to him—the same stretch of desolate sand, the mottled surf washing to the wrackline, the seemingly recognizable pattern of corpses, like a tessellation you could decipher if you cared to spend the time.


    He turns around and re-enters through the treeline and backtracks, and after an hour spent wandering, lost, he manages to reach the mouth of the culvert—their culvert—the shared hole in the damp earth. The galvanized steel corrugate walls and the natural floor. All of the feeble cover he’d arranged over the opening is scattered, cast off. He hurries to the shelter, ducks inside, and immediately sees that everything is gone—even the supplies he left with her—every damn thing.


    He waits there in the entranceway, but when he unshoulders the duffel and tries thinking about it all for a while, his mind isn’t processing anything correctly anymore—not like hers always can—so he quits. He just tosses the bag in where she used to lie. He looks around again, as though he may have missed something during the first pass, and then he says his wife’s name out loud, though it feels foolish to him even in the moment, even given the condition he’s in.


    


    


    Some time later, Park opens his eyes and finds himself sitting knees-to-chest on the sand at the wrackline near the surf’s end, the extremity of its reach inland. His arms are wrapping his shins, holding them in. He blinks a few times and the feeling is similar to slowly waking, the world spreading open. A low-slung sun and the full panorama of the ocean. He doesn’t know how long he’s been here or why he came or why his forearms and wrists are leaking red. He doesn’t understand how the holes formed there.


    He looks out at the water and sees a group of young children standing in the surf around thirty yards downshore—he hadn’t noticed them until just now. Maybe five or six of them, boys and girls. Water at the level of their chests, licking at their collarbones, the slender throats.


    There is no organization to their assembly, no discernible structure—just a loose gathering being held at some invisible meridian. All of them are motionless, standing there together gazing downward like a knot of solemn worshipers. The scene is almost baptismal. The sunlight. Children so glowingly pale that they could be enrobed in a white cloth. Breaker after breaker washing over them. Or maybe he’s wrong; maybe it isn’t baptismal at all, and it’s a remembrance instead. Something sacrosanct, like siblings coming together to release their father’s ashes.


    Park watches them stand in silence, and then he glimpses the boy—the same boy, his baby boy—at the periphery of the group, and he can’t believe the child is still breathing. This is the reason he couldn’t find the boy’s body, because there was no body. The boy is still living. Park watches the boy, his boy, for as long as he can, but soon his eyes start to feel heavy and he doesn’t fight it. He lets them close.


    


    


    It’s strange, the things you think of. Sitting there, waiting, Park thinks about the last mistake he made involving another person—in the end, that’s what comes down to: the lapses. This particular one happened with his wife. It feels like longer, but it must have been about two weeks ago that he touched her on the shoulders for too long, far too long, and he knew it was wrong even as it was happening. He lingered, and it was wrong of him to do that. The way in which he did it was wrong, the thoughts in his head were wrong, the timing, all of it.


    They had been together in a shaded clearing, and he was standing behind her as she knelt beside a saline streambed to wash the blades of both their knives. She was rinsing blood and gore from stainless steel, of all things, and his job was to watch the surroundings but instead he was watching the small of her back. The strength of her brown legs. It was midday and the sun was in the tree canopy, and he approached her and he placed a hand on each shoulder in the same, married way he had over the nearly two decades of their shared life.


    He remembers the way her body stiffened wholly. She tried to shrug him off. The blades were poised, winnowing under the running water like silver fish, one of them gripped in each of her dark hands.


    


    


    The memory passes, giving way to others that pass also, and he stays where he is on the shoreline. After a short time the wait mercifully ends, and he becomes aware of an approaching set of footfalls across the stretch of loose berm behind him—he can hear the blessed sound even over the wash of surf. A shuffling cadence, a kicking of sand on each shallow lift. He doesn’t turn to look back. There’s no need to look. Most of his pursuers were brought to the ground by the fossa pack, but he knew not all of them would be—that would be an awful lot to ask of the wild, far too much—and he knew better than to expect it. He knew that some would make it through, and he knew that the ones who made it through would come for him. It was only the timing he couldn’t be certain of.


    


    


    

  


  
    

    [image: ]


    


    

  


  
    chapter eleven


    


    


    


    Lee stays clear of the murram for nearly all of the fifty-mile trek toward Cãlo. She keeps herself hidden in the thick vegetation of La Sielve, only occasionally venturing near the roadway to verify its direction, to get her bearings. There have been too many bad rumors—the lawless patrols made up of marauders from the township who drive up and down the murram looking for anyone, sick or well, and then net them and bind their limbs with chain. Take them god-knows-where in the beds of their re-purposed 4Runners. You can’t ignore the things you hear, especially when those things are repeated. Especially out here. You can only parse everything for its truth, and then you do the best you can with it, and in the end, she decided to follow the road as a guide, but when she moves, she moves through the hard country. The steaming jungle, burring with the sound of thick-tailed scorpions and dropwings, swallowtail moths and golden orb weavers and the fossa.


    


    


    At this pace, it takes her almost three days to reach the township outskirts. Once she arrives she finds a six-vehicle barricade assembled, ramshackle, across the width of the murram, with dark Mirasai men draped casually over the rusted-out hoods and windshields. Two are lying in the lazy shade of a roadside liana palm. Their revolver-style handguns. Their many rifles. The kind of rifles that mix tawny, polished wood and matte-black metal, the kind with a long magazine that curves crescent-like away from the rear handle.


    Lee watches them for a while from a protective cover of vegetation. She’s slept a total of four hours since she left the culvert. Her hands are shaking, and she can barely keep herself upright.


    


    


    After a time Lee steps out of the brake, climbs the steep ditch to the murram and stands, unsteady, near the graveled shoulder. The men respond quickly, to their credit—they are on their feet almost immediately, pointing weapons, bristling. One of them begins slowly walking toward her, and as he walks he scopes his rifle barrel left-to-right and back again. Sweeping the area, that’s what it’s called, she remembers. The man is worried that maybe she isn’t alone, but she is, and she wants to tell him so but she decides against it. She raises her hands above her shoulders, high.


    The man says words to her in an unknown language, and he says them sharply. Then he uses Spanish. Then he tries French, then English.


    “Drop it down,” he says. “Quick now.”


    She tries answering but she hasn’t used her words in days. She clears her throat.


    “What?”


    The man stops walking. “Drop it down. The hand,” he says. He points high with the barrel. “Quick, quick.”


    She looks up at her raised right hand: the cleaver is gripped tightly in her fist. She bends down, rests the cleaver on the hardpack, and then straightens.


    


    


    The man questions Lee for a long time—also to his credit—and then two of the smaller men are instructed to drive her to Cãlo. They point her toward a blue Fiat behind the barricade, and the car looks like it’s been on a forced march up and down the murram for decades. Equal parts dust and metal. As she makes her way to the car, she is aware of the other men watching her closely from all angles.


    One of the escorts guides her to the passenger side and lifts the bag strap from her shoulder without asking, and the other man opens the passenger door for her before walking around the front of the car and getting behind the wheel. The other man throws her bag into the trunk. He sits in the back seat, directly behind the driver, and there are smiles exchanged through the rearview mirror that she can’t interpret. The guns are put away.


    As they drive toward the town, both men start to smoke a kind of cigarette she’s never seen or smelled before now. The man in front offers her water, and she wants desperately to say yes but she declines politely; she has indebted herself enough already. She has begged these men for entry into the township boundary, and she has accepted this ride from them, and that is enough. It’s probably too much, in fact.


    They drive, and at some point the man in the back seat rolls down his window—she thinks that he flicks the tan filter stub outside but she can’t be certain. Her eyes are kept forward.


    The man rolls up the window with the hand-crank. “Where you origin,” he asks.


    Lee hesitates. She hesitates for too long.


    “Montreal,” she says.


    “You no Canada,” the man says, laughing. “That a boldface you say, ma. No need, no need.”


    Lee doesn’t respond.


    “C’mon, ma. Where you origin tell. Truth of where.”


    “California,” she says.


    “See?” says the man. “No problem. It’s okay, California. Merika is okay to me.”


    Lee can’t think of anything to say in response. She stays silent, staring straight ahead.


    “Ma. Look here,” he says after a time.


    She turns around in the seat far enough to make eye contact. He is missing his front teeth, three of them.


    “Where you man is,” he asks her.


    “Sorry?”


    “Man.” He makes a masturbatory gesture at crotch level. “Where he is? At golden gate still?”


    “There’s no man,” she says.


    “No man? C’mon. How no man, look you,” he says. He stares at her up and down. “You a go-girl kind?”


    “He’s dead,” she says.


    The man straightens in the seat. The casual tone falls away quickly. “Sick dead?”


    “No.” She is ready for this question. “Not sick. He was killed. It was an accident.”


    The man is silent for a few minutes, and she can feel him studying her.


    She decides to fill the silence. “They never got to me,” she says. “I’m not sick.”


    “You boldfacing again, ma,” he says.


    “No. I’m not.”


    “You hold sick, I think.”


    “You don’t think that,” Lee says. She says it without considering it fully, without modulating. “You know I’m not. I wouldn’t be here if you thought I was.”


    The man snorts at that. “Not afraid the sick I. See sick plenty,” he says. “See the sick, smell the sick, breathe the sick.” He taps his chest once with a fist. “Healthy still. This kind of sick no catch. No. You hold this sick in.” He pauses and touches his chest again, this time even more lightly, with the fingertips. “In you or not in you,” he says. Then the man stops talking and starts to stare out the window.


    Lee doesn’t respond to him. She faces forward, and there’s quiet between them after that. They keep driving on. The blur of passing trees and the dust cloud in their wake and the rattletrap chassis.


    


    


    She is taken to a medical complex; she only knows what the place is because the man in the back seat tells her. Medicine, doctor, the man says—except he says dokotera—and then he points.


    The complex is on the eastern edge of the township, off an unpaved byroad. A nondescript set of six beige and dark brown portables, like the temporary classrooms they sometimes used for elementary school students back home. The parking lot is a muddy expanse, and the deep wheel tracks of a trailer bed are still visible; the portables haven’t been in this location for very long. Behind the roofline she can see part of a chainlink fence with razor wire spiraling along the top. It looks like a dog run or some kind of pen.


    There are no signs or markers. The driver picks a spot for the car seemingly at random; he brakes and drops the transmission down into neutral, idling. The man from the back seat comes around and opens the door for her. He escorts her to the center portable, carrying her shoulder bag, while the driver waits with the engine still running.


    


    


    Lee takes the three metal stairs up to the metal door, and the man opens it for her. He sets a hand on her lower back to usher her through. She wipes the mud from her feet on a stiff coir doormat.


    Inside the portable are little more than a thin carpet and a squat brown desk. Fluorescent tube lighting overhead. Honest to goodness vapor lamps, the real thing, switched on. She looks up at the long bulbs set in their fixtures, just staring stupidly toward the ceiling. She can’t remember the last time she laid eyes on any form of artificial light; she’d never understood how beautifully simple it is, how necessary, until now. She listens for a generator motor, and she can hear a droning mechanical sound coming from outside, behind the portables somewhere.


    Two large Mirasai men dressed as orderlies enter the room. White cotton smocks and white scrub-style pants and blue latex gloves. The man from the back seat speaks to them in their shared language. They look at her but don’t approach, and when he finishes speaking, the man drops her bag and turns and leaves the portable without a word to her.


    Once the man is gone, one of the orderlies also leaves—he exits through a door into the next room. It looks like it has an exam table inside, some medical instruments. The door closes behind him.


    The remaining orderly asks Lee if she wants to sit, and she does want to sit but she says no, no thank you, and the man nods and then goes behind the desk and opens the door of a compact refrigerator. He pulls out a tin foil packet and a clear plastic bottle of water with no label. He passes them over to her, and in spite of her better judgment she doesn’t hesitate; she tears open the foil. Cold shredded chicken and ginger slices and peppered rice. She devours everything inside with her fingers, and she can feel the tears coming but she blinks them back. She shouldn’t be doing this; she shouldn’t let anyone see her this desperate, and she knows it. She unscrews the plastic cap and drains the bottle dry.


    “Slow,” says the man.


    She chews a few times and then swallows hard. She backhands both eyes, right then left. “I’m not sick,” she says.


    “Don’t talk now. Just eat.”


    “I don’t need to be here,” she says, looking around. “I’m not sick.”


    The man smiles and it looks kind, genuinely so. “It’s okay. We will worry this later. Have your fill now.”


    


    


    Lee finishes the contents of the foil packet and when the orderly brings her another, she finishes that also. He asks if she needs more water and she says yes. He brings her another cold bottle with the cap already loosened and then sits on the desk edge and watches her.


    “What more are you needing,” he asks after a time. He gestures to a chair. “Maybe change your mind on the sit.”


    Lee wipes her mouth. She swallows. “Nothing. Thank you.”


    “The loo?”


    “I’m fine, but thank you,” she says. “I appreciate it.”


    “Okay,” the orderly says. He stands up and goes back behind the desk and sits down. He opens a drawer and takes out a pen and a paper form, and then he looks up at her—the expression on his rounded face is still gentle. She can see the dark curve of a wedding band on his left ring finger through the blue latex.


    “I will ask you some things,” he says. “Just talk with what you want to say. Don’t be worried.”


    Lee nods. “Okay.”


    “Good.” The pen tip is poised over the form. “How did you come to here?” he asks.


    “By car,” she says. She says it without thinking.


    The orderly smiles. He nods a few times. He jots down some unreadable notes with the pen, and as she watches him she understands right away that the man isn’t interested at all in her actual responses—the man is simply observing her, and that’s all this is. He is recording his own impressions, noting her behaviors; the factual content of her words is secondary to him.


    The orderly stops writing. “Tell me about the travel. When you leave from Lavelha to the time when the soldalanos take you from the murram,” he says. “Tell what you can about it.”


    Lee shrugs. “It was long,” she says. And after that, there is a protracted pause and the man spends the time staring at her. She decides that she has no choice but to go on. “It was difficult, the whole thing,” she says. “Hunger, thirst, terrain, wildlife. Everything. It was hard.”


    The orderly doesn’t use the pen this time. He just watches her.


    “It won’t make my Torluna highlight list,” she adds.


    The man still doesn’t respond. He is looking down at her body now; she can’t tell from his eyes exactly which part, but somewhere below the neck. The man asks, “Was it the wildlife done this to you,” and then he points at her.


    Lee looks down at herself. “Did what to me.”


    “The arms there,” he says, still pointing.


    She raises both arms and sees the raw, red welts running from wrist to elbow. Straight lines, symmetrical. Maybe six in a row on each arm. She stares for a while, too long, and then she lowers them.


    “Has another been putting teeth against you, love,” he asks. His voice is gentle about it.


    “No,” she says.


    The orderly pens a brief note. “Do you remember how?”


    “How what.”


    “How this happen to you,” he says. “It’s okay. Just talk with what you want to tell. Try remembering.”


    Lee doesn’t answer. She looks down at herself, shaking her head—it’s obvious now where this interview is going, the end result. The man has already made the decision that she’s not well, and he’s going to try and take her forcibly into that back room and strap her down and run god-knows-what kinds of tests, and she can’t allow any of that. She can’t stay here.


    Without thinking it through, Lee turns and bolts. She swoops down for the strap of her bag, tears open the door, and throws herself through, and then she vaults the stairs to the parking lot and runs full tilt.


    


    


    The mud in the lot is up to her insteps, and as she nears the periphery she stumbles and falls to her hands and knees in the mire. She quickly stands. She looks back. The orderly is descending the steps rapidly and shouting out an alarm in Mirasai. There is the sound of a dog baying, maybe more than one.


    Lee casts herself into the woods at the nearest treeline and plunges down a steep grade until it levels into a small floodplain. Loose soil cascades down behind her. The dogs are already at her back, gaining, and she pushes through the shallows of a slow-winding stream, crashing through the thick sedge and bulrush and thatching reeds on the other side. The sound of slavering and panting. The dogs are winging through this godforsaken terrain like it’s a game. She tries climbing the opposite hillside, scrabbling for purchase, but they are on her in moments. One of them takes her wrist hard in its jaws.


    


    


    Lee opens her eyes, and she is back inside, laid out on the floor of the same center portable. The orderly is kneeling next to her, close enough that she hears his breathing. He has her wrist in his hand, and two of his fingers are feeling for a pulse. His face shows the same kind, concerned expression.


    The orderly lets go of her wrist and helps her to a sitting position. She looks down at herself, her unsoiled hands and shoes. Her bone-dry clothes. The bag is in the same place it was dropped by the man from the car when she arrived. You fainted, says the orderly. Everything is okay now.


    


    


    The two orderlies deliver her into the exam room—she doesn’t struggle. They lay her down on a crackle-paper table and run their battery of tests on her body. The evaluation of her reflexes, her eyesight, her muscle flexibility and her cognitive skills. The range of motion of her joints, the degrees of freedom. They draw vials of blood from a vein in the top of her hand. The dokotera is away on a trip to town for her vaccination clinic, the orderly tells her. She will come in two days and she will see you then.


    “I’m not sick,” Lee says quietly.


    The man shakes his head. “It will be assessed. I’m sorry.”


    “Assessed?”


    “The sickness marks you. We know the mark. Dokotera can see it.”


    She lifts up her hands. “Look at me,” she says. “I’m not one of them.”


    “You say that because of skin? Because of the brown on your outside?” The orderly smiles, looking more sad than happy. “Color is not a matter here. You have the mark or you don’t have it. We listen what the blood say, that’s all.”


    


    


    On either side of the main office is a wing of portables that serve as patient rooms. Until the doctor returns, Lee has her own quarters there. The door locks from the outside and there are hand-welded, wrought-iron security bars installed on each of the two windows, but otherwise it’s almost like a standard room in a university. Single bed, a trash can, a dresser, and a desk—that’s all, and it’s more than enough, more than she’s experienced in several months.


    She is given a liter of water and a roasted breadfruit. The orderly allows her to keep her carryall, minus the cleaver. She digs into the side pocket for the prescription bottles, the bottles she sent her husband to look for days ago, even though she had them in her possession the entire time. She uncaps one and shakes out a single pill and takes it.


    She lies down on the bed, shoes still on. She stares up at the ceiling, holding onto her left arm with her right hand.


    


    


    The morning her husband left to the Makoa to find the drugs, Lee didn’t move for a long time after the last branch went down over the culvert opening. She waited where she was. Her breathing was quiet, and she stayed prone and listened for maybe an hour, motionless, wondering if Park would backtrack, come to check on her. Or maybe he would come asking her for further direction, or maybe he would simply give up on the project and return, empty-handed and guilt-faced. It was possible that he’d never even left the area at all and he was crouched somewhere in the dense foliage outside the shelter, watching the opening for movements, mouthing the underside of his wrist, sucking loudly in his new, habitual way.


    The truth is that Park could have gotten lost entirely within the brief time he’d been gone—that quickly. It was possible that he was wandering the tangled thick of the sielve, wrapped in one of his lucid, waking dreams. This was another recent habit, his dreaming—a growing propensity for losing time, losing space, losing ground—and there had been other new habits also, none of them good ones. All of those habits put together had become too much for Lee, and the sight of him chasing an imaginary child into the waves that day had made it clear to her that it was time to run.


    After Park had been gone for what felt like an hour, Lee began to pack. She took everything she could reasonably carry on her shoulders or in the carryall—the rest she scattered into the underbrush, a good ways out. Everything dear to him that he hadn’t taken along, all of it. It didn’t feel like a choice at the time; it felt like setting the scene. She needed this thing to look like a pure ransack job brought on by a group of survivors, strangers. Nothing personal to it. If her husband ever came back from the Makoa and saw his side of the shelter untouched—assuming there was anything left of him inside that animate shell of a body—it might be clear to him what she’d really done, and she couldn’t bear the thought of him knowing that she’d decided to leave.


    Cãlo had always seemed like the only choice to her, the only civilization remaining on the islet, and a number of times over the past few weeks she’d tried to convince Park of the obvious advantages. The food and water alone, but also the security, the medicine, the sanity, the airport for Christ’s sake. She’d even tried to suggest gently that there might be something that could be done for him in Cãlo, something to help him. To stop the obvious progression. But he wouldn’t hear any of that. I’m not sick, Lee, he would say. Goddammit, look at me. I’m not one of them.


    Her best chance of surviving was to go alone—it became obvious to her. She was strong, physically and mentally. She could outlive La Sielve and anything dangerous she found running up and down the murram. And most importantly, she could make it through any checkpoint that the locals put up, any gateway—she could be vetted and verified. She could pass, bottom line. She didn’t look like one of the infected, or at least not a vast majority of them, and the uncomfortable truth was that even if her husband had been able to hide his symptoms, he just didn’t quite have the right skin to make it by.


    


    

  


  
    chapter twelve


    


    


    


    Over the next two days, as Lee waits for the dokotera, she works on her strength. She rests her body properly and consumes all she can lay hands on. Her captors bring food once in the morning and once in the evening—rice and red-speckled beans in one paper bowl, and a green vegetable puree in another. A plastic spoon too flimsy for anything but eating. She is allowed to use a basin of hot water and a bar of soap. A toothbrush. She is escorted to the outdoor latrine. She sleeps for hours on the mattress even when the sun is up. They wash her clothes and deliver them to her warm and folded.


    Lee spends some time at one of the barred windows, looking out, and without meaning to, she learns what the chainlink is used for. It’s a holding area. She can see a handful of the sick inside—eight of them, men and women, pale-skinned—milling around slowly, each of them dressed in some variation on the standard tourist uniform.


    Lee can see a water bucket and ladle. A large tray of plain rice, fly-covered, seemingly untouched. There is a canvas sun shelter with a row of woven mats spread across the ground underneath, presumably for sleeping, but none of these lost souls seem to have any interest in rest. They just shuttle from one extremity of the cage to another, and it’s clear that they’re not trying to test their limits or to find a way through. They don’t seem discontented at all with this, the arrangement. Perhaps every time they turn around and start to walk on the well-worn paths, they believe instead that they’re covering new ground, moving forward to better things; perhaps in their minds, they’re rounding a corner instead of heading back.


    


    


    On the morning of the third day, there is a soft knock, and it’s the orderly—the kind-faced one with the form and the pen and the observation session disguised as a simple interview. He is carrying the warm-water basin and he tells Lee that the doctor has arrived back to the office. Dr. Clotilde. He tells her that she can have time to wash first, and he passes her the plastic tub carefully before leaving the room.


    Lee sits on the mattress. She spends a few moments with her fingers in one of her braids trying to tease it out and possibly start over, but the braid won’t loosen. She needs to do something about her appearance right now; she can’t afford to come across as anything but healthy, put-together. She gives up on the hair and just ties it back. She sets the basin on the desk and rinses her face and then she strips down, sponging both armpits, her throat, her groin. She wrings out the washcloth.


    She air-dries and re-dresses, staring out the window at the holding pen as she thinks about what to say—the messaging, the narrative—and how to best articulate it. She catches sight of her arms and quickly rolls down the sleeves of the flannel shirt. She curses herself; these are the things she can’t afford to forget about. As she buttons the sleeves at the wrists, she catches sight of the raised welts. If anything, they seem to have worsened.


    Soon the orderly comes to the door. She opens it and sees that he isn’t wearing his whites anymore; since he was last here, he’s changed into jeans and a button-down work shirt. The latex gloves are off and so is the wedding band. He steps out of the entryway to make space for her.


    


    


    The orderly brings Lee to the center portable and walks her through the office to the open exam room. Well-lit. Sterile white walls. An instrument tray and a metal table and a padded stool. A glass-front cabinet with shelves of medical supplies. Gauze and surgical tape and metered vials half-filled with clear liquids.


    There is an older Mirasai woman sitting at a writing desk at the far end, paging through a paper sheaf; she doesn’t look up at them. Her violet headwrap and the kente-patterned Mirasai dress, yellow and red. Her lush black skin. The woman could be anywhere between fifty and seventy; it’s difficult to know.


    Lee stares at her for what feels like a long time. Over the past months on the islet, the only women she’s seen have been young and in constant flight, terrified—small and gaunt and clinging to anything that seems even remotely tenable. She’s only seen glimpses of them, and finding herself in this woman’s presence—in the company of her stillness, the conveyance of an unspoken strength, the implicit safety—she can feel the tears start to come and so she clears her throat and blinks a few times. The orderly escorts her to the center of the room and leaves her there without an introduction or announcement, not even a word. He closes the door on his way out.


    The woman doesn’t make Lee wait long; she straightens the sheaf of papers and sets them aside, and when she looks up and smiles, it seems genuine.


    “Clotilde,” the woman says. She stands and comes around the desk. The smile is gone but the expression is still open.


    “Aleah. Lee is fine.”


    The woman takes off her glasses and puts them on the desk. “Aleah,” she says. “Okay, my girl.”


    Lee stands for a few moments, unsteady, and her mouth is trembling. Everything she planned to show, to demonstrate, is forgotten. It’s as though her physical responses have become involuntary, and she rushes forward a few paces and falls into the woman’s arms and she is caught, held up, and she begins to sob uncontrollably.


    


    


    When Lee’s breathing returns to normal, the woman eases her limp form into a chair. Lee pulls up her shirt collar to swipe at her eyes, her nose. The woman leaves the room, returning a few moments later with a wet plastic water bottle.


    “We have gotten back some good things,” the woman says, and she gestures to the overhead lights, “but plumbing isn’t one. Not yet.” She hands Lee the bottle and nods down at it. “Torluna well water for you. The real thing.”


    Lee takes the bottle from the woman, but she sets it unopened on the chair between her knees. “Thank you,” she says. As much as she wants to drink, she can’t allow herself to accept more from this woman than she already has by letting herself be held.


    “Okay. Let’s have a look.”


    The woman takes hold of Lee’s face with both hands. Her strong fingers probe behind the jawline.


    Lee submits to it, closing her eyes. “I’m not sick,” she says. “There’s nothing to find.”


    “Mm hm.” The woman’s fingers are digging in. She stops and looks down at Lee’s body. “Put up the sleeves,” the woman says. “Come.”


    Lee doesn’t move.


    “Come.” The woman claps once lightly. “If your health is good, what is your worry?”


    


    


    Lee gives in to the full battery of the woman’s tests—some familiar, some foreign. The woman looks into each of her eyes, back and forth, with a penlight. She is told to walk barefoot from one end of the room to the other, and the woman watches her legs and nods and scrawls something on a notepad. The dimensions of her skull are measured with metal calipers: front to back, laterally, and then chin to crown. The wounds on her forearms are swiped with the leaf of a pungent herb, and then for a long time the woman studies the leaf, the side of it that made skin contact. Lee is told to blow air into a hard plastic mouthpiece attached to a plastic hose for as long as she can sustain it. Instead of using a stethoscope, the woman listens to her heartbeat by lowering an ear and pressing it between her breasts against the sternum.


    


    


    After about an hour of running tests, the woman puts down the notepad and the pen and goes to stand in the entryway between the two rooms. She speaks briefly in Mirasai to someone on the outside and then she comes back in and goes to the desk. She sits and looks up at Lee.


    “I’m sorry,” the woman says.


    “What for?”


    “It is never easy to say or to hear. But I tell you: you carry it.”


    Lee stares for a long time, too long. “Carry it.”


    “Yes,” the woman says.


    “Carry what?”


    The woman shrugs. “Call it what you call it. The malaise of polis. The walking, waking loss. The mortis,” she says. “You have it.”


    “How the hell could you know that.”


    “I know because I am born.” The woman’s voice is firm. “I come from sight.”


    The woman continues to blather on, but as she speaks, Lee kneels down and takes up one of her tennis shoes. She starts to pull it on. “Okay,” she says when the woman pauses. “Just say what you saw in me. Describe it so I understand.” She puts on the other shoe and she knots the laces as quickly as she can manage.


    “Part of your affliction is that you cannot take in hard words,” says the woman. “Not from those unlike you. Sick is tuned only to sick.”


    Lee is ready to shoot back—to say something, anything, that will keep the woman rambling—but before she can speak, she is seized from behind by a pair of powerful arms and lifted clear off of the tile.


    


    


    Lee is carried, cursing—pinioned and screaming and thrashing—outside of the portable to the chainlink cage, and it’s the orderly that does it, the one who took off his wedding band. Of all people, he is the one who delivers her. He pins her against the galvanized steel with his body weight while he unlocks the padlock, and when the gate is open, he forces her through and closes it. He secures the shackle.


    As Lee is pushed inside, she stumbles over the body of a broken figure huddled in the dirt of the pen floor and she falls hard, but she picks herself up right away. She charges the fence and hurls herself against it, her fingers hooked through the diamond mesh. She shakes the steel tubing, the terminal posts, the coil wire.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter thirteen


    


    


    


    It becomes clear that no one is coming—not to release her, not even to trade words through the chainlink—and by nightfall she accepts the reality of the cage. She delves into the wet rice tray with both hands and devours as much as she can keep down without gagging. She drinks from the water bucket until she can’t stomach any more. She piles all of the woven mats in one corner under the sun shelter and she fashions a makeshift mattress and sits down, her back against the fence, but she doesn’t come anywhere close to sleep. Her cohorts go on dragging their broken bodies back and forth in front of her.


    


    


    In the morning, the two orderlies are dressed in work clothes instead of their whites, and they herd the captives—Lee included—up the ramp of a cattlebox stock trailer goosenecked to the undercarriage of a pickup truck. Blood and piss and feces across the wall, on the plank floor. Before the gate is latched behind her, Lee begs to be allowed to ride in the truck cab but they refuse. The bed of the truck then, she says. Put me in the back. Please.


    The orderly with the kind face pauses. He scratches his throat near the collarbone and stares off in the direction of the road. After a moment he says, “If you are tied, okay.”


    “That’s fine. Tie me. Please, yes.”


    


    


    They travel along the murram, headed back toward the hotel, away from Cãlo. Slow going. Twenty-five, maybe thirty miles per hour. A brown twine is knotted around her wrists and ankles. She sits with her back against the side bed-panel next to a wheel well, close to the front cab, and her body is lurching from side to side, her head lolling, as the tires bounce over the furrows and ruts of the hardpack. Behind her in the trailer, the sick are falling and rising to their feet and falling again.


    The direction the men are taking—northward, toward the hotel, instead of to the township—is hard for her to interpret. There are a number of permutations to consider, but she eventually decides that the most likely interpretation is that the men are planning to take them as far from the Cãlo border as possible and let them go, similar to what might be done with a dangerous animal discovered too close to home. A merciful catch-and-release. But it could also be true that the men plan to bring them somewhere secluded in order to take their worthless lives from them. Doing their small part to cleanse the islet of a foreign sickness, which in some ways would be its own form of mercy.


    Lee raises her bound hands and raps sharply with her knuckle on the tinted rear window glass. She waits for a minute and nothing happens, so she knocks again, harder this time.


    The glass slides open and she sees the hand of her orderly on the latch, and the ring is back on. She sees his face in the opening; the other man is the driver.


    “What is it,” he says.


    “Where are you taking me?” she asks. “Please.”


    The man shakes his head. “I just go. This is not my notion.”


    “I’m not asking whose notion,” she says. “Tell me where. Please.”


    The man pauses.


    “Hotel,” he says. “A man is there. One of the buildings. He is not familiar to me. He is like you.” The orderly gestures to her and then to the trailer.


    “I’m not one of them,” Lee says. She is pressing her face up to the opening, as close to him as she can get.


    “You are not one of us. That’s all I mean,” says the orderly.


    Before he can say anything else, the driver cuts in. He says something in Mirasai, harsh and guttural, and the orderly responds to him equally harshly. They argue, and when he returns to the opening, the orderly says, “He tell me to stop words to you.”


    “Don’t,” she says. “I need to know.” She has her bound hands raised high, fingers entwined, but the man goes silent.


    Lee can feel the truck slowing, and when she looks ahead she can see that they’re approaching the checkpoint, the vehicle barricade with the soldalanos lounging. She quickly asks the orderly again, begging, and after a short time he continues.


    “We trade with him, this galashao at the hotel. The outsider. Or we try to.” The orderly pauses and looks down, and when he raises his eyes to the opening again, he is staring far past her face. “The outsider take our men and he keep them there. Woman too. Both. He take the girl of the doctor, Clotilde, who is my mother also.” The orderly looks at her. “How do you say it right, the girl of the mother?” he asks.


    “Daughter,” she says.


    “Yes,” says the orderly. “The daughter of Clotilde. She is my sister also, and the galashao take her from us.”


    “I’m sorry,” she says.


    The orderly nods at her. “So one day the galashao send us the cut-off head of a man, one of our men, and also a message. He say to all of us living in Cãlo: bring me the sick, and then I give you back the Mirasai people, no harm to them. Fair trade.” The orderly moves his hands back and forth between himself and her. “So what can we do? We start bring him the sick. Many, many. But no amount is enough for the outsider. Always more, more. So we bring more. And we hope tomorrow we will see the people free again.”


    There is quiet for a time, and then the man focuses on her. “I tell you what you want me to tell. You have what I know, and I am sorry for you.” Abruptly, he leans back and slides the black window glass closed.


    


    


    The truck passes through the checkpoint barricade and continues north—probably the worst section of the rugged murram. A serpentine stretch where the road winds first in one direction and then another, tortuous, cutting its way haphazardly through the densest portion of La Sielve. At each blind curve, the driver slows down sharply and sounds the horn, two punctuated blasts, before easing the truck around the bend. Several times Lee considers spilling her body over the side, rolling clear of the trailer tires, and then trying to stand up and make her way into the woods, but with her ankles bound she wouldn’t get anywhere.


    At one of the blind curves the driver taps out the warning signal, same as he’s done a dozen times now, but instead of slowing down and easing through the turn, he brakes hard. The truck skids to a full stop, and Lee’s body is thrown against the cab, and she hears the sound of the captives behind her collapsing heavily to the trailer floor like baggage. A plume of dust is kicked up by the tires grinding the murram surface, and through the haze she can see the sick as they struggle, bloodied, to their feet and then immediately step forward again to press themselves tautly against the trailer slats. The wide, lidless eyes and the gaping mouths.


    The driver-side door opens, then the passenger door. Lee hears the voices of the two men calling out words in Mirasai and the words sound salutatory, as though the men are hailing a close friend. Immediately there are answering calls—many of them, all made in the Mirasai language—equally familial, and the two men dismount from the cab, shouting. Soon the men’s voices blend in with the voices of the others and together they swell into the purest exultation, an expression of unalloyed jubilance, and she can feel the skin of her arms break into gooseflesh. There is the sound of rhythmic footfalls, and she leans over the side to look. She can see a group of men and women with interlocked hands raised. Maybe fifty, sixty Mirasai. Everyone is dancing, whirling. Only one man out of the group isn’t taking part—he is sitting, weeping, in the brittle sedge grass at the road shoulder, his face buried in his hands.


    


    

  


  
    chapter fourteen


    


    


    


    The celebration continues for at least half an hour. Songs with words that everyone in the circle knows by heart. Lee looks on achingly even though she shouldn’t. It’s a spectacle she has no right to witness, and she knows it, having been long ago emptied of everything remotely related to clan. The good of it. The connecting language, the structure, the birthright, the beliefs handed down, the undeniable bond to a given swath of earth—everything good about it. All she can manage to carry inside of herself is the legacy.


    The singing gradually gives way to quiet exchanges—one voice at a time. The locution of storytelling. Gestures are made broadly with the hands. Spoken narratives with tones rising and falling.


    


    


    After a long while, the orderly comes around to the rear of the truck and drops the tailgate. He puts a boot on the gooseneck connector and steps up into the truck bed. Smiling, he kneels down in front of her. The sweat is beading at his hairline, and the rate of his breathing is much higher than the resting rate. He has taken off his work shirt, showing a white tank top underneath, and she can see his shoulders lifting and lowering. He looks down at her feet and starts to unknot the ankle bindings.


    “It is done with,” he says.


    Lee stares at him, silent. She doesn’t want to say anything to stop his hands moving.


    “There is no cause to deliver you,” the orderly says. He’s still smiling. “The ones who the outsider take from us are free now. So you are.”


    Lee watches him unwind the cord, passing it under and over her legs, hand to hand. Cadenced. Once there is enough slack he pulls one end until the full length slips away. He balls up the cord and pockets it and then he starts on her wrists.


    The orderly is working on the knot, and after a short time the Mirasados begin to trickle up the road—their slow, labored gaits. Various states of undress, various wounds. All of them are emaciated and haggard, but all of them are unreservedly beaming. Rapturous expressions across their gaunt faces.


    A number of them stop at the side of the truck bed where Lee sits. They address her directly. She can’t decipher the words, but they are being delivered with a tone that sounds like praise, like tribute. Some of the women are touching her face gently, and she is nodding and thanking them and closing her eyes.


    


    


    The crowd moves on. They go to the trailer and gather at the back gate, and they are watching the occupants with expressions of disgust; they seem to be deciding what to do with the infected. Lee turns her attention to the orderly, who is staring down at the truck bed. His fingers are resting on the knot at her wrists.


    “What were they saying to me,” Lee asks him.


    The orderly refocuses on the cord. His hands begin moving again. “They say thank you.”


    It isn’t the answer Lee was expecting.


    “They’re thanking me?”


    The orderly starts to nod, but then he pauses to think about something for a moment. His fingers stop.


    “No. They give thanks for the outsider,” he says. “You are one also. So you are receiving thanks that they cannot give him.”


    Lee shakes her head. “They give thanks for the man who took them?”


    “No. Not him,” says the orderly. He leans to spit over the side. “This is the way they forget him. They don’t give him any area here.” The man taps his temple a few times. “They are thinking only of the outsider who free them from Makoa.”


    “From the Makoa.”


    The man nods. “They recall him only.”


    “They were in the Makoa?” She is staring at him now.


    “Hotel building. Where galashao kept the people locked. Makoa.”


    “I know the Makoa. Someone got them out?”


    The man looks annoyed with her now. He gestures toward the group behind him. “The people say this. Different galashao come. A new outsider. He put key to the door. That’s it. Poof, free. All are running.”


    Lee takes hold of his hands. “Who was it?”


    “Allawei. Who was who, girl?”


    “The outsider. The other one.”


    The orderly shrugs. He extracts his hands from hers. “How I know this? It was an outsider.” He shrugs again.


    “Ask them,” she says. She points toward the trailer. “Ask them. Please.”


    


    


    The orderly finishes with her wrists and then leaves her; he rejoins the group. They congregate closely together behind the trailer, and he addresses them for a while in Mirasai. There are sporadic responses, and after every few sentences, a man or woman turns and stares at Lee briefly before looking away.


    She needs to get out of the truck bed. Touch solid ground. Be unconfined. Seeing her this way will help them understand that the decision has been made—she is free now, irrevocably—but she also wants to be ready to break away into the woods if need be.


    She swings one leg over the side, then the other, and she slides from the truck bed. Both feet down in the hardpack ruts of the murram. She watches the group, ready to bolt at the first sign of anything, but after a few moments she is approached by a woman walking slowly, one she hadn’t seen previously. The woman is wearing a man’s work shirt buttoned up to the collarbone and nothing else, by the looks of her. The hem goes down to her thigh.


    The work shirt is the same one that the orderly wore earlier, and she looks like she could be his twin, so Lee decides that this slight woman must be his sister, the missing daughter of Clotilde. Twenty years old, at the absolute most. The woman stands at a distance, barefoot, and crosses her arms over her chest.


    She shows no sign of speaking, so Lee starts. “Someone released you,” she says. “An outsider.”


    The woman is frowning. The bruises across her legs are evident even from ten feet away. She nods. “Galashao come.”


    “Describe him,” Lee says.


    The woman doesn’t respond right away. As she stands in the road, arms crossed, her frown changes almost imperceptibly into a smirk. “Galashao is your man?”


    “Just tell me.”


    The woman nods. “The man go up to this.” She puts a level hand in the air above her head. “Little bit handsome for a galashao. Little bit brown skin. He key the door and open for me.”


    “Which door?”


    She shrugs. “Doors are the same,” she says. “When I come out I have no clothes and he give his eyes up and down this.” She runs her hand from her chest to her pelvis.


    Lee ignores her. “Did he say anything?”


    The woman rolls her eyes and then spits in the dust. Without another word she turns and walks back to the trailer.


    


    


    The orderly trades a few angry words with the woman—everything is said in Mirasai but the underlying emotion is plain—and when the exchange is finished he walks ahead to the truck and leans against the side panel near the gas cap.


    He smiles at Lee, but it isn’t convincing. His face seems vaguely sad.


    “I won’t ask what she said to you,” the orderly says.


    “Yes. Don’t.”


    “I apologize for her,” he says. He lowers his head as a sign of his sincerity, she guesses. The smile is gone from his face.


    “It’s fine.”


    “No,” the orderly says. “My sister has anger, yes, and she has cause for that. But you are not at blame, and so the anger shouldn’t fall to you.” He lowers his head again. “I am sorry. I didn’t send her to you to act like quantan.”


    Lee shrugs. She doesn’t offer any further response; she stares off northward, silently, in the direction of Lavelha. The blind curve ahead where the untamed vegetation hangs over the road. A stiff wind is starting to pick up; the boughs are careening rhythmically.


    “Can you tell me anything else?” she asks him.


    The orderly glances back at the group for a moment. “They say that the bad man take the outsider,” he says. “Take him and lock him in Makoa. But if this is true then he is gone to you, girl. Even if galashao is still living, it is done. He is done. There is no coming back.”


    Lee listens but doesn’t respond to him. She is scanning the landscape, and her eyes settle on the solitary man still sitting on the road shoulder with his head down and his arms resting on his knees. The lone holdout in the group. She gestures toward him.


    “Who’s that,” she asks.


    The orderly looks, nodding as he watches the downed man. “They tell story of his wife and boy fell during escape from Makoa. Gone, gone. So he is as much as dead. Equal to.”


    “What happened to them?”


    “The sick take them,” says the orderly. “Story is that the bad man use the sick like dogs. Teach them. They do as he say to do.”


    Lee keeps watching the man on the road. The man raises his head after a time, and she can see that the tears have stopped. His face is dry.


    


    


    The orderly unlatches the gearbox in the truck bed and opens the lid—she can’t see the contents. He fishes around for a few moments and then pulls a phillips-head screwdriver with a rubberized grip. He looks at it for a few seconds, then extends it to her.


    “Take this,” he says.


    Lee pauses but then accepts. She gets a feel for the handle before sliding the tool under her belt.


    “Is this supposed to be a parting gift?” she asks.


    The orderly stares at her.


    “You’re sending me away with a goddamn screwdriver,” she says. “Is that all?”


    The man shrugs. “What do you want?”


    “Take me back to Cãlo,” she says.


    “No.” He shakes his head.


    “Goddammit. I’m not one of them.”


    “Doctor say you are. So you are.”


    “You can’t all be this stupid,” she says.


    The man pauses, looking surprised, and then he smiles almost imperceptibly, almost sadly.


    “Not long to wait now,” he says. “You will learn some of what you don’t know soon.”


    Lee wants to fire back, to tell him that his mother is no doctor, not a real one. She wants to tell him that the witch would have said anything—diagnosed her with any fictional thing—if it meant the release of her daughter, but she doesn’t say any of that. The man’s mind is well decided; she can see it.


    Lee stares at the gearbox, and is about to ask for something more—some water in a container, something to eat, maybe something to make a fire—but then she hears the collective voice of the group rising sharply at her back. She turns to look toward the trailer, and she sees that the man has risen from the shoulder of the road. The distraught man, the isolated one.


    The man bears down on the stock trailer, walking purposefully, and as he comes alongside he pulls a pitchfork that hangs from a couple of iron U-clamps bolted to a side panel. He hefts it onto his shoulder like a lance and walks to the rear gate and the crowd steps back, shouting at him, pleading. The man shows no sign of hearing; he jacks the trailer handle and lets the ramp fall. It slams against the murram. The sound echoes up and down the road.


    The man steps up hard onto the ramp. Barefoot. Shirt open, wind-whipped. The occupants of the trailer are facing forward; none of them even turn. The man walks calmly into the box, and without hesitation, he begins spearing the men and women with the thick metal tines of the pitchfork through their backs, their necks. His arm is pumping forward and backward, overhand, like he’s throwing a javelin, and the sick begin to collapse where they stand, utterly soundless. The orderly is running away from Lee toward the trailer and the torrent of blood.


    


    


    Soon the grieving man emerges, dripping red, from the cattlebox. He is still holding the pitchfork. He breathes heavily, almost panting, and she can see the stark white of his teeth and eyes through the blood covering his face. The orderly is saying gentle words in Mirasai but there is no sign of comprehension, no response. The man is slack-faced, entirely lost. It’s as though he’s alone.


    The surrounding voices of the group continue imploring, chastising, and the bloodied man stands motionless at the center. After a time the man turns his head slowly toward the truck. The movement is unexpected; several of the onlookers retreat a step or two, their hands raised. The man stares at the vehicle, and then he looks directly at Lee’s face, making eye contact. The sense of purpose returns to him. The appetite. His expression tightens, transforming into a rictus. His lip curls back over his top teeth and he redoubles his grip on the pitchfork and then without any warning he charges.


    


    


    The man is bearing down on her. Lee tears around the front of the truck to the driver’s side. She opens the door and scrambles in, slamming it closed and hitting the lock button. The keys hang from the ignition. It isn’t a choice; she turns the key and fires up the engine and punches the gas. The tires spin freely over the loose gravel of the murram until they find purchase, and then the truck barrels forward. The trailer careens along behind with the gate still down, roostertailing reddish dust. In the rearview mirror she can see the man slow his pace until he’s jog-trotting and then walking. Soon he stops altogether and stands, watching the truck go, and he lets the pitchfork fall from his hand flat into the roadway.


    


    


    Lee drives for miles, breakneck, up the murram—far too fast. On a number of the tighter curves she nearly skids into the woods. Around halfway to Lavelha she allows herself to slow down, and then at three-quarters of the way she stops the truck entirely. She scans the treeline on either side, turning to look at the road behind. She jacks the handbrake. The shifter goes into neutral. She rests her head on the steering wheel for a moment, and then the tears come.


    


    


    Lee sits in the idle truck until she convinces herself to keep moving, to do something. She decides to take stock of the supplies she just inherited. Get an inventory. If she has to abandon the vehicle on short notice, she doesn’t want to leave anything behind.


    She starts with the cab interior. She flips down both sun visors and finds nothing. She kneels on the floor and reaches under the bench seat—there is a metal toolbox on the passenger side. She drags it out, hefts it onto the seat, and opens it. Nothing is inside the first partitioned tier. She lifts it and it hinges upward and outward, giving access to the main body. Just a collection of screws and bolts, mostly. Needle-nose pliers and black electrical tape and some red wire. She pockets the roll of tape and replaces the toolbox.


    She opens the glove compartment—it’s the kind that has a push-button latch with a keyway built in. She pulls out a stack of papers, and at the bottom of the bay there is a black handgun. Rubberized grip. She stares for a moment, and then she lifts it, angles it. She ejects the magazine and finds seven rounds inside. The safety is off. She switches it back on and slides the handgun into her waistband at the small of her back. The only time she’s ever shot is at a range, but having the weight against her is a comfort, and simply putting the weapon on show should be enough to make a difference in most situations, at least those in which a clear-thinking person is involved.


    She needs to check the gearbox in the truck bed and also the trailer exterior, which means going outside. She keeps the engine idling, and she lifts the lock button for the driver’s door and takes her time scanning the surroundings again. The liana palm fronds and the sedge grass, their ceaseless motions in the wind, and that’s all—there’s no sign of anything else moving out on the murram. She opens the door and steps down from the cab, leaving it open in case she needs to return at a run.


    The first task is to work on releasing the trailer; there’s no reason to drag it behind her everywhere. She goes to the gooseneck assembly and unscrews the coupler before pulling the split cotter pin and dropping it down. She squats low and gets a shoulder under the hitch arm and then straightens, lifting until the linkage point clears the ball mount on the undercarriage. She dumps the entire thing to the side and it thuds on the hardpack, sending a rattle through the trailer frame.


    She climbs into the truck bed and opens the gearbox, and the interior is mostly empty, but there are some good things. At the top she finds one of the foil packets of rice and chicken. A water bottle with two inches of liquid left. There are a handful of tools, but only one of them is worth the carrying weight—a two-foot black crowbar. Assorted shirts. She trades her old flannel for one of the button-downs. Toward the bottom of the box she finds a yellow plastic Bic lighter and she shakes it and decides it’s worth holding on to. There is a quart-sized oil bottle that is still almost half full. She takes it and shuts the gearbox lid.


    She forces herself to go to the trailer, the box portion—she tries to focus solely on the exterior. There is a twist-lock compartment near the wheel well with a soft-shell equine medkit inside. It’s been pretty well picked over already. She fishes through the remains, and she salvages a few alcohol wipes and a pocket scalpel and two aspirin packets.


    Through the gaps in the trailer siding she can see a slant-load water tank mounted inside the box. A capacity somewhere between twenty and thirty gallons. Bone dry, in all likelihood. With the world being what it is, it’s hard to imagine anyone indulging in the luxury of hauling around extra water for their livestock, but she can’t ignore the possibility. She steps onto the ramp and enters the trailer.


    The blood on the aluminum flooring has dried enough to hold footprints, to feel tacky. The inner walls are spattered. The ceiling. Only two bodies out of the original eight are still lying there—one man and one woman. The rest must have slid out of the open bay, rag-dolling onto the murram at some point during the drive. As she steps past the two bodies she can’t help but see the crisp, elliptical puncture wounds in groups of four, peppering the distended flesh on their backs and necks, but then she looks away. She approaches the tank and tries the spigot, but nothing comes.


    


    


    Holding the good things she found, Lee walks back to the truck and climbs in though the open door. She arranges the crowbar and the oil, food and water on the passenger side, then she closes the door and presses the lock button. She brings the aspirin, scalpel, wipes, and lighter out of her pockets and sets them with the rest. She gears the truck into first, and she is about to release the handbrake when she notices movement outside—a lone woman is walking out from the treeline of the woods on the road shoulder. Around twenty feet afield of her.


    The woman stands in the road directly in the line of the truck. Her hands are raised. She is wearing a faded blue slit-leg maxi dress; her black hair is long in the wind and there is a painter’s dust mask covering her mouth and nose.


    The woman begins to walk slowly, hands above shoulders, toward Lee. No shoes. Bruising up and down her pale arms. Lee guns the engine once, taking the RPMs up into the sixes, and the woman stops. She stands still in the road, and the arms go higher. The hem of her dress is whipping, twisting. Lee drops the stick into neutral and rolls down the window with the hand crank.


    She leans out. “I don’t have anything,” she tells the woman.


    “I don’t want anything,” the woman says. Her speech is slurred. It’s as though her tongue has grown too thick for her mouth to carry.


    “Then move,” Lee says. “I’m leaving.”


    “Let me come.”


    “No.”


    The woman takes a few more paces forward. “I don’t want anything. Just to come.”


    Lee guns the engine again but it doesn’t stop the woman this time. Without thinking, Lee reaches back for the handgun and points it loosely toward the woman’s feet.


    Seeing the weapon, the woman stops walking. She stands about ten feet from the front bumper. “I won’t ask for anything. Please. I won’t speak.” She goes silent after that.


    “Lord,” Lee says. She exhales, shaking her head and staring off into the tree canopy. After a time she looks at the woman.


    “Okay,” Lee says. “I’m going to put this away.” She tilts the gun so that the muzzle is toward the sky. “But I need you to understand: I will drive this truck through you. Right through you. Please believe me that if I have to, I will do that. So I need you to stop walking unless I tell you to walk.”


    The woman nods. “Yes. I’m sorry.”


    “Okay.” Lee sets the gun down on the dash. “Now I want you to look where the truck is headed,” Lee says. “If you want to go to Cãlo, this isn’t your ride.”


    “I don’t care where I go,” says the woman.


    “You don’t care,” Lee says. Then in a brief moment of panic she looks around the roadway, including behind her in the rearview. “Are you alone?”


    “Yes,” the woman says.


    Lee pauses, considering the variables she can consider in the time she has. A minute passes, and she waves the woman in.


    “Okay. Come on.”


    


    


    Lee keeps the handgun in her lap as she drives, and the woman sits silently. The supplies Lee foraged from the gearbox and the trailer are on the bench seat between them. There is the sound of the engine block, the truck tires churring over the aggregate of the roughshod murram. Gravel popping, fragments caroming off the undercarriage. Rhythmic. The wind winnowing the tamarind trees. Before long Lee finds herself starting to nod off behind the wheel—her chin falling to her chest.


    The woman says something, and Lee’s head snaps up.


    Lee looks over at her, blinking. “What?”


    “I can take over,” the woman says. It comes out muffled from under the mask.


    “No,” Lee says. “I’m all right. Sorry.”


    She keeps driving. After a long time the woman says, “You can talk if it helps.”


    Lee looks over at her. This is nothing but a child, really. Just a girl, possibly twenty years old, but probably not even that.


    “What’s your name?” Lee asks her.


    The girl pauses. She half-shrugs. “Hanna,” she says.


    


    


    Lee talks to the girl for the rest of the drive into Lavelha. Going on and on, much more than she ought to. Not about anything too substantive—mostly she talks about the means of survival over the past months. How she’s managed to stay breathing for this long. She tells the girl about the supply runs into the outlying buildings of the hotel, about her scrapes with the fossa cats, and about the things she’s forced herself to eat, things she never thought she could possibly stomach. She tells the girl about the shelter in the culvert, the inside and the outside, but for some reason she never mentions that her husband was there also, that he was a part of every survival story she has to tell.


    


    


    After a time the girl asks, “Can I please lay down,” and this might be the longest string of words she’s put together the entire drive.


    Lee looks over at her. Tall and reedy and angular in the oversized dress. Nothing about the child seems at all threatening. Lee nods. “Okay,” she says.


    The girl starts to gather up the supplies between them on the bench seat, one at a time, and place each item on the floor mat. The food, the oil, the water bottle, the crowbar. She starts to pick up the rest but Lee stops her.


    “In there,” Lee says. She points to the glove box.


    The girl nods. She puts the last of the items away in the glove box, and then she takes off her seatbelt and shifts onto her left hip, bringing her legs up onto the seat, curled under. She lies down on her left side, face-forward, and she rests her head carefully on Lee’s right thigh. Making herself small and fetal. Still wearing the dust mask over her mouth. The girl’s long, sable hair spills down over the side of the seat, and the ends brush the floor.


    Lee’s first instinct is to strip her leg out from under the child. To recoil from her. But she doesn’t pull away, and as soon as she gets past the shock of the proximity, she decides there’s no real harm to it. She relaxes her leg, trying to soften it. She takes the gun from her lap and rests it up on the dash.


    


    


    The child sleeps all the way to the junction that leads to the Trap. The point in the road where you have a choice—go on toward the hotel proper, or park your vehicle on the roadside and take a rugged, uncut footpath through the woods to the public beachfront. Lee slows the truck and pulls off to the shoulder. There are a few cars still parked here, and they’ve been completely gutted down to their skeletal frames.


    Lee shakes the girl’s shoulder. “We’re here,” she says, and it sounds ridiculous the moment it leaves her mouth. We’re here. She’s talking to this stranger as though they’re on a family trip and she’s announcing their arrival. We’re here. And where exactly is here? And how is it any different, any better, than the place we just left behind?


    The girl stirs, opening her dark eyes, and she sits up slowly. She blinks and looks around. It must be sometime in the early afternoon, maybe two or three o’clock, and the sun is streaming through the glass of the passenger window, bathing her, and backed by the light this girl could be any girl—just a normal teenage child—waking in the middle of the day, back before everything in the good world burst into fragments. For a moment you can almost ignore the white mask and the bruises and the under-eye circles and the torn fabric. The bones boiling up to the skin’s surface. You almost can. But then the girl shifts her head and there is a change in the way the light falls on her, and then you understand that you can’t define normal by remembering what the world used to be. You have to look at what’s in front of you. This is normal. This is what a child looks like in the world now, the way it is.


    


    


    “This is your stop,” Lee says. She shuts down the truck.


    “Can I come with you?” the girl asks.


    Lee is ready for the question; she considered it carefully over the last hour. “For tonight, yes,” she says. “Tomorrow, I need to move on.”


    “Okay,” says the girl.


    Lee opens the driver’s door and steps down, scanning the treeline on both sides of the murram. “I need to put the truck somewhere for the night,” she says. She points vaguely to the woods. “Drive it in as deep as it will go. Cover it up. That’s what I’m thinking.”


    The girl gets out on the passenger side. She looks around and after a time she nods.


    


    


    Together they find a shallow break in the understory of the woods and they set to work on clearing more space. The girl uses her bare hands. She’s stronger than she looks; this isn’t her first time performing manual labor, you can tell just by watching her movements. The way she grips onto low-hanging branches and bears down with her body weight and the wood flexes and splinters. Afterward the girl gathers armfuls of heavy downfall from the leaf litter. Load after load. For her part, Lee uses the bevel of the crowbar to chisel away at the larger limbs until they’re weak enough for the girl to pull loose and drag away.


    After a short time they’ve cleared enough room and Lee backs the truck in. They camouflage the chassis with everything the girl collected. They gather the supplies and start the long hike to the beachfront.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter fifteen


    


    


    


    When they come to the culvert they stop twenty yards afield, and Lee tells the girl to wait in a grove of tamarind. She takes out the handgun. Keeping it pointed to the ground, she steps quietly to the culvert opening. She aims the muzzle forward and ducks down and pushes in. Sweeping from end to end, wall to wall.


    There’s no one inside—the truth is that she didn’t really anticipate otherwise. She lowers the gun. On the culvert floor, on the side that used to be hers, there is a bag. A zippered sport duffel.


    


    


    It’s unsettling to her, the sight of something so intact and new—unblemished and brightly colored—in the otherwise empty grey space. She approaches the bag slowly, hunched over. She kneels and returns the gun to her waistband at the small of her back, and then she unzips the main body. She spreads the two sides apart.


    The interior is filled with foil blister packs and plastic bottles with screw caps, more than a hundred of them. A medicine for every conceivable ailment and all of the most common insecurities. A balance of off-the-shelf and prescription. Tablets, primarily, but when she digs a little she finds an asthma inhaler and two cough syrups, the kind for kids. There is even a syringe of epinephrine in a snap-lid case.


    Lee zips the bag closed and straightens up as much as the ceiling allows. She rubs her face, looking out through the culvert opening at the light filtered by the tree canopy, and she thinks about what the duffel means. This cache of medicine, its singular presence in this dark place. The reason it was left here for her, and the message it was meant to send.


    There’s no question that her husband brought the meds, no question, which means he did exactly what he told her he would do—he held himself together for long enough to make his way to the hotel, to their suite. And when he couldn’t find the drugs that belonged to her, he made his way back here with everyone else’s, whatever he could put his hands on, by the looks of the bag. It’s as though he went through and scoured every single room in the Makoa. It’s a hell of a haul, almost inconceivable for these threadbare times. And when he came to the culvert and found that she was gone, he decided to leave it all behind, everything he worked for, directly on the spot where she used to lie.


    There’s no evidence that he stayed in the shelter for even a single night. By all appearances, he just dropped the bag here and left. Which means he could be anywhere by now—he could still be close, and he could be looking for her, either because he thinks she needs him or because he’s figured out what she did, how it was a lie that sent him on his way.


    


    


    After a while, Hanna ducks into the culvert and immediately stops short, staring at Lee. Her wide eyes over the curve of the mask.


    “Stop it,” says Hanna. “You shouldn’t do that.”


    Lee tries to answer the child, but she can’t speak—her mouth won’t respond. It feels as though the hinges in her jaw are locked, and she quickly realizes the reason: her teeth are engaged, latched onto the flesh of her own forearm. Embedded, parasite-like. She manages to unlock her jaw and release her flesh and then she gags, spitting out her own blood. The punctures on her skin are welling red, running over.


    The girl watches her passively. “You didn’t know what you were doing, did you.”


    Lee spits another time and then wipes her mouth. She bends down, bracing her hands on her knees. She shakes her head.


    “That’s normal,” the girl says. “It starts that way.”


    “I’m not sick.”


    The girl nods. “It’s normal to think that,” she says.


    


    


    The girl returns to the grove and brings everything salvaged from the truck back to the culvert. Extra work shirts that will serve as bedding. The meager food and water, the tools, the oil, the assorted odds and ends. There isn’t much inventory—it only takes the girl one trip to deliver—and by the time Hanna finishes arranging everything, the place doesn’t look much different than it did empty.


    Lee sits down and swabs her arm with one of the alcohol wipes while the girl lectures, going on about the sickness. She talks with certainty about the progression, the way that the healthy transform into the infirm, each at his own individual pace. She lists the commonalities, the typical presentation, the symptoms that eventually manifest themselves in every single one of the infected. Self-consumption. The implacable reduction of every degree of freedom in the body. A loss of connectedness. It may take time, the girl says, but these things happen. To all of them, these things come about.


    “Seems like you know all there is to know,” Lee says. She takes one more pass at her skin and tosses the spent pad into the dirt outside the opening.


    The girl hesitates. “I’ve seen a lot of sick people, up close. I’ve watched them,” she says. “I didn’t want to, but I had to.”


    “Why?” Lee says. “Where the hell were you?”


    The girl doesn’t answer that—she looks around, aimless, at the interior of the culvert, focusing on nothing. Eventually her eyes settle on the floor at the far end, and her expression abruptly changes.


    “How did you get that,” the girl asks. She sounds terrified.


    “Get what?”


    “The bag,” says the girl. She points to the duffel.


    


    


    The child explains that she’s been living with the bag’s owner ever since the islet fell—she doesn’t have any idea how long it’s been. The man kept her and around ten other women as workers in the Makoa building, and over time he had the place transformed into a kind of compound. She thinks he’s probably ex-military, but she isn’t sure. After a short time explaining how things were, the girl doesn’t want to talk about her time in the Makoa anymore.


    She tells Lee that another man came to the compound recently looking for medicine. Not the bad man. A different one. It was about a week ago, and the man didn’t want any medicine for himself; he wanted to find it for his wife. Are you the wife, the girl asks. Yes, Lee tells her. I am the wife.


    “I tried to help,” says the girl, almost proudly. “I unlocked the door where he was. And he didn’t know where your medicines were but I did. I told him.”


    Lee doesn’t say anything.


    The girl seems finished with the subject. She crouch-walks to the duffel and unzips it and starts digging a little. Her back is to Lee. When she turns around, she’s holding a handful of bottles and a clamshell blister pack and the asthma inhaler. One of the cough syrups is crimped under her arm.


    “Can I keep these?” the girl asks.


    Lee looks at her for a moment—this scarecrow child—and then she nods. “Sure,” she says.


    The girl seems to smile; the mask rides higher on her face, and her eyes thin out. She squats and sits cross-legged with the drugs in her lap, and then she starts going over them like they’re birthday gifts.


    The mask is still riding high. “I’m glad he got these to you before they took him,” the girl says.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Before they took him back,” says the girl.


    Lee is staring now. “So he was taken? He’s there?”


    The child isn’t even making eye contact. She’s reading prescription labels. Murmuring.


    “Hey.” Lee snaps her fingers a few times. “Is he in the Makoa?”


    The girl looks up. “Sorry. I think so. They took him back. I saw them through the trees.” She shrugs. “There wasn’t anything else I could do for him,” she says. She returns her attention to her lap. She opens the clamshell pack and starts unfolding the instructional insert.


    


    


    In the early evening they take time to build a beach fire on the sand near the treeline. A shallow pit with a ring of sedimentary stones. Dry driftwood and ravenala limbs and dead leaves that the child casts over the top like adornments, the final touch. Lee uses the engine oil and the lighter, and within a few seconds the whole thing is ablaze, churning, but it quickly settles into a low burn. They sit on opposite sides of the ring. Lee tells the child that she needs to be ready to run, but if they have to run, not to run back to the shelter. The first instinct is always to go directly home, but don’t do that. Run to the truck, Lee tells her. That’s the rally point.


    They sit together awhile. There is the guttering sound of the banked fire between them. Wood cracking. The surf rolling over and crashing down and spilling, reaching ashore all the way to the wrackline twenty yards downslope from them. The girl has gone heavy-lidded. Swaying lightly. The mask is riding high again.


    It’s become clear that she’s already taken one of the drugs from the duffel, something with an opiate effect—hydrocodone possibly—or maybe the cough syrup was the kind with codeine in it. What does it matter. Whatever it was that she took, the child is sedated now—barely present. Lee gets up and comes around the fire ring to sit next to her, and the girl looks up and blinks a couple of exaggerated blinks but doesn’t say anything.


    They share the rice and chicken from the wrapped foil, and even in the state she’s in, the child is hungry enough that she readily eats. Afterward they pass the water bottle back and forth once and then Lee caps it.


    The child leans into her. She’s not certain whether it’s out of fatigue or a need for comfort, or perhaps the child has simply fallen unconscious, but Lee allows it, whatever the reason. She puts an arm around the girl, the arm with the wounds. The child’s face rests against Lee’s shoulder, and when it presses in, the mask starts to ride up, pushing the grey fabric up over the child’s eyes.


    “You don’t have to wear that,” Lee says quietly. “You can take it off if you want.”


    The girl startles a little at the sound of a voice but then her body sinks back. “I do have to,” she says. “I have to.” She is slurring her words even more than normal.


    “I’m not sick,” Lee says.


    The girl tries to nod. “I know you don’t think you are.”


    Lee pauses for a few beats, then continues. “But even if I was, I don’t think it would help you.”


    The girl lifts her head from Lee’s shoulder. The mask is still askew, blocking half her vision. “It’s not for that,” she says, slurring. She cups the mask in both hands and lifts it clear of her mouth and nose. Allowing full view of her face in the cast of firelight. “He makes us cover up the things he did,” she says.


    


    


    The girl fades quickly after that. Her head is falling to her chest, jerking back and falling again. Eyes closed. Lee gets to her feet and starts pitching handfuls of sand onto the remains of the fire. When the glow is gone, she gathers up the supplies they brought with them. She keeps one hand free, available, for the gun.


    “Come on,” Lee says. She nudges the girl gently with a foot. “We need to get back.” Lee glances up at the sky. “I can’t carry you, sweetheart, you have to get up.”


    The girl opens her eyes. “You shouldn’t go,” she murmurs.


    “We have to. We can’t stay out here.”


    “No,” says the girl. “I mean the Makoa. You shouldn’t.” The child’s eyes are half-lidded but the gaze is fixed on another place. Head swaying. “I know you’re thinking of it.”


    Lee doesn’t say anything.


    The girl goes on. “Think of him as gone,” she says. “Because he is.”


    Lee ignores her. She hooks her free hand under the girl’s thin arm and tries pulling her up. “Come on. Stand,” she says. Her tone is starting to harden. “Stand. We have to go. I can’t do this for you.”


    The girl finally struggles to her feet. Unsteady but upright. She looks at Lee. “Where your husband is, you wouldn’t like being there,” she says.


    “Walk. I’ll leave you if you don’t. I’m done begging.”


    The child doesn’t budge from where she stands. “I know you want to go. I know you’re thinking of it.”


    Lee lets go of the girl. She shakes out her hand and exhales, long and hard, trying to calm herself. She glances up at the sky again, at the gathering storm, and she closes her eyes. The child is wrong about her. Everything the child said, it’s all wrong. That’s the problem. The child is describing how she should feel and what she should think, but the child is wrong. Up to this point, when Lee thought about her husband, when she imagined where he was—far away, unable to drag her along on his descent—she felt relieved.


    


    


    It’s raining by the time they make their way back to the culvert. Not a hard fall. Not the cutting kind. But it’s enough to dampen their clothes, which is enough to blot out the effect of the fire and send a gnawing chill through them. They huddle together in the dark under a few of the work shirts and trade a few words, and it’s clear that the child’s mind has sharpened somewhat since the beach. Something about the temperature—or maybe the forced movement from there to here—has brought some semblance of a spirit back into her wireframe body.


    The child starts shivering. The mask is fixed in its place again. “Sorry about before,” she says. She is staring out the shelter opening, but nothing outside is visible in the dark.


    “Don’t be,” Lee says. “It’s okay.”


    “I don’t like talking about that. Or thinking about it.”


    Lee nods. “You don’t have to, Hanna. It’s okay,” she says.


    The child falls silent after that, and there is nothing but the sound of rainfall through the canopy crowns, the steady pelting of the exposed corrugate steel above their heads. Rainwater is gathering at the top lip of the shelter opening; it spills thinly over the rough-cut edge. They’ve set up the plastic bottle between two stones underneath to collect whatever can be collected. The distilled harvest. More containers would be a welcome blessing right now—more empty things that don’t have to stay empty, things that can be taken and filled again—but as things stand, they’re going to have to drink as much as their stomachs can hold and then put the bottle back outside and wait.


    It’s nearly filled. Lee gets onto her feet and loosely re-wraps the girl before going to the opening and retrieving the bottle. She takes it back and sits, and the girl makes space. Together they finish the water, passing it back and forth, and when Lee starts to stand to replace the bottle, the child stops her. She takes the bottle from Lee’s hand.


    “I’ll do it,” says the girl.


    


    


    They share two more bottles before the rain lets up. Afterward they both lie back, and it’s only moments before the child’s breathing steadies—turns rhythmic. Muffled through the mask filter. Lee listens to the girl and stares up at the unyielding black, the point near the culvert ceiling where the ambient light streaming in from outside abruptly ends. Her eyes are wide. She is trying her best to consider what to do next, how to handle the dawn coming, but the whole notion of planning, truly planning—sending her mind off to track the winding spoors of ideas and variables—feels foreign to her after so much time spent purely running. It feels foolish, using energy to think about how to leverage resources, how to apply them, when there are none. Survive—that has always been the next thing, the only plan. Her hands are crossed on top of the gun grip, and the gun is resting on top of her belly, pointed out.


    


    


    Lee lies that way for a long time, and when the dawn light finally comes—first visible light, not actual sunrise—she turns to the child and puts a hand on her shoulder. She moves her gently.


    The child stirs. She opens her eyes. “What’s wrong.”


    “We’re okay,” Lee says. “Everything’s fine. But I need you.”


    The girl pushes herself into a seated position. “Okay.”


    “It isn’t fair to ask,” Lee says, “and I’m sorry. But I need you to tell me about the Makoa.”


    Before she can even get out the words, the girl starts shaking her head side to side.


    “Not about what happened to you,” Lee says. “Not that. I mean the people. The routines. Where valuables were kept, how to get in the door. Those things.”


    “So you’re going.”


    Lee shrugs. Then she shakes her head as though admonishing herself.


    “Why?” the girl asks.


    Lee doesn’t have a good and ready answer for why. Nothing that will sound good to someone so young.


    “I owe it to him,” Lee says. “It’s what we agreed to.”


    The child nods at that, knowingly, as though they’re operating on the same plane, and then there’s silence between them. Lee allows it to be what it is; she waits. She doesn’t want to rush anything.


    After a time the child says, “Do I have to go?” and her tone is completely resigned, yielding. Lead me to the next thing. The next place, the next task. Lead me.


    It’s unexpected, the question.


    “No, you don’t have to go,” Lee says. “You can’t, in fact. I need you to stay.”


    “In here?” she asks. She seems to brighten at the idea of it.


    Lee smiles. “Think of all this as yours,” she says.


    The girl looks around the shelter and the mask rises. She’s nodding slowly. “Okay,” she says. “But what else will still be here?”


    Lee doesn’t understand her at first. “You mean what am I taking with me?” she asks. The child nods, and Lee thinks about it.


    “I can leave you the water bottle and the things for the fire. The bedding,” Lee says. She goes to her pockets and takes out the plastic scalpel and the screwdriver and passes them to the girl. “You’re going to have to figure all this out. Food, water, everything. I don’t have anything else I can give you.”


    The girl’s hands have started twisting together, warring. “What about the bag,” she asks.


    “What about it?”


    “Are you taking it?”


    Lee pauses. She understands now; she knows where this is headed. “I need to. I may have to trade.”


    The girl’s hands haven’t stopped moving. “Yeah,” she says. “But can I go through it again first?”


    


    


    Lee eventually convinces the child to tell her about the compound. To edit herself out of the Makoa story, and to talk instead about its inhabitants, its workflow. Its structure, the codespeak. Vulnerabilities and strengths. The child does the best she can, saying what she remembers, pretending that she was nothing but an embedded observer rather than a participant. She tries her best. But in the end, it’s all just scraps, and after an hour Lee decides it has to be good enough. She readies herself to leave, to follow through on this threadbare plan of hers.


    Lee starts by trading clothing with the child. A shirt in exchange for the long dress. Then she turns her back while the child takes off the mask and ties a strip of flannel cloth in its place.


    Lee puts the dress on over her white tank and cargo pants, and then she straps the girl’s mask around her own neck. The cup, the part that covers the face, is around back at the nape of her neck, under her hair. The elastic is tight against her throat. She hikes up the long dress and secures the gun in the waistband of her pants, and with the fabric still gathered over one arm, she hooks the gooseneck of the crowbar through a belt loop at her hip and lets the hem fall. She checks her skin; the bite mark doesn’t look too bad. She stretches out her hamstrings and her calves. While she does all of these things, the child has already moved on—she is seated in the dirt, combing through the contents of the duffel.


    Once the child has found whatever she needs, Lee takes the bag and slings the strap over her shoulder. As she’s leaving the shelter, crouched in the opening, half in and half out, the child stops her. Still sitting there on the dirt floor. A half-circle of twenty kinds of medicine in front of her.


    “Block me in,” the child says. “Make it look like no one’s here.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter sixteen


    


    


    


    Post-rain, the dense understory of the sielve is lush and humming—rampantly verdant. The avarice of growth, the bristling reach. Sunlight is streaming through cracks in the canopy, and there is the humid air of the surround, the scent of damp loam and the water beading on everything, gradually sliding off.


    


    


    The dress is soaked through, clinging, by the time Lee reaches the murram, the thick mud crossing. She uses markers to find the right treeline break. She spends a while standing on the shoulder, looking up and down the road, before she gets to work digging out the pickup. She dumps the criss-crossing limbs off to one side and hauls away armloads of loose brush until a path is clear. She gets in the cab. She starts the engine and pulls out onto the road.


    


    


    This route will take her through the heart of the Trap, and she knows that, but this is the only viable choice for her. Fossa be damned. The alternative is the ocean route—her husband’s route. And while she’s probably stronger at the paddle now than he ever was, she doesn’t want to deal with the exposure of the open cockpit, the variable of the surf threatening to pull her from the drawstring catch, to force her under. Sending her body ragdolling into a jagged rock face. It’s too much to account for. At least this way she’s bounded by the closed walls of a steel chassis and the roaring engine block in front of her.


    The plan of approach is basic from this point. She’ll barrel forward and through. She won’t stop for anything until she pulls up to the front lobby of the Lavelha.


    


    


    Soon the murram turns to ragged cobblestone, and the woods on both shoulders thin out as the sielve gives way. There are signs for small sundry markets. Shops that used to peddle beachwear or Mirasai craftworks or shaved ice with natural syrups or some combination of all of these. An eatery that sold fresh-caught fish wrapped in raphia leaves, and another that sold steaks made from the livestock that used to graze on the islet’s southern pasturelands. Maybe they still do, who knows.


    Everything, everywhere, has been looted—broken and overturned. Some of the interiors are burnt-out to black. In the middle of the road are the remains of a street cart that used to sell dog kibble so tourists could feed the local lemur population. All along the sidewalks are decaying bodies.


    Lee steers the truck around the obstacles—going maybe fifteen miles per hour at most—and soon she sees the signs for the town center. The small, open plaza with the park fountain built on a five-step pedestal. As she approaches the plaza she presses on the accelerator and the truck gets up to thirty-five and when it does, she immediately turns the key and cuts the engine off. Letting the vehicle travel on inertia alone. The only sound is the tires burring over the roughshod cobble road.


    In a few moments the truck rolls in view of the fountain, and she can see the fossa—scores of them—on the steps. They are already standing, already alert, and some are pacing. God damn them. Somehow they heard, somehow they know. All of them are staring directly at the truck.


    


    


    Without warning, they charge—nearly the entire pack. Forty, fifty of them. A few stay near the fountain, stalking up the stairs and down the stairs, over and over—maybe their role is to hang back and stay close to the young—but the rest are tearing toward the main road to intercept the vehicle. A black wave. Ears flattened, bodies low-slung.


    Lee turns the key frantically to restart the truck, and when the engine finally catches she pops the clutch trying to accelerate, to peel away, but she releases the pedal too fast and the engine stalls. The truck is limping forward, helpless. Twenty miles per hour, then fifteen. She turns the wheel to swing around a heap of broken lumber and then she tries the key again and the engine fires up. She gives it gas and forces herself to ease gradually off the clutch, and the gearbox catches. The truck starts to pull away, but then there is the sound of a thudding impact on the driver’s side door. Then another. Bone and flesh against steel. The fossa are hurling their bodies against the outer paneling, and the cab starts to pitch side to side.


    Within seconds the fossa swarm every part of the chassis. The sound of claws skittering across the metal truck bed liner. The roof of the cab. Lee slams down on the accelerator, and the truck is careening ahead at forty, then forty-five, then fifty, and she’s swerving around the debris in the roadway. The window glass behind her shatters inward. One of the fossa, a large male, leaps onto the hood and the momentum carries its heavy body broadside into the windshield and it’s like a black eclipse; she can’t see a thing. Something large gets itself tangled in the drive train of the undercarriage, and the truck yaws precipitously to the left, going up on one set of wheels, and it teeters for a second and then tips onto its side, the metal scraping against stone, and the truck slides to a hard stop.


    


    


    Lee is lying on her left flank against the door, her shoulder pressing against the cobbled road through the void where the driver-side window used to be. There are chips of tempered glass on her arm, on her hands. Her face. Studding her hair. When she shifts positions, the pieces pour brightly off of her body.


    The windshield is hanging loosely in its frame, and she can hear the fossa slavering, circling, outside. She pops the seatbelt and reaches behind her for the handgun. Watching the square of open sky above her where the passenger window has been broken out.


    She takes the safety off; there is already a round chambered. She takes the duffel from the floor and starts to climb toward the light streaming from overhead.


    


    


    When she reaches the passenger window, she aims the handgun skyward through the opening and pulls the trigger. There is a loud report, echoing—it may not be enough volume to clear out the fossa entirely, but it may be enough to create a perimeter, to give herself some breathing room. She pushes through the opening and immediately sights the landscape with the gun, sweeping every direction, turning her body, targeting, and she sees that most of the fossa are scattering. Running full-tilt toward the park fountain.


    She doesn’t wait. She shoulders the duffel and climbs through the opening and vaults over. Gun in hand. She hits the ground hard, going to her knees, but she stands right away and she starts to run. Sprinting down the center of the roadway. She glances back over her shoulder, and she can see that a few of the retreating fossa have circled around to watch from a safe distance, but the sight of her fleeing sparks something in them, renewing their resolve, and they start to give chase.


    


    


    They’re running her down. Loping over the cobblestones, devouring the distance between them. It’s easy for these demons—they could be experiencing this entire event as nothing but good clean fun for all she knows. Mouths open, tails high. The space is closing. She isn’t going to last long at this pace.


    Up ahead she can see the palm-lined promenade that leads to the hotel. The white walls, the black iron gate. Half a mile. Her arms are pumping and the duffel is swinging side-to-side on her back.


    


    


    At five hundred yards from the gates she can hear their panting, their clawed footfalls, behind her. She isn’t going to make it in time. She comes upon a fallen liana palm, thick-trunked, laid out across the roadway, and she vaults it. When she touches down on the other side, she immediately swings the gun around and crouches into a firing stance, wrist resting on the trunk, and she sights the closest one. Wiry and long-limbed—a juvenile, probably. She squeezes the trigger, and there is a high-pitched squall as the fossa falls, skidding, rolling over, coming to rest about ten yards from her position. She sights the next one and fires but misses, and she tries again but they’re coming at her too quickly. Six, maybe seven of them. She gets to her feet and starts firing wildly. Two more of them go down before she runs out of rounds, and then they’re upon her.


    


    


    One of the fossa, thick and barrel-chested, leaps onto the fallen trunk and stands, watching. The others join soon after that—three more of them, smaller than the first. Thin and lanky and sleek-black. Low, throaty growls are coming from all of them. Lips pulled back to flaunt the canine teeth.


     Lee backs up slowly but doesn’t run, and she keeps her eyes focused down on the road in front of the palm. I am not your challenger but I am not your prey either. She turns the empty handgun around to grip it by the barrel, club-like, and then she carefully unslings the duffel and wraps the end of the long shoulder strap around her other hand. She stands still and waits.


    


    


    Without any warning, the largest of the group leaps off the trunk and charges her. It closes the distance between them almost instantly. She swings the duffel and it connects with the fossa’s skull, and although the impact is light—the bag doesn’t carry enough weight to do any sort of damage—it’s enough to make the thing stand down. It pauses and starts pawing its ear as though something is lodged there, and Lee starts to back up, swinging the bag from side to side, back and forth, warding.


    As she retreats, they begin to follow, all four of them. Stalking slowly, fanning out across the road, trying to flank her. She keeps swinging the bag, backing up the promenade toward the gate, glancing over her shoulder for alignment, and when she makes it past the tall bulwarks on either side of the wall, she hurries to throw the heavy gate closed, blocking off the road. Once the latch is secured, she watches the fossa for a moment through the gaps between the black iron billets.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter seventeen


    


    


    


    Lee makes her way across the Lavelha grounds to the Makoa. Past the accumulation of bodies—the sheer number, the loss immeasurable. She keeps her eyes focused forward, and as soon as she reaches the tower she scans the facade from a sheltered position behind tree cover. Incredibly, the structure of the building itself has barely changed since she last saw it three months prior; somehow it’s remained virtually untouched by the surrounding ruin.


    When she feels ready enough, she pulls the mask over her mouth and nose and smoothes it down. She secures the duffel in the understory of the woods where she can find it again, then she steps out of the trees and slowly approaches a west-facing service entrance, a simple unmarked white door with a keyed twist knob.


    She doesn’t hesitate. She tries the knob and it’s unlocked, just as she was told it would be, so she opens the door and strides through. The child told her to act as though she belongs there, to walk in knowingly. It’s not unusual for the bad man to take a new girl, the child said. Just don’t let him lay eyes on you. And if any of the other girls ask you for your name, remember, always, you have no name. You are Hanna, that’s all. Only Hanna.


    


    


    Lee enters a darkened hallway lit only by a line of blue lights embedded at intervals along the baseboards, both sides—the kind of lights that are meant to guide you to an exit when the power fails. The walls and the floors are made of unfinished grey concrete, and there are naked bulbs strung along the ceiling, fixtureless and blackened. Everything is industrial-looking, especially in the near dark. When she walks forward her footfalls echo, and her heart is beating with enough pressure that her pulse makes an audible clicking sound in her throat, like a metal valve opening and closing, rhythmic.


    She makes her way through. Passing nondescript doors, unpainted fiberboard composite, all of them closed. Supply closets or pump rooms or electrical breaker panels or maybe the endpoint of a multi-floor trash chute, maybe laundry, who knows. She walks to the end of the hall and finds another closed door with a posted sign marking it as a stairwell—she opens the door, enters, and starts to climb. The child told her that if her husband is still living, he will be confined somewhere on the fourth floor.


    


    


    Lee ascends. Her cadence is measured, unhurried. I belong here, in this building; this is a chore I am doing because I was assigned to do it. I am a part of this. She pauses at every landing to listen for a moment through the heavy fire door before continuing upward.


    At some point between the second and third landings she picks up on the sound of someone else’s footfalls in the stairwell, someone above her position. The sound of a stranger’s descent toward her. She doesn’t stop or turn back, as much as she wants to; instead, she keeps climbing, taking steps at the same steady pace.


    


    


    At the third-floor landing Lee encounters a woman carrying a tall white bucket in each hand. Seedy blonde hair, a washed-out pinafore dress. The child told her about this woman, the one with the paint buckets: she called her the Feeder. From what the child said, the Feeder was supposed to be finished with her feedings early in the day, long before now.


    The Feeder stops her descent when she sees Lee. She stands on the last step under the cold blue outage lighting.


    “Who are you,” the Feeder asks, and the tone she uses is challenging, aggressive. She has the same slurred diction as the child.


    Lee is ready for the question. “I am no one,” she answers.


    “No one.”


    “No one. Nothing. I am Hanna,” Lee says. She mumbles out the words, intentionally running them together, and when she speaks, her head is slightly bowed. She makes no eye contact.


    “You’re a new one,” says the Feeder.


    “Yes.”


    “When did you come?” The tone hasn’t softened. Everything is delivered with an edge.


    “This morning. Early,” Lee says. She clears her throat. She isn’t used to the sound of her own voice filtered through the dust mask.


    There’s silence between them. Lee can feel the woman’s eyes fixed on her, boring in.


    “Why are you here,” asks the Feeder.


    “Here?”


    “Up here.” The Feeder gestures to the stairwell.


    “He sent me,” she says. “To help. If you need it.”


    “No. He didn’t do that.”


    Lee starts nodding. “I wouldn’t be here without his word.”


    The woman sets both buckets down on the landing. “Come on, then. We’ll go see him together.”


    This isn’t working. The Feeder starts walking toward her.


    On instinct, Lee steps backward and snatches at the hem of her dress, hitching it up over her hips, and she pulls out the handgun. She levels it, aiming at the woman’s face.


    


    


    The gun is empty, but the sight of it is enough to make the woman stop short.


    “Pick those up,” Lee says.


    The woman turns her head and looks at the buckets.


    “Do it,” Lee says.


    The woman stares at her for a moment, then goes back to the buckets and takes one in each hand.


    “Turn around.”


    The woman does. Now she is facing upstairs, the way she came. “What the hell are you doing,” the woman asks.


    “Don’t talk. We’re going upstairs. Go.” Lee grinds the gun muzzle into the woman’s back and pushes her forward.


    They climb together. Lee takes the gun away from the woman’s spine but she keeps it close by. Every few seconds, the woman turns her head to one side, trying to look back.


    As they approach the fourth floor, the woman says, “What do you want?” and her tone has shifted toward concern, toward worry, which is a good thing.


    “You brought a man here recently,” Lee says. “To this building. Take me to him.”


    “A man?”


    Lee steps forward and grinds the muzzle into the nape of the woman’s neck, parting her hair with it. “Take me to him.” Lee presses hard, twisting. Digging in. She’s lost nearly all of her closely-held restraint.


    “Okay. Okay, yes.”


    “Goddamn right, yes,” Lee says. “Go.”


    


    


    They come to the fourth level, and the woman leads Lee down the hall to around the midpoint. The same hall someone may have walked down once upon a time to fetch ice from a machine, back when machines made things for you. They stop at a closed door mantled with different locks, a ghastly assortment of them. A Master padlock and a hasp, a notched privacy chain. A long bike cable running from the panel to the wall. The woman is standing a foot in front of Lee, facing it all, motionless.


    “This is it?” Lee asks.


    The woman pauses. After a time she nods.


    Lee stares at the door—allowing herself to take in the absolute barbarity of the creation, the sheer will that must have been required to transform a luxury suite into a prison cell, especially now, with resources being at a premium.


    “This is what you did,” Lee says quietly, almost to herself. She is shaking her head. “This is what you took the time to do.”


    The woman doesn’t say anything in response. She just faces forward, holding both buckets with straight arms.


    Lee takes one step and leans in toward the jamb, keeping the muzzle trained on the woman’s neck. “Baby, it’s me,” she says through the door. “It’s me. I’m coming in.”


    Lee waits. After a few moments of silence she steps back, still listening for a response, but she hears nothing.


    Lee uses the gun to push the woman forward. “Open it,” Lee says.


    “I can’t.”


    “Do it,” Lee says. “I’m telling you. Open that door.”


    “Listen to me. I can’t,” she says.


    And without thinking, Lee lifts up the gun and brings the grip stock down sharply onto the woman’s scalp at the back of the crown, hard enough to split the thin flesh open, to draw immediate blood. The paint buckets drop to the carpet, and the woman cradles her head with both hands. After a time she goes down on one knee, then both.


    No one speaks. Lee is breathing deeply, trying to calm herself, to maintain some semblance of focus. The woman stays where she is, alternating between probing the wound and bringing her hand around to check the extent of the bleeding, the output.


    “The man was your husband,” the woman says after a while. It’s less a question than a statement of plain fact.


    “Is. Not was.”


    The woman nods slowly. “I respect that it still matters to you,” she says. “That it means something. In this world, especially, being what it is.” She pauses and checks the bleeding again. “But I’m here to tell you: you can go ahead and walk away from this now. Head high. Without a lick of guilt about doing it. Just walk. There’s still time.”


    “Get up,” Lee says.


    “I won’t say a word to anyone. That I saw you, I mean.”


    “You will,” Lee says. “I know that you will. But we’ll be gone already. Now get up.”


    The woman remains on her knees, facing the door. She tries turning her head to establish some form of meaningful eye contact, but Lee presses the gun muzzle hard into her cheek above the mask-line, pushing her face forward, focusing her on the task. The woman raises her hands up feebly in a staged show of surrender, some kind of false appeal.


    “You want to take him out of here,” the woman says. “I understand. But listen to me: there’s nothing left to take. He’s gone.”


    Lee moves the gun back slightly, removing it from the woman’s cheek. “What the hell does that mean, gone?”


    “Sick gone,” the woman says. “He lost himself to it. All the way. Gone.” She makes a zip-whistle sound with her mouth.


    Lee doesn’t respond. The woman tries turning her head again, and this time Lee doesn’t stop her—they make eye contact. Her watery blue irises over the graying fabric. The woman says, “You had to know he had it in him. You had to know that.”


    “Get up. Now,” Lee says. “Look at the door, not me.”


    The woman turns away. She shakes her head sadly, and then she lets out an affected sigh and gets to her feet. As she does, she keeps her fingers on the wound.


    “Listen,” the woman says. “Please. He fought against it, but it’s over. He’s crossed the line you don’t come back from. And if you’ve survived out here for this long, you know what line I mean. So just walk away. You did all you can do. You honored him.”


    “Open the door,” Lee says.


    The woman abruptly turns to face her. “I told you: I can’t. You wouldn’t want me to.”


    “Turn around,” Lee says. “Turn around, now.”


    The woman does; she faces the door again.


    “Open the goddamn door.”


    The woman hesitates. “They’re sick,” she says. “They can’t be out here.”


    Lee stares at the back of the woman’s head. The blood caking, matting her lank, straw hair.


    “You put him in with the rest of them,” Lee says.


    The woman doesn’t say anything.


    “Is that what you did? You locked him in with them?”


    “It wasn’t me. I don’t get to decide.”


    Lee is about to raise the handgun and use it on the woman again, to hammer her down, but then she stops. She listens. There is the sound of movement—a writhing—on the other side of the door.


    


    


    There isn’t time for any of this.


    “Give me the keys,” Lee says.


    The woman lifts her hands weakly again. “I don’t have them. I was going back downstairs for them.”


    Lee shakes her head. Christ, Jesus, help me. She takes a step forward and starts running her palm along the woman’s sides, her legs, keeping the gun muzzle in contact, always, but there’s nothing. The keys aren’t there. Lee straightens.


    “Open the buckets,” she says.


    The woman turns her head slightly. “What?”


    Lee doesn’t answer. She straight-kicks the woman in the back of one knee, buckling the limb, and the woman falls.


    “Open the buckets,” Lee says. “Both.”


    Wincing, gripping the leg, the woman struggles to go up onto her knees. She grasps one of the buckets with both hands and she hoicks off its thick white lid. She lets it fall and then she turns and does the same to the other. When she finishes, Lee leans forward and glances inside—there is a stew of bone and entrails and blood in each, exactly what the child said there would be.


    “Cover yourself,” Lee says, and when the woman doesn’t budge, she says, “Reach in there and put it on. All over.”


    The woman hesitates, staring straight ahead at the door, but after a short time she turns and gingerly dips two wavering fingers into the bucket on her left and starts daubing her forehead, painting underneath her eyes. The tears are visible.


    As the woman works, Lee watches, urging her on, barking out orders, but after a short time she decides that she can’t wait any longer and she lifts up one of the buckets herself. She holds it over the woman and turns it upside down, letting the contents stream directly onto her—her head, her back, her legs—engulfing her. Spattering everything, including her own dress. The woman instinctively goes fetal onto the carpet. Gasping for air through the wet mask. As the woman lies at her feet, Lee picks up the other bucket and repeats.


    


    


    Lee strips off the stained dress and balls it up and tosses it down onto the prone figure. She does the same with the mask. She puts the gun in her waistband and unthreads the crowbar from its loop.


    Lee steps over the woman, rears back with the crowbar and slams the beveled wedge into the crack between the door and jamb, at the level of the deadbolt strike plate. Metal on metal. The bevel doesn’t take at first so she tries again and then another time, spearing the door until the fit is firm. Embedded. She grips the length of steel with both fists and pulls back, using her weight, and almost immediately there is a series of splitting sounds. She braces a heel up on the door frame and pushes. The hasp pings free and falls. The lock mountings are starting to release from the wood frame, to separate. She stops pulling—there’s too much slack. She removes the crowbar so that she can reapply the bevel, and then she starts again, heaving.


    Soon there is a rending crack. The entire structure goes off-kilter, unseated. She dislodges the crowbar and kicks the wood paneling with her heel until the door gives way and buckles inward. The aluminum honeycomb of the infilling is visible through the broken panel.


    Immediately, gaunt faces press into the shattered entryway. Heartbreakingly pale. Broken hands, scabbed limbs. Skeletal bodies scrabbling over each other, pushing out. No sound at all other than their movement, their reach. They start to pour out into the hallway. Lee steps to one side, but when she turns around to look behind her, the floor is empty. The woman is gone.


    


    


    The sick are streaming from the open room and falling on the scattered bones, the remains, devouring whatever they can salvage. They ignore Lee entirely. She carries the crowbar high on her shoulder, at the ready, and she watches them, scanning every haunted face, and when she doesn’t see his, she slips past the throng into the dark room.


    Just inside, she finds a large shard of splintered wood and uses it to prop open the foundered door while she looks around. Her pulse is clicking in her throat. There isn’t any time; she needs to hurry. She says his name into the darkness, and when there isn’t any response she says it again, louder.


    After a short time her eyes adjust, and she can see a hunched figure wedged between the wall and a vanity dresser by the window. Its legs are pulled in, held close. Its face is buried in its knees. She recognizes the form, the contours. The build. She rushes over to him.


    


    


    Lee crouches down. She cups his face in both of her hands and tries tilting his chin upward but he blanches, recoiling from her. Swatting her hands away, pushing her off. His eyes are wide and unblinking, registering nothing, and his entire frame is shuddering violently as though feverish. She repeats his name over and over. Trying to call him back home. We have to go, baby, she says. Please, you have to get up.


    There isn’t any time; if they’re going to leave this place, it has to be now. She takes him by the forearm and tries to force him to stand, but he pulls firmly away, wide-mouthed and silent, and his arm slithers out of her grip. He starts to rock back and forth, holding himself, and she looks at him for a moment as she considers trying to lift him again, but in the end she doesn’t try. She bends down to pick up the crowbar. Her palms are slick from his blood, the blood that came from the fresh, open bite wounds he’s made on his own arms, and as she stares at her hands she has to blink back tears. There isn’t any more time. She tells him goodbye in as many ways as she can without actually using the word, and he stares straight ahead, fixedly, as she whispers to him. There is a spindle of saliva suspended from his lower lip.


    


    


    Lee runs from the room. She side-steps past the wasted souls feeding themselves from the floor of the entryway, and she tears down the corridor. Passing room after room. More barricaded doors. The crowbar is in her grip and her arms are pumping, reciprocating, in clean and even strokes.


    She reaches the hallway’s end and grasps the handle of the grey fire door that leads to the stairwell. She rips it open and plunges in, casting herself wholly into the descent, the flight downward. She is gripping the rail with one hand and skipping every other step. If she can reach the door of the service entrance and crash through, burst outside into the open space of the hotel grounds, nothing of this earth will be able to come close to her. She’ll be all the way gone.


    She is on the last flight before the first-floor landing when the heavy grey door below her slams open. Crashing against the stop. A red figure wearing a red mask emerges—sanguine, completely covered in blood. Long dripping hair and the sopping fabric of a dress. The Feeder sees Lee and without a sound she rushes up the stairs, her wide white eyes flashing. The door closes behind her.


    


    


    As the Feeder approaches, charging, Lee plants her feet in a side-stance on two stairs. The crowbar is gripped low in her right hand and she is holding it at the end, right above the rear notched bevel, opposite the upper curve. The length of the shaft is obscured by her forward leg.


    The blood-soaked woman is barreling toward her. The mask obscures the woman’s mouth but the cast of her eyes is ravaged, consumed. Hate-filled. Lee waits for her to draw on, and when the distance is right she snaps the crowbar up and around in an overhead motion, and the woman has just enough time to register her surprise, to try to slow down and rear back and begin raising her arms in defense, before the metal connects with her skull cleanly at the crown, caving it. The woman collapses. Falling hard. Her limp form smacks against the trenchant edges of the staircase, and then she lies utterly still.


    Lee doesn’t wait; she steps over the fallen body. She continues to the first-floor landing, but as she starts to round the corner of the platform, to take the last flight of steps down to ground level, to the service corridor, the grey fire door in front of her crashes open again. A man limps through—tall and thin—and he stops short for a moment at the sight of Lee, just staring, but before she can make a move he grabs her in a steel grip and lifts her high into the air. The crowbar falls, clanging. Her arms are pinioned at her sides and her feet are kicking violently. The hold is constricting—soon she can’t take another breath. She hears the sound of one of her ribs cracking and then she loses consciousness.


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter eighteen


    


    


    


    It’s strange, the things you think of. There’s no real way to account for it. For some reason her mind drifts to a point in time, maybe two weeks ago, when she was kneeling on a pebbled bank and washing two knives in a streambed running through a quiet clearing. The water was salinic, so it wasn’t good for anything other than getting things slightly cleaner, and she was letting the current flow over the stainless steel blades. Holding them both under. The cleaver and the butcher, hers and his. Every once in a while, she would use her fingers to pinch off anything that the flow couldn’t readily loosen on its own.


    She remembers her husband’s approach, the way he paused close behind her. She remembers his hands, warm, on her bare shoulders. The press, the inherent question. His skin had grown rougher than it was when they were back home, before all of this. More calloused, she remembers that. His touch was a surprise and she probably started a bit, she isn’t sure.


    She was ready to put down the two knives—she was about to. She was going to lay both blades on the wet stones of the stream bank and then turn around and stand up, inches from his face. Close enough to trade breath. Maybe ten more seconds—that’s all it would have taken—but he broke contact well before then. He let his hands fall from her shoulders and he walked away, looking for the next thing that needed to be done to survive, to continue breathing.


    


    


    When Lee returns to consciousness, she becomes aware of the steady chirr of cicadas and the smell of the blackland. The lush, open heat of the sielve, different from the heat of a confined space. She is outdoors, somewhere on the islet. She opens her eyes.


    She is seated against a tree trunk on the inside of a crude shelter made of rough-cut branches, most of which are caked with dried blood—the dirt floor, the walls, the ceiling: everything is stained with it. There is an opening in the shelter directly in front of her, looking out onto a stark white wall. There is a plank with a rope attached, threaded through a thick eyelet screw, and the plank is raised. There is a gaping hole in the wall, and on the other side is the dense understory of the woods.


    Lee tries to move, but she’s bound to the tree at her back by a long chain. A padlock is resting against her chest. Her arms are at her sides, useless, and as her breathing starts to quicken she can feel the stitch in her side where the rib bone was fractured.


    She knows what this place is. The child told her about it—the way they use this pit, this trap, to draw the fossa in, and how the man enters the structure from behind to finish off the animals barehanded. How they’re butchered for meat by the women afterward. Most importantly, the child told her that the man likes to use human lures as bait to bring the fossa through the gap in the wall, to help them commit.


    


    


    Soon Lee begins to hear the voice of the man responsible for this. His plodding approach. He is dragging something heavy toward the shelter through the grove—she can hear the sound of delicate shoots breaking, the sound of his exertions. After a short time his face appears in the opening. Ruddy skin. Squared-off white teeth and close-cropped white hair.


    The man doesn’t speak to her; he turns and looks behind him at the hole in the wall for a brief moment. Evaluating something. Then he leaves the opening, and when he returns, he pushes a limp, bloodied form into the shelter with her, letting it spill over onto the dirt floor. The body of her husband slumps, motionless, across her outstretched legs.


    The man’s face reappears in the entry.


    “It’s calm today,” he says. He is breathing heavily. He takes off a glove and wipes his brow with the back of his hand. He looks down at the body, nodding. “But some meat will bring the wild in.”


    


    


    Lee is alone with him now, her husband. His body is splayed, face up, across her lap, and her legs are quickly growing warm and wet with his ebbing blood. His chest rises and falls almost imperceptibly, and between the lifting and lowering there are long, long intervals.


    He has been cut deeply, irreparably. There are savage lacerations on his limbs that reach bone, and a single incision across his belly down to the insides. His eyes are open and they are focused on hers. She weeps openly over him.


    Desperate, she tries calling to the man outside—she screams out that she has the medicines, all of them, and that she could bring them as a trade, but there is no answer. The man either doesn’t hear or doesn’t care. Soon her voice gives way, going hoarse, and she is sobbing over her words to the point that she’s unintelligible, and so she gives up. She hangs her head and closes her eyes and lets herself go.


    


    


    After a time she feels her husband’s movements—Park is struggling to unseat himself, to roll off of her—and she opens her eyes and tries calming him. It’s okay, she says. Baby, don’t move. Stay here, it’s okay.


    Park slumps to one side onto the dirt floor and immediately curls into a fetal position. Knees tight to the chest. His fingers are scrabbling at his ankle as though he’s scratching an itch, and she is telling him that it’s okay, telling him to stay still, but he doesn’t seem to hear her. He is probing with his fingers, struggling for purchase, and after a time his hand settles and closes into a tight fist. He weakly reaches for her, bringing his fist to her hand until the two meet. He presses something flat into her palm, and when she looks down at her hand, she sees a silver sewing needle.


    


    


    He doesn’t move again after that, and she watches his chest but there is no rise, no fall, only the longest of all intervals. She lays her head back against the trunk and stares up at the gaps between the overhead limbs—there’s nothing left to be done here. She just sits and waits, holding the useless needle, until she hears the sound of churning in the foliage on the other side of the wall, the sound of something wild on approach, and then she closes her eyes.


    Not long after that she can feel another presence in the shelter with her. There is the sound of its ragged breathing, the sound of its track being laid in the soft dirt. She opens her eyes. A thin and pallid woman is kneeling just inside the opening.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter nineteen


    


    


    


    The woman is sick—far along, deep into it. Her eyes seem lidless, wide and red-streaked, and her mouth is permanently locked in an open position, her jaw hanging nearly to her collar. The woman crawls stiffly across the ground toward Lee. Stick-limbed, soundless. There is a tattoo of a red, fork-tailed bird on the side of her neck, its wings spread as though in mid-flight.


    The woman crawls to Park’s lifeless body and pauses there, looking down at his face, and it’s difficult to know what the woman feels, if anything, as she’s doing it. She places a filthy hand on his forehead and rests it there for a moment, then lets it fall off. She turns to Lee—her ghoulish face, staring. The woman abruptly reaches out to touch her and Lee tries to recoil but there’s nowhere she can go.


    The woman begins to stroke Lee’s hair carefully. She picks up each knotted braid and runs her fingers down the surface from the roots to the tips, removing some of the debris she finds embedded. The leaf litter, the glass. She touches Lee’s face, the hollow of her throat, the protruding collarbones, her sternum. Observing her, examining her body like it’s an object of anatomical study, a cadaver laid out on a slab. The woman stops at the level of the chain, taking the padlock in her fist and yanking on it several times. She lifts it and examines the keyway on the bottom side.


    Lee watches her. “Can you help me?” she whispers.


    The woman stops examining the padlock and makes sustained eye contact. The bloodshot sclera around her black irises. Her head is cocked.


    “Take this,” Lee says. She torques her body, straining to offer up her hand, to make it visible. She exposes the needle in her palm.


    The woman looks down at it. Her expression doesn’t change; at this stage of the sickness it may be impossible to formulate any kind of expression at all.


    “Put it in the lock,” Lee says. “Please.”


    The woman stares fixedly—almost curiously—at Lee’s mouth as she speaks. Focusing more on the motion of her lips than on the words themselves. Nothing Lee is saying seems to be registering, or maybe it just takes more time for the sounds to filter through, like talking on a line with a signal delay.


    “Please. I need your help,” Lee says. “Take it.”


    The woman looks at Lee’s palm, and eventually she reaches down and picks up the needle. She holds it high, studying it as though it’s an artifact, a rare find.


    “Put it in the lock,” Lee says. “Move it around.”


    The woman pauses for a moment before bringing the needle to the keyway and inserting it. She moves it up and down. She rotates it. Every once in a while she looks up at Lee as though seeking her approval, as though this entire thing is just an abstract classroom exercise. Lee considers asking her to stop—to leave the lock and go to work on the rope instead, to try and close the trap door. To buy them some more time, at least. But the man is waiting somewhere outside the shelter, and she can’t risk drawing him in before she’s free.


    


    


    The woman works on the lock and Lee tries to encourage her, to guide her calmly, quietly, but soon she starts to hear the sound of wild movement beyond the wall, from the sielve, and her tone sharpens. The words start coming out as hissed commands, and the woman becomes visibly agitated, even angry. After a time the woman stops; she takes the needle from the lock and abruptly plants it into Lee’s thigh by about a centimeter and then she turns around as if to leave, and Lee starts begging her to stay through gritted teeth. Please, she whispers, I’m sorry. It was wrong of me, how I spoke to you, and I’m so sorry for that. Come back, please. I need your help.


    The woman hesitates for far too long, but eventually she plucks out the bloody needle and returns to her work, satisfied either by the apology itself or by the demonstration of her absolute power in the present situation. Lee tries to go back to offering gentle guidance, suggestions only, but the sounds outside the opening are growing louder, frenzied.


    “Do you hear that,” Lee asks the woman quietly. “You can, right?”


    The woman doesn’t look up. Her attention is focused on the lock.


    “They’re close,” Lee says. “I know you can hear them. Please hurry.”


    The woman suddenly pauses, holding the needle frozen in the lock, staring up at Lee, and Lee almost starts to apologize again, to pour out her gratitude, to backtrack, but then she reads something in the woman’s eyes that she hadn’t seen previously. Even though the woman doesn’t speak, her message is evident, plain as the given day. I will help you. But I will help you on my terms, for my own reasons, on my timeline. And I will not hesitate to leave you here, bound, for the animals to collect.


    


    


    The woman returns her focus to the keyway, and soon after that the fossa begin to show glimpses of themselves in the wall breach. Flashes of their lissome bodies, pacing. The almost serpent-like movements. Their amber-yellow eyes staring through the understory leaves, assessing the shelter. As Lee watches, she decides to try one more time with the woman, to plead her case—to plead their shared case, because at this point they stand a better chance of surviving an exit from the shelter together than alone—but then she hears the action of the tumblers, and the U-shackle springs free of the lock body at her chest. The woman unthreads the padlock from the paired links and loosens the chain. She drops the lock and the needle and immediately turns around to face the entry.


    Lee pulls her legs in and curls into a crouched position, her feet under her. She picks up the padlock, clicking the U-shackle closed and threading her middle and ring fingers through the gap. She makes a tight fist around the lock body. In her other hand, she gathers the chain, leaving a good amount of length.


    


    


    The fossa are gathering, forging forward—absent a direct challenge, they take every inch of space they’re allowed—driven frantic by the iron scent of blood. Bristling and slavering. There could be five or six of them, by her count. Without a clear view it’s difficult to be certain, but the final tally barely matters—one or six, it’s all the same. The choice of exit options is plain either way, and she isn’t going to spend what little time they have left presenting the pros and cons to the woman, so she sidles up beside her and crouches shoulder-to-shoulder at the mouth of the shelter.


    “Are you able to run,” Lee whispers.


    Her words don’t seem to register; the woman continues to stare at the wall breach. She offers no sign of an answer, affirmative or negative.


    “There is a man near here,” Lee says. “Close. When he sees us he will come for us. You’ll have to move as quickly as you can, do you understand?” The woman doesn’t answer, and without thinking Lee reaches over and tilts the woman’s face so that their eyes meet. “You have to try to move fast. I won’t leave you, but you have to try for me.”


    


    


    Together they storm from the shelter and plunge into the neem thicket. Lee crouches down and pulls the woman to her. Pulse clicking. She scans through the trees, trying to orient herself—she knows this is the Makoa grounds but doesn’t know where—and it doesn’t take long to understand that this is a cul-de-sac, its far end, and there is only one route forward.


    The man is there, waiting, seated on a shaded bench in a small, open rotunda about twenty yards afield of them. But the man isn’t watching. He isn’t even looking in the direction of the shelter; he’s busy working on nursing an injury to his lower leg. The blood blooming on the white bandage is visible even from this distance as he rewraps the knee. Lee doesn’t wait. She drops the chain and takes the woman’s wrist, and they burst from the stand of trees into the blinding sun.


    


    


    She half-drags the sick woman by the arm across the untamed sedge grass, and in her peripheral vision she can see the man rising—starting his rabid pursuit of them. Even injured, he moves frighteningly quickly. She hears the guttural roar of his voice at her back, and she urges the woman to hurry, to maintain the pace she sets, but the woman is hobbling gracelessly on her rheumatic legs.


    They are fast approaching one of the exterior doors to the Makoa building, a door that will take them to a hall that cuts clean through the structure, leading to the open space of the Lavelha grounds, and if they can make it that far, then it will only be a short time before they can disappear entirely into the sielve of the islet. The entrance is close now, maybe a hundred feet, and Lee is shouting to the woman that they’re almost there, to keep going, and the woman does, staggering, salivating in long ropes from her open mouth. But as they are about to step up onto the rear patio, there is a bright ping sound and a wet snap and the woman falls hard. She is writhing, soundless, in the coarse grass. A barbed spring-trap is closed over her ankle.


    


    


    There isn’t time; Lee squats and brings the woman up to a seated position and then lifts her. Shouldering her skeletal frame—seventy, eighty pounds at the most. Lee steps onto the patio and charges toward the door, and when she glances back she can see the man on approach, roaring, and a trail of the woman’s dark blood drizzled across the bleached concrete behind them.


    Still carrying the woman, Lee opens the door and enters the dark corridor and walks, teeth clenched, toward the opposite end. Plodding heavily, straining under the added weight. Halfway through, her legs start to tire, to stiffen, and behind her she hears the far door open and carom sharply off the wall bumper. The man is in the hall with them now. The sound of his voice screaming out words in a language Lee doesn’t understand. Echoing, redoubling. She makes her way to the exit, turns around and backs into the push-bar, carrying the woman through to the outside.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    chapter twenty


    


    


    


    They spend the entire night awake, in hiding. Staring out wide-eyed, terrified, from underneath a cover of leaf litter in a rosewood grove somewhere on the hotel grounds. Lee had walked as far as she could walk, alternating the woman from one shoulder to the other, and then she’d chosen the safest place she could find and she’d buckled and fallen.


    The man has deployed his ragged legion of the sick to canvass the area, to pursue them. Every once in a while Lee can see one of the lost souls—listless and mechanical—pushing through the trees not far from their position. Staggering heedlessly through the underbrush. She and the woman watch, quiet and motionless as they wait for the hunters to wander on to the next place.


    


    


    During one of the lulls in the night, Lee manages to remove the spring-trap from the woman’s ankle. She uproots the wickedly barbed prongs, unhinges the lever arms, and tosses the mechanism aside. She tends to the wound as best as she can, given the circumstances—given that there is no real way to get anything truly clean any longer. No way to swathe her, to put the pieces of the woman together again. Lee tries. She plasters over the holes with strips of soiled fabric. But in the end, all she can really offer is a way to slow the descent, not do anything curative.


    


    


    At some point close to dawn, the woman begins screaming. Sustained, almost as if the sound is driven by will rather than by breath. No words riding on it. Just a single, unwavering timbre and pitch.


    Lee tries to quiet her, to make her understand that their very lives depend on silence, but the woman doesn’t stop—it doesn’t look like she could if she wanted to. The sound erupts from her open mouth and continues, sirenic, until the sick are summoned by it.


    They come in droves—scores of them, shambling toward the sound like a compulsion. Bearing down on them, honing in. The horde crashes headlong through the dense understory, and Lee throws the woman’s arm over her shoulder and hoists her to standing.


    She half-walks, half-carries the woman, still screaming, through the trees and across the grounds toward the beachfront. At some point along the way, the woman goes silent on her own, and together they stagger down the rough-hewn timber staircase onto the sand with its assemblage of corpses, and they push through, plunging into the treeline and down a steep ravine that opens onto a narrow shoal. They crouch down low behind a heap of branches with the sea at their backs as Lee watches for the approaching hunt.


    


    


    When a few minutes go by with no sign of their pursuers, Lee starts pulling tree limbs from the pile, vainly searching for some form of defense. She pauses to scan the high ridgeline every few moments as she hefts each branch, getting a feel for the mass, the weight distribution. She casts them to the side if they aren’t swing-worthy. She tests six or seven, and nothing good is coming from it. The woman is standing nearby, looking lost, watching the tide.


    Lee selects a few more limbs from the stack, rejecting them all, and as the branches shift she sees that something is buried underneath, something broad and long. A blue-green color, with yellow detail. The woman turns to watch as Lee tears the remaining limbs away and tosses them behind her, and at the bottom of the pile is a sea kayak—ten feet long, meant for one rider only. A double-blade paddle and a life vest in the cockpit.


    Lee examines it for as long as she can before the sick erupt from the woods and begin sliding down the steep embankment to the gravel bar. Their wide, protruding eyes. Lee looks around frantically, and there isn’t any other clear option, so she takes hold of the bungee deck-rigging and starts to drag the kayak into the shallows. Swashing through. The sound of the keel ridge grating the seabed. She calls the woman to her and the woman plods, stiff-legged, into the surf.


    


    


    The water is to the level of her waist as Lee grasps the double blade and pushes the kayak to sea. Heading anywhere but here. At her back, the sick are plunging headlong into the surf, heedless of anything but the goal assigned. Eyes forward. Falling, getting back up, falling again.


    Lee pauses to tether the paddle to the deck and then she slides the life vest on, buckling it and cinching the front straps before threading the base strap between her legs and securing it. She hoists the woman into the cockpit seat and starts to push the craft forward again, and when the water reaches chest level, Lee climbs onto the deck coaming and straddles it, facing her.


    


    


    The kayak drifts where the current takes it, a good mile out. There’s nothing here other than the movement of terns and gulls overhead, soundless, and the pane of the ocean. From the east, Lee sees the sun cresting over one of the black cliff faces of the islet, and it reminds her of the time she tried to explain the term sunrise to her husband, what it really means, how it differs from dawn. Words are important. Their proper usage—it matters. But that day she hadn’t been able to use her own words well enough to reach him, or maybe she had, and the problem was that he’d gotten lost in the syntax, the diction. Maybe he was too far gone by that point—too fixed, too set in the sickness—to hear anything at all. It’s so difficult to be certain in the wild.


    


    


    Once in a while, she and Park used to talk about trying to row a tandem all the way to the mainland—the entire five hundred miles of the empty stretch. Twenty days out on the water, that’s how long they figured it would take at the time, but back then they had always assumed that there would be two healthy sets of hands working the blades, and that there would be provisions, at least something, to sustain them. Twenty days, that’s what they thought. Back then, Lee told him she didn’t think they could pull it off, and that staying where they were would be a better choice, but the truth was that she couldn’t risk being groundless and stranded alone with him for that long. Not with his sickness advancing the way it was.


    


    


    The woman hasn’t moved since they pushed off from the shoreline. She is seated in the cockpit and her ravaged hands are dead in her lap. Her face looks as peaceful as it can probably look. At this distance—there is only a foot’s worth of space separating them, at most—everything that has been etched onto the woman’s frame is visible. The love and damage, both. Self-applied and otherwise. The woman’s back is straight and her bearing, her presence, is surprisingly strong.


    Lee takes up the paddle in both hands. With two riders on board, the craft is unbalanced, unstable, and she knows that at any moment it could capsize—the structure wasn’t designed for this configuration—but for now it’s holding. Lee starts to cut into the water with the blades, one side, then the other. Slow and steady. Mid-stroke she notices that her forearms are itching terribly. Across from her, the woman looks on with her lidless eyes.
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