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Chapter 01: Code White
 
“Dr. Callie. Dr. Callie. Code White. Come quick.”
Being the only surgeon in a rural Chinese hospital, I’m used to being summoned at all hours, but normally only for medical emergencies. Hearing a Code White has me reluctant to lay down my stethoscope. It’s seven in the evening and I’ve been on my feet for ten hours straight. Several farmers were brought in this morning suffering from third degree burns after a fuel reservoir caught fire. We treated them as best we could and arranged for them to be transported to a major hospital better equipped to deal with their injuries.
“I’ll be right back,” I say to the heavily pregnant teenaged girl lying on the raised bed before me. She’s been waiting to see me since lunchtime, and has minor abdominal cramping. In the US she’d see a specialist, and as I’m an ENT, I’d only ever do ear-nose-throat surgery over and over, day after day, year in, year out, but here in China I get the full spectrum of medical activity and I love it. As a kid, I was involved in a car accident that resulted in severe abdominal injuries. It means I can never have children. But seeing other women pregnant is cause for celebration, not sadness. For me, it’s an honor to be part of the process.
The girl sits up, cradling her swollen stomach. As I leave the room, I hang onto the doorframe, saying, “You’ve got two weeks, max. Baby’s happy and healthy. Everything’s normal. You’re going to be fine.”
Chen tugs at my sleeve, urging me on. 
“Quick,” she says, repeating herself, but not providing me with any explanation.
Yelling echoes down the hallway. My Chinese is rusty. On good days, I can make out most words, but if I’m tired, or someone’s speaking rapidly, the intricacies of the language become a muddle of noise.
We run, although toward what? 
Running doesn’t seem wise.
Code White. Blue is cardiac arrest. Orange is multiple casualties requiring immediate attention. Grey is hemorrhage. Green is deteriorating condition, normally associated with rapid onset diseases, or bacterial infections. The dry cold on the fringe of the Mongolian Steppes tends to keep most microbes at bay, so green is rare. Occasionally, we get cases of rabies, or outbreaks of ringworm. But white? In eighteen months, I’ve never been called in on a Code White. White is a security incident, and they’re normally handled by the Chinese police, as their station is across the road.
Gunshots echo through the hospital, and I falter. Someone’s screaming. Glass shatters. Doors slam, and again deafening gunshots ring out. 
Chen slows her pace. We come to a halt at the corner of the corridor leading to the emergency department. She looks at me, and we both feel the trepidation of the moment. Guns aren’t toys. Even the most seemingly banal action over the next few minutes could have far reaching consequences. 
Chen is from the local Wusun tribe, a nomadic people that have traversed the deserts here for thousands of years. Her dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and soft, smooth, clear complexion speak of a mysterious lost world, when the Silk Road once joined East and West. Like me, fear pulses through her veins. We have no idea what awaits us, but we’re doctors, we’re committed to preserving life. Some might flee, but our patients can’t. As they’re in danger, we have to press on. Come what may, we have to try to protect them.
As a foreigner, I’m am oddity—a curiosity. Locals look at me as though I can summon both angels and devils. I only hope that my help comes from above today. 
I step around the corner as a police officer is thrown through the wall not more than ten feet from me. Cheap particle board collapses around his crumpled shape. There’s so much yelling I can’t separate the words, but I can see what’s happening. An old man lies on a gurney to one side of the corridor. Beyond him, a short stocky tribesman is fighting with several police officers. Thankfully, the gunshots have been directed into the ceiling, fired in bluster while trying to break up the fight. A senior police officer stands in the reception area, his gun still pointing up. 
Although there are four officers involved in the melee, the tribesman has the better of them. He’s barely five foot in height, but has the strength of an ox. Even with batons drawn, the officers are no match for him, and they reel from his blows. To my astonishment, he grabs a wooden bench capable of seating three or four people, and swings it like a baseball bat, connecting with several of the officers, knocking them to the ground. 
Chen and I inch down the corridor. She’s calling for sanity to prevail. I grasp the vague essence of her words, “Peace. Calm. No more.” I have my hands out, pleading for the violence to end, but in the panic of the moment, my words are in English.
“This is madness! You have to stop.”
The tribesman is distracted by our sudden appearance. The senior officer sees an opening and fires. The nomad reels to one side. Blood explodes from his shoulder, splattering across the wall, but he will not be deterred. With inhuman strength, he rips the counter off the reception desk, tearing off a panel easily eight feet in length, and flipping it over like balsa wood. Computer screens and keyboards go flying. The tumbling countertop crashes into the ceiling, bringing down panels and burying the officer in debris, knocking the gun from his hand. 
In the silence that follows, the tribesman steps over the rubble, closing in on the officer trapped beneath the wreckage.
“No,” I yell, fearing he’ll tear the poor man’s arms from his sockets.
The tribesman looks at me. Our eyes meet and I see something I’ll never forget—dark, haunting pupils that seem to stare through me.
I scramble for the right Chinese words, using terms he’ll understand rather than Western words like hospital, or doctor. 
“This is a place of life, not death. We help people. Heal them.”
He pauses.
“No harm,” I say. “We don’t hurt people.”
The tribesman is brutish. He’s wearing a traditional dress, lavishly adorned with flecks of red and gold, blue and black, but the fabric is faded. Worn patches speak of repetitive work—hard labor. His chest heaves. His nostrils flare, although not with anger. From the anguish on his face, he seems upset. His eyes dart around at the devastation covering the floor, not settling on any one object. It’s as though he’s surprised by what’s happened, that he has wrought such destruction. The officers scramble for safety, dragging their injured away and retreating behind us. 
I edge forward, saying, “We care for the injured.”
I have my hands out as though I’m calming a wild horse. 
“You’re injured.”
At those words, the tribesman turns, looking at the old man on the gurney. 
“Is he your friend?” I ask, slowly stepping forward, picking my way over the broken glass and busted particle board as though I were negotiating a minefield. He tosses his head with an expression that reminds me more of an animal than a human. It’s as though he’s signaling I’m close, but not correct.
“Your father.”
With those words, the tribesman steps back toward the old man on the gurney. He snorts, clearing his nostrils. 
The senior officer frees himself. He retrieves his gun, but I shake my head, pointing with my hand, and signaling for him to back away. Several male nurses and another doctor appear at the far end of the corridor. I signal for them to stay back.
“You want us to look at your father.”
The tribesman offers a single nod, but again, his motion is more circular than vertical. He seems to roll his chin as though he were stretching his neck muscles. He huffs, breathing out a massive volume of air and releasing the tension in his muscles. His shoulders sag. Blood drips from his fingers, running down the inside of his arm, but he doesn’t seem to notice. His hand reaches out and touches softly at the gurney. I can’t help but notice his wrist and knuckles. Physically, he’s shorter than me, but he’s built like a bear. With broad shoulders and thick stocky arms, he’s got the physique of a bodybuilder, only scaled down. His hands are showing signs of advanced arthritis. His knuckles are grotesquely swollen. 
At a guess, he couldn’t be more than twenty, maybe twenty five years old. The high altitude deserts of northwest China have a way of aging men and women well before their time, but his skin still has a youthful appearance. He’s sporting a beard, but with a gradual rather than a marked delineation as his hair is thin and straggly.
Chen tends to one of the police officers, while I approach the gurney. The old man is frail. He’s tall. Easily six feet in height, which is rare for this region where poor diets and natural genetics give most men a height of around five foot eight inches, right at my height. Having come from America, where most of the men I knew were six foot plus, it’s nice to look Chinese men in the eye without looking up at them. The nomad is the first man I’ve ever peered down at.
“We’re going to help your father,” I say as the tribesman bows his head over the old man. His thin lips quiver. I signal with my hand, gesturing for one of the nurses to come over. “We have to take him now. Do you understand?”
There’s no response. I push gently on the gurney, rolling it back a little so the nurse can reach it. “Take him into ICU. Get him on a saline drip. I’ll be in there in a minute.”
“Yes, doctor.”
The tribesman looks up at me. Tears sit in the corner of his eyes, which is confusing. I’ve just watched him demolish a hallway, tossing police officers around as though they were rag dolls, and yet the emotion that dominates his heart is sorrow. 
“He must come with us,” the senior officer says.
“He’s injured.”
“He resisted arrest.”
“Why did you arrest him?” I ask.
“He is a wild one. He should not be here. They know not to come into the city.”
That’s not a reason. 
“You were turning him away?” I ask.
“He—” The officer never completes his sentence. Just a stare from the nomad is enough to convince him to back down. It seems the tribesman would quite happily resume where things left off should the officer press the point. 
“It’s okay,” I say to the tribesman. Turning to the officer, I say, “You should leave.”
“But I—We are here for your protection.”
“I think you’ve provided quite enough protection for one night, don’t you?”
The officer looks angry.
“He’s not going anywhere,” I say, gesturing at the bloody shoulder of the tribesman. “Not tonight. And not while his father is in ICU. Now, go. Please.”
The senior officer lets out a short huff. He’s not happy about leaving, but my status as a foreign doctor seems to hold some authority in his mind so he backs away. The other police officers are bruised, but not seriously injured. It seems their pride, rather than their bodies ache. One of the young officers appears to have a dislocated shoulder, but he’s using his hand, so he’ll be fine. Chen rigs a sling for him. I have no idea how I’m going to explain this devastation to the hospital board in the morning, but the police provoked the tribesman. How he fought them off, though, is beyond me.
I’m not sure why I’ve sided with the tribesman. Perhaps it’s that he’s clearly misunderstood. Perhaps it’s that the police were far too heavy handed. Perhaps there’s a little bit of rebel in me that favors the underdog, but I’m glad to see the back of the officers.
“Let’s get you fixed up,” I say, turning to the short, stocky man. He looks at me with bewilderment, and I have to take him by his good arm and lead him down the hall to the emergency department. Behind me, several janitors start arguing about the mess. I leave them and the nurses to figure out what to do about the damage. 
ICU is somewhat of a grand term for a room with a few oxygen cylinders, a couple of biometric monitors and a bunch of intravenous drips. Intensive Care Unit it is not, but we care for the locals as best we can. 
I gesture for the tribesman to lie on a gurney beside his father. 
Although the young man has been shot, he’s not showing any of the classic symptoms of shock. His eyes haven’t dilated. He’s lucid and attentive. I check his wound briefly, making sure it’s not hemorrhaging internally, and then check on the father, who’s remained unconscious throughout all this. 
The tribesman lies down facing his father. The concern shows on his thick brow. 
Chen fixes an oxygen mask over the old man while I listen to his heart with a stethoscope. Our eyes meet and she shakes her head softly. We both know. We’ve both seen enough death to understand when the end is nigh. His erratic, fading heartbeat suggests hours, not days. All we can do is make him comfortable.
“And him?” she whispers as I slip on a pair of clear surgical glasses, a paper mask, and scrub my hands in the nearby sink.
“Him,” I say, unsure how to reply. Like me, he’s out of place, perhaps that’s why I have an affinity toward him. I don a pair of disposable gloves. 
“I need you to lie on your back,” I say, and he responds, rolling over. “You’re a quiet one, aren’t you?” 
“They’re dumb,” Chen says. 
“Dumb? Some of the brightest minds ever to grace this planet have been unable to speak. Helen Keller. Stephen Hawking.”
“Steve Hawk?” she asks. “Is he the surfer or the skateboader?” 
“Never mind,” I reply as she hands me a sterile swab. I clean the gunshot wound, picking out foreign objects like flecks of wood and strands of cloth—anything that could harbor microbes. 
“Light,” I say from beneath my mask, and the nurse assisting us adjusts an overhead lamp, focusing it on the wound. “Well, could have been worse. Could have been a lot worse.”
Chen anticipates my needs, handing me a needle loaded with a shot of local anesthetic. 
“This might bite,” I say to the tribesman, who’s unusually subdued. I lean over him. His eyes focus intently on mine, which is unnerving. In the US, most surgery is conducted using general anesthetic. Here, though, that’s the exception, and I’ve learned to talk in calm tones about everything other than what I’m doing, as that’s the easiest way to keep patients relaxed. Pain is both physical and mental. Reduce stress, and the pain felt by a patient can be little more than discomfort. 
“They?” I say, and Chen picks up the conversation again as I administer the anesthetic in three spots around the wound. 
“They come from Lop Nur—the salt lake. It is where China tests its nuclear weapons.”
“And they live there?”
“Yes. To the south.”
“How far away is it?” I ask, not really interested in the distance. I’m peering inside the wound, using a scalpel to carefully dig around, shifting bits of bloody sinew and muscle as I assess the internal damage.
“It’s maybe a hundred kilometers from here. Home to Xiaohe’s Tomb, the Necropolis of Ördek. City of the Dead.”
“Sounds creepy.” I’m not sure this is such a soothing conversation for my patient, but the tribesman seems relaxed. I confirm my suspicion—the bullet missed his arteries, tearing through muscle and grazing the underside of his collarbone. “Have you been there?”
“As a child. There are over three hundred grave sites, some of them are over four thousand years old.”
“What do they look like?” I ask, carefully stitching the muscle together and closing the wound. “Are they like pyramids, or ziggurats?”
“No, they are open graves. Bodies wrapped in ox-hides or in wooden coffins, buried beneath dead standing trees.”
Inwardly, I shudder at the thought, but I’m careful to remain composed in my actions. 
“I need you to roll over.” No sooner have the words left my mouth than the tribesman rolls onto his stomach, allowing me access to the exit wound on his back. “Again, you’ll feel a little bite.” The tribesman doesn’t flinch as I inject the anesthetic. We continue talking as I clean out and then close up the wound. While the anesthetic is in effect, I give him an injection of antibiotics, as I can’t imagine he’s the kind of person to undertake a course of antibiotic tablets for a week. 
I also draw a vial of blood and mark it for testing in Urumqi, a city with a population of two million, located several hundred kilometers northwest of us. There’s a proper lab there that can do checks for a full spectrum of locally recurrent diseases, and even simple genome tests for hereditary traits that impact health. Last year, there was an outbreak of bubonic plague in nearby Yumen. Not a plague—The Black Death, the real goddamn plague that killed some two hundred million people during the Middle Ages. I was left wondering if we’d been transported back in time, so I have no qualms testing a blood sample for peace of mind. The results of the test will take a few days to come back, but it will be good to get a feel for what’s out there in these remote tribal populations.
“I’d like to get some x-rays,” I say to Chen, but it’s not the possibility of a hairline fracture on his collarbone that has me worried. His physiology is all wrong. 
Chen starts to roll the gurney forward and he flinches, reaching for his father. 
“It’s okay,” I say, pulling off my gloves and mask, and tossing them in a medical waste container. “We’ll come back. Promise.”
Out in the hallway, the mess is slowly being cleaned up. Someone’s used a broom to clear a path for gurneys, and those ceiling tiles that didn’t break have been replaced. 
Chen sets up the x-ray machine in the nearby lab. The tribesman looks panicked. The hum of the machinery, and a large gun-like appendage at the end of a swiveling arm must be disconcerting for him, like some mechanical monster. 
“This won’t hurt,” I say. “This will help.” The conflict in his eyes is apparent. He may not be able to speak, but his intelligence is evident—the need to trust, the uncertainty about these strange people with their modern ways. It must be jarring for someone that’s lived their whole life in the desert to see our dependence on seemingly magical machines. “Please.” 
I feel as though I can read his thoughts. He’s scared of the unknown. Guns. Electric lights. Buzzing machines. It’s new and upsetting. His wide eyes tell me it’s all he can do to trust me. I squeeze his hand and his fingers tighten in rapid response. For a moment, I wonder if he’s not going to let go, or if he’s going to pull me closer, but he releases his grip. For someone that’s mute, touch must be an important means of communicating. 
I position an x-ray plate beneath his back, making sure it covers his upper shoulder and head. Gently, I position his head sideways so he’s looking at Chen behind the radiation shield. I’m curious. Beneath his straggly hair, his skull is slightly deformed—as though it has been squeezed and elongated in a vice. He has an occipital bun—a bulge at the back of his skull. It’s not natural. It can’t be. I suspect it’s the result of a childhood injury, and I wonder if this is why he can’t speak, but in the back of my mind there’s a nagging doubt. When Chen spoke of the wild ones she noted that none of them could talk, which is striking. Could the entire community be the victim of some inbred genetic condition? Perhaps something that deforms the region of the brain associated with speech?
“Stay still,” I say, backing away slowly. His eyes never leave mine. Chen engages the x-ray, and for a moment there’s a whir, followed by silence. I remove the plate and slide another beneath his shoulder blade, well outside the area affected by the gunshot, but again, I’m curious. His ribcage is barrel-shaped, with the lower ribs protruding noticeably. It’s the kind of deformity I’d associate with early childhood injuries failing to heal properly.
“Dial back the juice,” I say to Chen. “I want to pick up some soft tissue in the image.” I’m curious about his internal organs. His enlarged lower ribs could be the result of long term tumor growth. 
The tribesman is more relaxed with this shot, so I sneak in one more, slipping a small plate beneath his hand. “Now hold still,” I say, splaying his fingers wide. He smiles. He has no idea his body is being blasted with highly energetic electromagnetic radiation that passes almost unobstructed through the cells in his hand. 
After hiding behind the radiation shield one last time, I send Chen off to get the plates developed, while I wheel him back to the ICU. I’m not sure if it’s a side effect of the anesthetic, but he’s happy. 
“You’re going to be fine,” I say, touching lightly on his good shoulder. I park his gurney next to his father and cover him with a woolen blanket. For me, the blankets here in the hospital are as itchy as hell. They’re coarse and thick. As I pull the blanket up I wonder about this strange man’s life. The way he looks at me, it’s as though he’s never known kindness. Or perhaps he has, but never from a stranger. The world is a hostile place for those that differ from the norm.
I check on his father. Although it looks like he’s asleep, I know better. The old man is in a sustained state of unconsciousness. Despite our best efforts, he’s not recovered. His heart is weak, and I have to hunt to find a heartbeat so I hook him up to a biometric monitor. I cover him with a blanket, and the tribesman smiles, clearly appreciating how I’ve extended them both the same courtesy, even though such a gesture is meaningless to a physician with nine years of med school behind her. It is, quite literally, the least I can do.
Chen brings me some coffee. I’m not sure I want any, but the night is cool and the cup is warm so I sip at it. I’m tired—exhausted. I’m ready to collapse on the cot behind the nursing station. My apartment is only five minutes away by car, but I have spare clothes here. 
“They tease them,” she says softly to me. 
“The wild ones?”
“I’ve only ever seen the women before today. They keep to themselves.”
“And the father. He’s not a biological parent, right?”
“No,” she says. “It’s a different world in the desert. They adopt them. Feed them. Use them for labor.”
I sit on the edge of the bench inside the nursing station, relieved to finally have my feet up. Sitting there, I swing my legs back and forth, shaking out the aches. It’s been a long day. 
“You should get some sleep,” she says. 
“Yeah,” I reply, only half finishing my coffee. 
I curl up in the cot, turning away from the light, and drift off to sleep within seconds. 
Thankfully, the night is quiet. My sleep is deep. I wake to find Chen sitting at the foot of the cot. She’s wearing a change of clothes and looks refreshed. I doubt I look half as composed. The sun is up. 
“How are our patients?”
“The father still hasn’t regained consciousness. The wild one snores.” She laughs softly. “It sounds like he’s cutting firewood with a chainsaw.” She’s right. I can hear him from the back of the nursing station. 
I get up, use the bathroom, shower and change, and feel like a brand new person. As I walk back into the ICU I notice the tribesman is gone. For a moment, my heart skips a beat, but he’s in the garden outside. 
The director of the hospital has a fondness for flowers, which isn’t surprising given the arid desert around us. Bayingol is a town of about forty thousand, surrounded by farms, but the desert encroaches on the roads, the footpaths and yards. After a dust storm, the place looks like a ghost town. The director uses grey water from the showers for his garden, and the patients enjoy convalescing in the sunshine as the sweet scent of flowers drifts around them. That tiny stretch of greenery might be the only patch of flowers in a thousand miles. I hope the director sees the funny side of his garden being raided by a desert tribesman, although to my surprise, it’s the weeds the nomad is interested in. Instead of plucking some of the roses, he’s focused on the wildflowers—thin, lanky daisies at the end of long stems. If anything, the director should thank him. 
I check on the old man. His eyes are sunken and hollow. I peel back his eyelids and shine a light on his pupils. No response. The biometric monitor reveals an erratic heartbeat, but I’m old school. I like to listen. There are subtleties that only a trained ear can detect, details missed by electronics. I shift my stethoscope around his chest and over his ribs, stopping at regular intervals to listen. I’m surprised he’s still alive. If I was to stop the IV, I suspect he’d die from organ failure within a few hours, and I know I’m prolonging the inevitable. 
Chen and I sit chatting in the back of the nursing station, munching on what look like crab apples. They’re sour, and there’s not much flesh, but fruit is always a treat, especially for breakfast. 
A deep, resonant wail echoes through the ICU, and we jump up, but it quickly becomes apparent no one’s in discomfort. The tribesman is singing, although that’s the wrong term as his voice sounds more like a wind instrument. Sweet, striking, crisp notes echo through the room without any words being articulated. The chant is unlike the tribal songs of American Indians, and seems more like that of a primate—perhaps gibbons singing in the trees. There are vowels, but no clear consonants, and yet it is unmistakably music. There’s rhythm, and the repetition of similar phrases.
Ohh—aaaaahh—eeeeeyyy—aaa—uuuhhh—aaa—uuuhhh—oooaaa—iiieeeyyy.
I’m spellbound. I don’t think any of us have ever heard anything like this, as the vocal range spans several octaves, which is astonishing, the kind of feat only a trained opera singer could accomplish. The musical scale is foreign to me, being neither minor, nor major. 
The tribesman has linked the tiny flowers together into daisy chains, but not in a simple necklace. Some of the patterns have the intricacy of a dreamcatcher. 
An alarm sounds. The old man is flatlining. 
“Code Blue,” Chen yells over the chanting, and we spring into action. One of the nurses grabs the crash cart, and I rip the blanket from the old man.   
Ohh—aaaaahh—eeeeeyyy—aaa—uuuhhh—aaa—uuuhhh—oooaaa—iiieeeyyy.
Chen preps the defibrillator, applying gel to the pads as I start CPR, keeping my eyes on the heart monitor. Although I suspect it’s hopeless, I can’t stand by and watch someone die. Our actions over the next few seconds could extend his life by years, perhaps a decade. What is life if not a fight against death? I have to fight.
Chen positions the electrodes on his chest.  
Ohh—aaaaahh—eeeeeyyy—aaa—uuuhhh—aaa—uuuhhh—oooaaa—iiieeeyyy.
“Clear,” I yell and Chen fires the defibrillator. The frail body flexes before us, with every muscle contracting briefly before sagging again. 
I continue CPR. 
“Adenosine?” Chen asks. I shake my head. In his state, it’ll kill him. 
Ohh—aaaaahh—eeeeeyyy—aaa—uuuhhh—aaa—uuuhhh—oooaaa—iiieeeyyy.
“Charging.”
One of the nurses removes the old man’s oxygen mask and uses a handheld plastic pump to drive air into his lungs. I thump hard against his chest, circulating blood through his system, trying to keep his brain alive.
“Ready.”
“Clear,” I say, breathing heavily from the exertion. I step back and again the aging body before me flexes, arching up over the gurney before collapsing. 
Ohh—aaaaahh—eeeeeyyy—aaa—uuuhhh—aaa—uuuhhh—oooaaa—iiieeeyyy.
As a doctor, I hate to concede defeat, but there’s nothing more I can do. There are numerous euphemisms to explain away the odious nature of death—gone, passed, left, departed, but the truth is death is the failure of the life support system we call a body. At some point, the intricate biological machinery breaks down and the miracle of consciousness comes to an end. 
I stop CPR. Chen and I exchange a brief look. She’s amazing. She’d keep going for hours if need be until I called it, but we both know our efforts are futile. I look at my watch. 
“Mark the time as 8:50—unidentified male from the province of Xinjiang, approximately sixty years old, deceased as the result of heart failure.”
The nurse bows her head, nodding as she writes on a clipboard. I didn’t notice until now, but the chanting has stopped. The tempo in the ICU has changed drastically, it’s as though we were driving down a highway at 100 mph and drove into mud. Everything slows. 
“I’m sorry,” I say, turning to the tribesman. He has tears in his eyes. One of the nurses goes to pull a sheet over the body, but I signal for her to stop. The tribesman lays a ring of flowers on the old man’s chest, arranging them with meticulous care. He’s crying. He strokes the man’s hair, sweeping it to one side, and fusses with the dead man’s arms, laying them against his side. He places bunches of weeds in the old man’s hands. The exact meaning behind this gesture is lost on me, but it’s clearly symbolic of life.  
Chen and I back away. 
One of the other doctors walks into the ICU. He stops, realizing what’s happened, and skirts the side of the ward, bringing a large envelope over to me.
“Your x-rays.”
“Thanks.”
Given the heartache of the moment, this distraction is welcome.
The fluorescent tube in the light box mounted on the wall of the nursing station blew several months ago, so I hold each of the x-rays up against a window, allowing the natural sunlight to backlight the images. Chen points at several of the features.
“His skull. It’s deformed.”
“Strange, isn’t it?” I reply, switching to the x-ray of the nomad’s chest, and examining his rib cage. I run the tip of a pencil gently over the image. “Look at the ribs. What do you notice?”
Chen leans in, following the motion of my pencil as I trace the bones branching from the sternum. 
“Nothing.”
“Me neither. No damage. No deformity. No abrupt changes in density, signaling an old injury. Look at how smooth the gradient is moving down to the floating ribs.”
“And the heart and lungs,” Chen says, gesturing to the lighter mass beneath the ribs. “They’re huge.” She’s right. For a small man, his internal organs are oversized, and his lungs have a slightly different shape, with the broad tips dipping lower toward his stomach.
I take a photo of the x-ray with my smartphone before putting the first x-ray back on the windowpane and snapping another photo. I’m on the verge of blurting out what I’m thinking, but I don’t want to sound stupid. Science is about careful, methodical ideas being drawn from the evidence, and I’m struggling not to jump to conclusions. I examine his skull again. 
“Look at how thick the bones are,” Chen says.
“And his chin,” I say, which I see is almost non-existent. I’d previously noticed the tribesman’s chin wasn’t that pronounced, but his jaw is largely hidden by his beard. Now, though, I can see that his jaw lacks the thick bone normally associated with a chin. 
Chen traces the plates in the skull, running a pencil along the thin lines marking where the bones fused in early childhood. “No obvious injuries.”
I’m interested in the occipital bun, the protrusion at the back of his skull, causing his head to appear elongated. Not only is there no damage to the bone, but the brain mass extends into that portion of the skull cavity. 
“What are we dealing with?” Chen asks, but there’s one final x-ray of his lower arm, wrist and hand to examine. I flick it up onto the glass and take another photo. “Look at the metacarpal bones.” Instead of fine, easily broken twigs, the bones in his hand are thick and sturdy. 
“Have you seen this before?” Chen asks. 
I pause before replying. “Yes.”
“Where?”
“In textbooks. Museums. Never in a living person.”
Chen is silent, waiting for me to elaborate. 
“His physiology is hominid.”
“I don’t understand.”
I slip the x-rays back into the protective pouch, saying, “He’s not human. I think our tribesman is a Neanderthal.”
 
 



Chapter 02: City of the Dead
 
Chen whispers, “That’s not possible.”
“You’re telling me,” I reply, watching as the tribesman wraps the old man’s body in animal skins. 
“That’s impossible.”
“Apparently not.” I’m shaking, but not out of fear. Adrenaline surges through my body in the excitement of the moment. “Have you heard of the Wollemi Pine?” Chen shakes her head. “Imagine the surprise of scientists when a hiker comes across a tree that’s only ever been found in the fossil record from two hundred million years ago. Or the discovery of the Coelacanth, a fish thought to be extinct since before the time of the dinosaurs, only here it is, unchanged after four hundred million years.”
“And you think,” she says, looking at him.
“It’s possible. Isolated enclave. Limited interaction with the outside world. Fits the pattern, but I won’t know for sure until the blood results come back from the lab.”
“What are we going to do?”
The tribesman hoists the dead body over his good shoulder, and picks up his pack. 
“Well, we’re not going to let him walk out of here.”
I raise my hand and signal for the tribesman to pause.
“Ah,” I begin, not knowing where the conversation is going. Physically, I can’t stop him. If I was to get the police involved, this could end badly. He clearly wants to provide his stepfather with a proper burial, but it must have taken him several days to reach us. The body will putrefy long before he reaches his tribal lands. My mind is racing at a million miles per hour. Where there’s one Neanderthal, there must be more. “We’ll take you home.”
“What?” Chen says. Her eyes go wide in surprise. 
“Xioping, can you cover for me?” I say to one of the doctors.
“Sure.”
“You want to go out there?” Chen says, pointing at the desert beyond the hospital window. 
“We’ll be fine,” I say. “I’ve got a four-wheel drive.” 
My father is wealthy, influential, and paranoid, which isn’t as bad a combination as it might seem. He flipped out when I told him I accepted an assignment to work in rural China. He had a brand new Toyota Land Cruiser shipped in from Hong Kong, equipped with dual long range fuel tanks, extra fresh water tanks, GPS, satellite phone, dash cam, survival kit, electric air pump, secondary batteries, and an industrial winch that could pull a tank out of the mud. Once a month, he pays for a mechanic to drive the two hundred mile round trip from Urumqi to service the cruiser, even though in the eighteen months I’ve been here I’ve only clocked three hundred miles in total. I’ve never had to fill it up with diesel. The mechanic is constantly draining and topping up the tanks, as he feels guilty not actually doing anything when he gets here. He stripped down the transmission and rebuilt the running gear when I complained about a slight rattle, so I’ve learned to keep my mouth shut. I’m told I’ll get over a thousand miles from the diesel tanks. I could drive most of the way to Moscow without filling up.  
Chen doesn’t look convinced, but the tribesman is already walking toward the door.
“A day out. A day back. What could go wrong?” Technically, I have today off anyway, so I have no qualms about going for a drive to see the countryside—at least, that’s how I’m justifying this crazy idea to myself. 
“Over here,” I say to the tribesman, grabbing my keys and leading him out into the parking lot. Chen follows, but she’s not convinced. If anything, she must feel compelled to go with me as she’s my in-country assistant. I open the back of the cruiser and shift a few bags around. There’s a tent, sleeping bag, and long-life emergency ration pack. If anything, I’m relishing the opportunity to actually put some of this stuff to good use. I doubt my assembly of the tent will look quite like the glossy image on the cover, but I’m sure I can erect something suitable for one night at least. Whether everything will fit back in the bag is another story. 
Beneath the false floor of the cruiser, Dad’s stowed several firearms—a hunting rifle, a shotgun, and a handgun, all illegal in China, but out here in the west no one cares. 
The Neanderthal lays the body gently in the back of the four-wheel drive, and I marvel at the clash of cultures. I’m interacting with an entirely different species of hominid. It seems silly, but I grab my cellphone and take a selfie with him, not that he’d know what a selfie is—but he doesn’t seem to mind the attention of a quick hug and glances at the tiny black box I hold at arm’s length. I fire off the photo along with the x-ray images, sending them to my dad via email, saying, “You’ll never guess who I bumped into.” I doubt he’ll understand what he’s looking at, but I can’t keep this to myself. Wait until he hears about this adventure.
Oh, I wish the tribesman could talk. Mentally, I’m retracing every interaction, knowing I’ll be quizzed by anthropologists. They’ll want to know every little detail, particularly as with each passing moment he becomes more acclimatized to interacting with modern Homo sapiens. 
I open the rear door and the Neanderthal climbs in. He’s fascinated by the suspension, and rocks up and down, feeling the vehicle sway gently beneath him. He laughs. I smile, and reach around, helping him put on a seatbelt. He examines the belt with intense curiosity, playing with it, and noting how it retracts when released. He repeats this over and over, fascinated by the invisible mechanism that pulls the seatbelt taut. 
“What are we going to call him?” Chen asks as we climb in the front of the cruiser. 
“Àixīn,” I say, turning to look at our esteemed guest from what seems like another world. 
“He who cares,” Chen says, translating the Chinese into English. “I like it.” I thought she would. As tempting as it is to give our Neanderthal tribesman an American name, or perhaps name him after someone that discovered the remains of his kind in the Neander valley deep within Germany, our hominid friend is Chinese and deserves a local name. And besides, from what I’ve seen, he has levels of empathy beyond what some humans have. He really does care.
I start the engine, saying, “Hold on, Ax,” and he laughs from the backseat, still bouncing up and down and rocking the car. 
Not knowing how much exposure he’s had to machinery, I ease the Land Cruiser forward slowly. Pebbles crunch beneath the tires. It takes a full minute before we leave the parking lot as I want to give him time to adjust to the sensation of motion. I shift my rearview mirror so I can see him. His face has lit up with the excitement of adventure. Grunts and pseudo-vowels drift through the air, vaguely reminiscent of chimps at a zoo. Chen is laughing. Like me, she has a sense of how utterly ridiculous it is to take a Neanderthal for a drive in a car. If I could, I’d drive straight to the UCLA campus, and walk Ax into a lecture on hominid evolution. Oh, what a riot, and I seriously consider making for Beijing’s Academy of Science, but I want to see Ax among his own kind before the juggernaut of international researchers rolls into town. 
Although the road is largely clear of vehicles, I have to keep my eyes on the traffic and avoid the temptation to watch Ax in the mirror. He has his hand pressed against the glass, and is peering out the window, fascinated by the small town rolling by outside. Shanghai, with its endless skyscrapers, would blow his mind.
We take the main highway south. Like desert roads on all continents, it’s as straight as an arrow. Mountains rise up to the east, but to the west, there’s nothing but salt flats stretching as far as the eye can see. My sat nav tells me the Xinjiang desert extends for over five hundred miles, curving out of sight below the horizon. Nestled in the foothills to the south is Lop Nor. It’s easily thirty miles from the main road, along what looks like a dirt track. 
Ax amuses himself with the junk on my backseat—newspapers, shirts, a tennis racket, frisbee, and a bunch of other things. Chen and I talk about America. She wants to go there one day, and it’s strange to hear her speaking with reverence about things I take for granted, like shopping malls. 
“What do you miss about America?” she asks.
After thinking about it for a few seconds, I say, “The people. I guess I miss junk food—donuts and burgers, coke and ice cream, but they’re just things—stuff. I miss going to movies and shopping malls too, but what all of these have in common is people. We do everything together in the US. Hanging out at a nightclub, or going to the beach—it’s always with someone, and that’s what makes it special, I think.”
Chen nods. I know she’s looking forward to the bright lights of Vegas and seeing the Statue of Liberty in New York, but it’s the people that make America great. 
“Everyone’s friendly. Not that people aren’t friendly here, it’s just different. It’s like we can be both optimistic and pessimistic at the same time. Both happy and serious. Fun loving and focused.”  
Chen says, “That makes no sense.”
“Ah, now you’re getting the idea,” I say, smiling. “Americans don’t make sense. That’s the whole point. Whether you’re in LA or Louisiana, New York or Nevada, you’ll never find any two Americans alike. And don’t expect us to make sense. There’s only one thing we all agree on—we love freedom. Beyond that, we come in all shapes and sizes, colors and creeds.”
“There are too many guns,” Chen says. 
“There are a lot of guns,” I concede. “But it’s not like Hollywood. There’s no shootouts at the O.K. Corral.”
“I think I will like America,” Chen says with studious consideration. “I want to see the Grand Canyon, and Washington D.C.”
“What do you want to see in Washington?” I ask, expecting to hear her say The White House.
“The museums.”
“Ah, the Smithsonian museums. Yes. I hope you like walking, because there’s lots of different museums. They’re all on the National Mall. I remember going there as a kid on a school trip. My memory is of airplanes hanging from the ceiling and my aching feet.” 
We continue talking idly, alternating between Chinese and English, depending on the subject. After an hour, I pull off the highway, and the pace slows drastically as we drive down into a dried up riverbed.
“We’re going off the road?” Chen asks with some concern as the track disappears among loose rocks.
“Yes,” I say, pointing at the location we need to reach on the sat-nav. My trust in the marvels of technology is unwavering. Chen is not convinced.
“But the road,” she says, pointing back at the smooth, concrete highway behind us as though it provides some semblance of security. 
“Roads?” I reply, smiling and trying to lighten her mood. “Where we’re going, we don’t need no—” and I gesture for her to complete the phrase, but she stares at me like I’m insane.
“It’s from a movie,” I say in my defense. 
“An American movie?” she asks, as if there are any others. It’s easy to forget Bollywood, the British Academy, the Australian, French, Italian, and Chinese movie industries. All that there is in this world is Hollywood. 
“We don’t need,” I repeat, leading her on and trying to get her to finish the phrase.
“Cars?”
“No. We need cars. What don’t we need?”
Chen’s confused. She looks around as though the answer lies within the Land Cruiser. 
“Maps?”
I laugh, pointing at the riverbed in front of us. 
“Roads?”
“Yes. Do you know what movie it’s from?”
“Terminator?”
“No.”
“Titanic?”
“No, but they didn’t need roads either.”
“Is it from a space movie?” she asks. 
“Kind of… In a really obscure space-timey kind of way.” I’m trying to give her a clue. “Chen, if you’re going to visit America, you have to learn about our fairytales. Our movies are as much a part of our culture as Shakespeare is to the British, or Hans Christian Anderson is to the Danish.”
“The Martian,” she says. “Matt Damon. He had a car on Mars, but there were no roads.”
“Close enough,” I reply, laughing and realizing an 80s movie reference is probably a little too obscure for a rural Chinese nurse in the 21st century. “Tint the windows red, and this could be Mars.”
“Yes, it could.”
A dust storm blows over the mountains. Darkness descends, and visibility drops to a few feet. What seemed like a good idea back at the hospital is looking decidedly stupid. Sat nav convinces me we’re still on course, so on we go. I slow the Land Cruiser to a crawl, not wanting to hit any rocks or ride into a gully. The engine is working hard on the rough terrain. 
We drive over a dune, and the wheels sink in the soft sand. I get out of the vehicle and brave the storm to lower the tire pressure so they get more grip. Fine dust swirls around me, sticking to my hair and catching in my eyes. I need a bandana in order to breathe, but even then, grit gets in my mouth and up my nose as the wind howls past. 
After an hour, the storm lifts and we ride over the dunes into a valley set between imposing cliffs. Ax gets excited. He pounds on the window, pointing to one side and alerting us to an outcrop of rocks. Part of a cliff face has collapsed, leaving a distinct pile of boulders scattered across the desert. The Land Cruiser is sluggish in the soft sand, but once I hit firm rock, it’s easy to negotiate the valley and drive toward the outcrop. Dozens of dead trees rise out of the rocks and sand like abandoned telegraph poles. 
“This must be one of the grave sites,” Chen says as we come to a halt and climb out of the vehicle. 
Some of the poles have partially exposed coffins at their base, but most of the mummified bodies are wrapped in leather hides. Without touching what’s clearly an archeological artifact, I crouch down, examining one of the few exposed bodies. Shrunken skin clings to a deformed skull. The few strands of hair I can see have a reddish tinge, and I’m left wondering if this was the person’s natural color, or if time and exposure to the elements have damaged the hair. 
The rear door to the Land Cruiser slams, and I jump in fright. Ax has the body of the old man. We watch as he climbs the dune and lays the body at the base of a pole, all the while chanting and singing as he did in the hospital. He unfolds the leather and aligns the body so it’s facing in the same direction as the others. To my horror, Ax pulls out a knife and eviscerates the old man, driving the blade along the man’s stomach, emptying his intestines and bowels onto the sand. Chen vomits. I turn away, unable to watch. 
“Oh, I wasn’t ready for that,” she says, and the reality of what transpires at gravesites such as this is made abundantly clear. In order to mummify these bodies, all the soft tissue has to be removed to prevent rotting. It seems obvious enough, but seeing the process enacted is nauseating. 
We make our way down the dune, unable to watch the gruesome task, but still hearing the ghostly wail of the Neanderthal on the breeze. Back at the Land Cruiser, we sit in the sand, resting in the shade and leaning on the rear wheel. 
“Not what I was expecting,” I say, handing Chen a bottle of water. She rinses her mouth and spits to one side. 
“Oh, no. Not at all.”
Whatever burial rites and preparation are being undertaken, it’s over in less than an hour. Neither of us dares look until the chanting stops, and even then, we peer cautiously over the hood of the Land Cruiser, expecting to see the steep side of the dune drenched in blood, along with organs discarded on the sand. To our surprise, the area is clean. The old man’s body lies nestled against the pole, while his innards must have been buried nearby and carefully concealed. Regardless of how repugnant this is to us, it’s clear Ax treated the old man with respect and enacted what is undoubtedly a meaningful ceremony. After seeing that, though, I’d like to be cremated. 
I greet Ax with a bar of soap, a bottle of water and a towel, and gesture for him to wash down his bloody arms, saying, “Clean. You need to be clean.” He seems amused by my concern with cleanliness. I bury the towel with my boot. There’s no way I’m taking it back with me. 
“So what now?” Chen asks. 
I gesture to the mountains, asking Ax, “Where are you from? Where do you live? Your people, where are they?” Ax may not be able to speak, but he understands at least the rudiments of the Chinese language. He points at the sky, well above the clifftop. I’m confused. He’s trying to say something, and is animated, but I’m not sure why. Slowly, a dark shape appears in the distance. The sound of rotor blades beats at the air, echoing off the canyon walls. 
“Not good,” Chen says. 
A Chinese military helicopter circles us before descending, kicking up a wall of sand as it hovers a few feet above the desert floor on the far side of the Land Cruiser, well away from the burial site. A loudspeaker bellows something about staying still, but the voice is garbled and mixed with static.
Chen calls out over the sound of the helicopter. “I don’t think these are his people.”
“Yeah, they’re a little too sophisticated for Neanderthals,” I yell in reply, appreciating her levity in the tension of the moment. We’re not on military land—not as far as I know. We haven’t done anything wrong. There’s nothing to fear, and yet my heart pounds in my throat. There must be some kind of misunderstanding—a mistake, and I rapidly rehearse what I’ll say to the commanding officer. He or she is going to want to see ID, and proof of our residence at the hospital. I’m nervous about the false floor in the Land Cruiser and the hidden firearms.
Soldiers jump from the helicopter. With desert fatigues, helmets, thick goggles, and camouflage paint on their cheeks, they look inhuman. Ax picks up a clump of wood, brandishing it like a baseball bat. He marches forward with his head slightly bowed and his teeth clenched, ready for war, only this is a fight he won’t win.
“No,” I cry, rushing to grab him. The transformation that comes over him scares me. He’s lost in a burst of anger. His eyes are wide. His nostrils flare and his muscles flex as he screams above the roar of the helicopter. I pull at his arm, but he’s so focused, so consumed with rage, he doesn’t realize I’m trying to hold him back. I run in front of him, stumbling in the soft sand and waving the soldiers off, yelling, “Don’t shoot. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t understand.”
The soldiers take up defensive positions, spreading out on either side of the helicopter with their rifles leveled at us. 
“Please,” I yell, still trying to block Ax from advancing, but he’s too strong. 
Shots ring out, breaking like thunder over the beat of the rotor blades. Bullets pepper the Land Cruiser. I force myself in front of Ax, forgetting about my own safety in my zeal to protect him. Don’t they know? He’s too precious. He’s out of place in the modern world. He must survive. 
Bullets tear past my head with the crack of a bullwhip.
The bullet that strikes me feels like the sting of an angry hornet, slamming into my sternum with a thud. Another clips my shoulder. Shock grips me. Blood seeps through my shirt, and I fall to my knees in the sand, clutching at my chest. I’ve been shot. How could I be shot? Me? How can I go from being alive and vibrant and healthy one second, to moments away from death the next? Muscle spasms ripple across my chest, but I’m perplexed. Dying isn’t painful. It’s more of a dull ache, sapping my strength.
Ax is hit. He falls beside me, collapsing face first on the dune. Chen has been struck on the side of her neck. Her frail body lies sprawled on the sand. Her legs twitch. Guilt washes over me. Chen died because of me. That I’m dying as well is irrelevant. She shouldn’t have lost her life to my folly.
Soldiers run in toward me yelling, still pointing their rifles as though I pose some kind of threat, but I can feel my life draining away. My knees sink into the sand. The sounds around me fade along with the sunlight. Darkness descends. Hands grab at me, pulling me, but I’m beyond caring. I’m losing my hearing. My feet go numb and my muscles turn to mush. I collapse in a heap, sliding down the sand dune.
 
 



Chapter 03: Collision
 
Darkness gives way to light.
There’s noise. Warmth. Rocks. Sand.
My mind is foggy, my thinking hazy. 
“Drink some water.”
My eyes flicker. Chen cradles my head in her lap, lifting me so I can sip from a cup. 
“Wha—How?” I ask through parched lips. My chest aches. My rib cage feels as though someone’s been pounding on it with a baseball bat.
“Tranquilizer darts,” she says, holding up one of the tiny mechanical hornets. “You took two of them.”
My head throbs. I try to sit up, but the cavern seems to swirl around me, and I reach out, taking hold of the rock face to steady myself. 
“Where are we?”
“I don’t know.”
Ax sits in the corner of the cave, hidden in the shadows. He has his legs crossed and is rocking back and forth mumbling. His faint repetition is vaguely reminiscent of a Buddhist chant. He’s afraid.
Rusting iron bars stretch from the ceiling to the rocky floor, trapping us in the rear of the cave, but they’re set almost a foot apart. Chen could slip through, perhaps even I could make it between them, but Ax couldn’t, not without breaking a few ribs. A heavy chain has been wrapped around a hollow, rusted door lock, with a shiny, brand new padlock holding the chain loosely in place—not what I’d expect from the military. 
I drink some more water, which helps clear my head. I creep toward the bars, wanting to see around the corner of the cave. Lights hang from electrical cords strung together and evenly spaced along the ceiling.
A guard stands to attention beside a solid steel door leading out of the cave, but he’s unarmed—no rifle slung over his shoulder, no sidearm. 
“What’s going on?” I call out, deliberately speaking in English rather than Chinese, and reinforcing my Western appearance, hoping that will help us gain some leverage. “I demand to speak to someone in charge.”
Without moving his head, the guard looks at me, squinting a little, and then ignores me, looking straight ahead again. There’s a camera mounted high on the ceiling near the door. A soft red LED indicates it’s on, so I appeal to the dark glossy lens.
“I’m a US citizen,” I say. “I demand to speak to someone from the US embassy.”
Chen picks up on what I’m doing and translates into Chinese, even though she knows I’m fluent. Together, we’re mounting a case to be heard.
“We’re doctors. We were transporting an injured man back to his tribal lands.”
I wait for Chen’s translation.
“If you contact the hospital in Bayingol, they’ll confirm everything I’m saying.”
Chen races through the Chinese version, adding a few extra details, including the name of the senior director and the address of the hospital.
“You have no right to hold us here against our will,” I say with a bluster of authority I don’t have. 
After a few minutes, the steel door opens and a tall, lanky man walks in wearing civilian clothes—a tweed sports coat, white shirt, paisley tie and brown pants. He addresses me in English, but his accent is European. At a guess, he’s from Italy, or maybe Greece. 
“Ah, Dr. Callie. Dr. Callie. Dr. Callie.”
Why he says my name three times is beyond me, but he looks pleased with himself. He’s holding my purse, looking down at my driver’s license, which enrages me. How dare he rummage through my belongings?
“You’ll have to forgive our security detail. They get a bit overzealous when Americans come crashing through the perimeter fence.”
“Fence?” I look at Chen. I need to stay calm. The last thing either of us needs is to enflame things further. There’s a time and a place for settling scores, and it’s clearly not here and now, but in my mind I’m already mounting legal action against this guy in court. Forgiveness is not on my mind.
He unlocks the cell door, saying, “Come. Come.” 
“We didn’t see any fence.”
He hands me my purse.
“You flattened a ten foot high chain link fence and you didn’t notice?”
“No,” I say. My mind casts back to the dust storm. Visibility was almost zero. Sand drifts could have half buried the fence. We must have driven right over it without noticing, thinking the resistance the Land Cruiser felt was the wheels sinking in a shifting dune. 
“I’m sorry for what happened,” he says.
“You shot us,” I say, not pleased by his apparent apology. “You assaulted us, and you detained us against our will.”
“My dear Dr. Callie, this is not America. Trespassing on military property is a serious offense in China. You were mistaken for spies.”
I’m incensed. “You could have killed us.”
“I regret the misunderstanding, but you did not follow our instructions. You ran toward our soldiers. They defended themselves.”
As far as I’m concerned, they were heavy handed, but I appreciate they didn’t use lethal force.
“Who the hell are you?” I don’t like this. The fake, warm, friendly show—glossing over what happened to us—a feigned apology. This guy is hiding something. He’s trying to smooth over what happened, and probably wants to brush us off and send us on our way, but he’s misread my mood. He might be able to deal with locals like this, but I’m pissed off.
“Please, come,” he says. “All will be explained.” Although I have my doubts about his sincerity. I wouldn’t trust this guy to tell me the time of day.
“Ax,” I say, standing in the open doorway of the cell. Ax is still sitting in the corner mumbling.
“No. He stays.”
“He does not,” I say. “He’s with us.”
“He belongs here.”
Ax looks at me with longing eyes. He’s been here before. There’s a helplessness in his rocking motion. Even with all the bluster and fight I’ve seen from him over the past day, he’s resigned to his fate. 
“We know what’s going on,” I say, refusing to step out of the cell. The man’s demeanor changes. He’s not angry, but the facade is gone. “We have proof—evidence.”
His lips tighten. 
“Ax,” I say again, holding out my hand. “It’s okay. I won’t let them hurt you.”
Ax gets to his feet and approaches slowly. He’s timid, moving like a caged animal. It’s as though he’s expecting to be beaten. He reaches out and takes my hand. I’m not sure how well he’s following the conversation as we’ve been switching between Chinese and English, but he seems relieved not to have been scolded. 
“We came together,” I say. “We leave together.”
“That’s not possible,” the man says. I hadn’t noticed before now, but there are several other civilians and military officers standing on the far side of the open steel door watching us, listening in on the conversation. 
“You clearly know who I am,” I say. “Think about the surname. Think about the name Callie. Think very carefully about where you’ve heard that name before.” But I offer no more explanation than that. I want the realization to hit hard. There’s a rushed discussion beyond the door.
The tall man is flustered. This isn’t what he expected. Apparently, I’m supposed to be compliant—grateful. Fat chance.
“I’m not playing games,” I say. “Tell me what’s going on. You will answer me, and you will set us free. All of us.” 
Everything’s wrong. I cannot imagine why European scientists would work with the Chinese military. It makes no sense. Even the prospect of being freed seems false. I feel like we’re being marched toward a firing squad.
“Dr. Callie,” another man says, stepping through the doorway and walking toward us. “I’m Professor Johannes Goethe. This is Professor Marcelo Flores.”
“Johannes,” Flores says. “What are you doing?”
“We were never going to keep this secret forever,” he says. “Sooner or later, someone was bound to figure it out.”
“But she doesn’t know,” he protests.
“She knows enough,” he says, gesturing toward Ax. “And as for her father.”
“Her father?” Flores asks.
“My father is the US Secretary of State,” I say proudly. “If you think he doesn’t know precisely where my Land Cruiser was abandoned, and that I’ve gone missing, you are sorely mistaken. Call Beijing. Let’s see what they have to say about kidnapping the daughter of a senior US diplomat. Your own government will turn over every rock in this desert to find me.”
Flores shrinks a little. 
“And my dad has the evidence,” I say, taking the initiative while I have them off guard. “I’ve emailed everything we have to him. Your secret is out. It’s over.”
I’m only guessing at their secret, and not sure what’s over, but right now I’m happy to bluff if that’ll get us out of here alive.
“Bring him,” Goethe says, pointing at Ax. He and Flores talk in hushed tones as they walk out of the cave. Ax is hesitant, but I keep a firm grip on his hand and pull him along with us. Chen looks at me. She’s nervous. 
As we exit through the steel door, I notice sunlight streaming in from the opening of the main cave, but Goethe and Flores lead us deeper into the mountain. Flores, though, is pointing back at the opening, clearly disagreeing with Goethe about taking us with them. A raised boardwalk winds through the cave. Bundles of wires line the walls. Ax pulls away from me, wanting to head back toward the sunlight. “It’s okay,” I say, not wanting us to separate. He follows, but his eyes dart around. He’s scared. In the distance, there’s the hum of machinery and the crackle of electricity. 
“You think you know what’s going on,” Goethe says, stopping in the entrance to a vast spherical cavern. “But you have no idea how much your world is about to change.” He gestures to a glowing, pulsating blue star floating in the middle of the chamber. 
We’re standing on a steel walkway looking down into a cavern easily fifty yards wide. A thick glass pane set into a quarter-inch sheet metal frame separates us from the cavern itself, and I wonder how bright the star is as the glass is heavily tinted. As fascinating as the sight before me is, I’m more interested in the shielding provided by the glass, as that tells me something about what’s on the other side. Looking at the bottom of the frame, I can see how the glass distorts the rim. At a guess, the glass is easily two inches thick, and seems to have laminated layers, distorting the light.
“Radiation shielding,” Goethe says, noting my interest in the glass.   
Around the cavern, rows of computer workstations and large wall-mounted monitors display a dizzying array of ever changing metrics. A bunch of probes and what looks like a satellite dish all point at the star. A mixture of military personnel and civilians are at work on computer terminals throughout the cavern, but all from behind thick glass shields. 
“They shouldn’t be here,” Flores says. “This is too much. You should not have shown them without consulting the minister.”
Goethe raises a hand, speaking in gentle tones. “I think she can help us.”
“What is that?” I ask, turning my attention to the star. 
“A multi-dimensional fracture in spacetime,” Goethe says, he raps the glass with his knuckles. “Emitting alpha and beta radiation, x-rays, gamma rays. You name it.”
Chen says, “I—I don’t understand.”
“Your friend,” Goethe replies, directing us to a boardroom set off to one side, built into an alcove within the cavern. “The Neanderthal. This is how he got here.”
“From the past?” I ask.
“Oh, no. Not the past. He is very much from the present. Just not the present as you know it.”
We enter the room and sit around the table. Chen and I choose seats allowing us to look out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the magnificent blue star shining in the heart of the cavern. It seems to be turning, twisting slowly, but not around any fixed axis. It drifts rather than spins.
Ax sits next to me. He has his hands in his lap and his head bowed as though he’s expecting to be scolded. I touch his forearm, squeezing the dense muscle softly, trying to reassure him everything’s going to be fine, but I’m guessing—hoping. I have no idea what we’ve stumbled into. Optimism. It’s such a wonderful trait when everything goes well. When things go to hell in a handbasket, it’s nothing more than a delusion. 
“What’s going on?” I ask, feeling overwhelmed.  
“Worlds are colliding,” Flores says. 
I’m dumbfounded. I understand the words he’s speaking but not the meaning. I comprehend each individual term, but the overall concept is madness. Worlds plural? How? The nearest planet to us is either Venus or Mars, depending on where we are in our orbit, but at their closest approach, they’re still thirty to forty million miles away, and never more than a tiny pinprick of light in the sky.
“We need your help,” Goethe says. 
“Me?”
“Your father. He will believe you.”
“My father?” I reply, struggling to keep up with the conversation. I’m still hung up on the worlds colliding thing. “Wait. Explain this to me.”
Goethe says, “Imagine a stone being thrown into a pond. Ripples reverberate out from the center. As they move out, they become less intense, slowly fading into the background.”
“So that?” I ask, pointing at the star. “That’s the stone? The collision?”
“No. The collision hasn’t happened yet. You have to think in four dimensions, not three. This is where the collision will occur. This is a four-dimensional ripple. The closer we get to the point of contact, the more intense it becomes.”
“And this?” Chen asks. “How long has this been going on?”
“By our estimates, two hundred years.”
I’m stunned. Goethe wasn’t kidding about our ignorance.
“It took several years for us to pinpoint the location of the breach. We’ve been monitoring it directly for about three months now, but it’s easily a few centuries old.”
Flores says, “Pockets rupture all the time around the globe, but this is the only point of continuous presence.”
“All the time?” I ask. “That’s not possible. I’m pretty sure no one’s ever seen anything like this before.”
“Haven’t they?” Goethe asks. “You’re thinking too small. You’re thinking of a blue light in a cave. Think in four dimensions.”
I say, “If one of these things appeared in the middle of a city, it would be all over the news.”
“Too small. Too small,” Flores says, waving with his hands and getting excited. “Urban areas account for only three percent of Earth surface. Did you not hear him? You’re thinking too small. Think in four dimensions. You and your stupid cities. You’re thinking in only two dimensions. Even in three dimensions the magnitude of the problem is obvious.”
I’m lost. 
Goethe is more composed. “Ruptures happen all the time. A patch of air is displaced thousands of feet above the ground and a plane passes nearby, experiencing turbulence. A section of the mantle is swapped between worlds and the different densities and changes in composition cause an earthquake, which is attributed to natural causes. A sphere of water in the sea is switched and ocean currents are disrupted as a rogue wave forms on the surface.”
“Someone would notice,” I say, not finding their explanation credible. “If you’re right, and this thing has been going on for hundreds of years, then at some point there must have been some impact on human civilization.”
“Oh, and there has,” Goethe says. “In 1945, a squadron of five fighter planes was lost over the Atlantic.”
“You’re talking about the Bermuda Triangle?” I say, incredulous that a childhood myth could be brought into the discussion.
“The same day, a sea plane dispatched to look for the missing aircraft also vanished.”
“What is this? An episode of The Twilight Zone?” 
Goethe isn’t deterred. “Six disappearances in four years, and then nothing. For us, that’s characteristic of a fracture opening and closing.”
“I—I.” I don’t know what to say. I’m not convinced. “How can you be so sure? Who’s to say there’s not some other explanation and that you’re jumping to conclusions?”
Flores raises an eyebrow. “Says the woman sitting next to a Neanderthal.”
“Okay, you’ve got a point, but I don’t see why there couldn’t be a perfectly logical natural explanation for this.”
Goethe laughs. “This is a perfectly logical natural explanation.”
Flores says, “A couple of years ago, the Plague broke out nearby. Where do you think that came from?”
He’s right. I’m silent.
Goethe says, “In the 70s, climbers spotted signs of a Yeti on the northern slopes of the Himalayas. But scientists dismissed the idea because breeding populations would be too small for such an animal to go undetected in the 20th century, and they’re right. But a few individuals dragged through a fracture is entirely plausible.”
I ask a question that seems absurd to me, knowing it’s probably validating their point of view but wanting to be sure. “So something like the Loch Ness Monster?”
Flores says, “A subsurface aquatic fracture with a world that still harbors the plesiosaur.” 
Goethe adds, “It probably wasn’t one plesiosaur, but several over an extended period of time. They would have swum through looking for prey. They’re bottom feeders. They would have left when they found the loch devoid of squid and large mollusks.”
“But not before posing for photographs,” I say, unsure whether I’m being sarcastic or stating the obvious.
Goethe shrugs. 
“Your world is in danger,” Flores says.
“Wait a second. What did you say?” I ask.
“The danger is real.”
“No, not that. Why did you say, your?”
Goethe smiles. “The Neanderthal isn’t the only one to come through a portal.” 
The hair on my arms stands on end. “No, no, no.” 
“On our Earth, the Second World War ended in 1957 with the defeat of the Greater German Axis and the capitulation of Moscow.”
Flores says, “We put a woman on Mars back in 1998.”
“She died,” Goethe offers. “But she made it to the surface, and others followed after her in 2010, establishing our first off-world colony.”
Chen says, “So there are other worlds like ours?”
“Yes and no,” Goethe replies.
I say, “You mean, somewhere out there, all this is playing out again on some other world, but with just a few slight differences?”
“No. It is not as you imagine,” Flores says.
Goethe explains, “Picture a tree. When branches diverge near the trunk, they’re close to each other, but as one branch leads to another and then another, they move further apart.”
The look on my face must signal my confusion as he adds, “These worlds have been diverging for billions of years.”
“How many?” I ask, still perplexed by the scale of what’s being described. “How many Earths are there?”
“We don’t know. How many stars are there? There comes a point where you stop counting.”
“And Ax,” Chen asks. “He’s not from another time, but another place, right?”
“Same time, but from a world where Homo sapiens went extinct.”
I shake my head.
Flores says, “There are worlds where dinosaurs still roam the planet.”
Goethe says, “And worlds where Earth is as barren and lifeless as Mars.”
“What’s causing this?” I ask, pointing at the blue star.
“We don’t know. Our world has been ravaged by the rift. We came here looking for answers.”
I look up at the Chinese military officer standing in the doorway and suddenly everything becomes clear. We. Goethe isn’t referring to himself and Flores. They’re all from another world. Goethe senses the realization sweeping over me.
“Everything you see here. Everyone. They’re all from our world.”
Chen asks, “How have you kept this secret from the Chinese government?” 
Flores says, “We have a healthy working relationship.” Given that no expense has been spared in this subterranean base, I get the feeling the health of the relationship is based on some ubiquitous form of wealth shared between worlds. Gold? Platinum? “We’ve approached the US government, but been rebuffed.”
“But you,” Goethe says. “You have direct access.”
“Me?” I’m sitting in what looks like a villain’s lair from a 1970s Bond film. This is a lot to take in. As for believing it, I’m still struggling with Ax being a Neanderthal, let alone the concept of colliding worlds. I’m not sure I can convince my father, but they’re right. He’s far more likely to take me seriously, or at least to get someone to look into this if I present a sound, logical argument, but he’d simply ignore them as crackpot conspiracy theorists. Our minds are cursed with a tendency to seize on irrational concepts. Who shot JFK, Roswell, the Moon landing, 9/11—but all too often, truth is stranger than fiction, even if it’s hard to believe. 
I still have a bunch of questions, like how did they get here? Why did they choose this location, and not just northwest China—why our world? But I’m a medical doctor. Questions can wait. I’m used to jumping in and doing whatever it takes to extend life. I’ll help them. Ax is lost in our world, that’s clear. I start to speak when a woman rushes in, pushing past the military officers and whispering in Goethe’s ear.
He looks at me while listening intently to what’s being said. The woman leaves. Goethe picks up a remote control and points it at a wall-mounted television, saying, “It seems the time for talking is over.”
The television springs to life. Goethe switches channels, and settles on a news broadcast coming live from a helicopter somewhere over New York City.
“—explanation from the government. The city is going into lockdown. We’ve been ordered to clear the air space around the blast zone, but even as we leave the area, the devastation is clear. An entire city block destroyed in what some are describing as a nuclear explosion, only it’s not. There’s been no blast wave. The devastation ends as sharply as a paper cut.”
A camera on the helicopter zooms in on a section of Manhattan bordering Central Park. The buildings are gone. The road simply stops, disappearing into the dirt. Scorch marks radiate out from the center of the blast zone, scarring the ground. Trees lie flattened like dominos, only there shouldn’t be any trees that far from the park. At the heart of the circle, barely visible on the screen, is a tiny blue star.
A fighter jet roars over the city, banking as it surveys the damage. 
“America is under attack,” the reporter says as the helicopter descends behind a building, obscuring the view of the devastation. “Governor Pellman has ordered the National Guard onto the streets, establishing an exclusion zone around the site of the terrorist incident.”
Chen asks, “What happened to them? To those inside?”
“They’re dead,” Goethe says with a somber voice. “The breach will have decimated both sides of the portal. It’s the same process that formed this cavern.”
“That’s hundreds of people,” I say. “Thousands. Dead.”
“It’s not the breach you should be worried about,” Flores says. “The real problem is what’s about to come through.”
Goethe says, “We need to talk to your father.”
 
To be continued
 



 
Afterword
 
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction.
As much as possible, I’ve endeavored to ground this entirely fictional story with accurate facts. 
Yes, the plague really did break out in Yumen.
Yes, there really is a necropolis in the salt flats of Lop Nur in northwest China. In fact, there were more mummified remains recovered from Lop Nur than any single site in Egypt.
Yes, both the Wollemi pine and Coelacanth are examples of living fossils. Prior to their discovery, the only known evidence for either of them was in the fossil record. Both species are largely unchanged after hundreds of millions of years.
Yes, Neanderthals were intelligent. They were surprisingly close to humans and may have been able to speak. Neanderthals developed musical instruments (things like a simple flute), cared for their sick, performed burial rites, mastered fire and stone implements, and lived in social tribes. Although smaller than modern humans, their muscle texture and bone density suggests they would have had an iron grip for a handshake, but may have lacked the fine motor skills we have when it comes to things like writing, carving sculptures, etc. Fifty thousand years ago, there wasn’t much difference between the two dominant hominid species, and we still really don’t know why it was Homo sapiens and not Homo neanderthalensis that planted a flag on the Moon. Given the vast majority of Europeans have some Neanderthal DNA, it’s fair to say they helped.
Could Neanderthals have survived into modern times in some geographically isolated pocket in a manner similar to the Wollemi pine and the Coelacanth? It’s theoretically possible, but increasingly unlikely as there’s no virgin territory remaining. In 1988, a Shanghai newspaper reported that hair samples gathered from “wild men” in the mountains of central China was not human, but such claims are most certainly exaggerated. The Tibetan myth of the Yeti relates to the Mongolian myth of the Alma, or “Wild Ones,” which was an interesting point of departure for this story. What would it be like to interact with another hominid species? It’s a fascinating possibility, and one I hope you enjoyed exploring with me in this story.
When it comes to worlds colliding, we are well and truly in the realm of science fiction. There are some speculative ideas in the scientific community that the cosmic background radiation may contain evidence of colliding universes as the Big Bang unfolded, but there’s no definitive proof, and no reason to think such an event could occur again in the tiny region of space that makes up Earth, but it’s a fun, interesting storyline. 
I hope you’ve enjoyed this book as much as I have. My thanks go to Jay Douglas from Vanquish Motion Pictures, who commissioned this story for possible development in television or movie format. If you’d like to see this story brought to life on the silver screen, get behind the book. Tell a friend. Leave a review online. Oh, and keep your eyes peeled for the next episode.
If you’d like to learn more about my writing and new releases, subscribe to my email newsletter.
 
 
Other Books by Peter Cawdron
 
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction. You might enjoy the following novels also written by Peter Cawdron.
 
ENDEAVOUR
“NASA prepared us for every eventuality on Mars, but they never prepared us for what could go wrong on Earth.”
Mankind has long dreamed of reaching out to live on other planets, and with the establishment of the Mars Endeavour colony, that dream has become reality. The fledgling colony consists of 120 scientists, astronauts, medical staff, and engineers. Buried deep underground, they’re protected from the harsh radiation that sterilizes the surface of the planet. The colony is prepared for every eventuality except one—what happens when disaster strikes Earth?   
 
STARSHIP MINE
James Patterson is a gay accountant living in Keyes, Oklahoma—deep in the Bible Belt—the religious heartland of America. He’s also the first person to make contact with an extraterrestrial intelligence seeking to understand our world, and that makes him the most important person on the planet.
 
FREE FALL
Free Fall first appeared as a short story in The Z Chronicles, and serves as a prequel to What We Left Behind. 
Jackson is an astronaut testing a prototype interstellar craft in deep space. When he returns home, there’s no one to greet him. Earth has fallen silent. Now he must decide—stay in orbit, watching a dead planet roll slowly by beneath his windows, or land on Earth and fight for life? 
 
WHAT WE LEFT BEHIND & ALL OUR TOMORROWS
Hazel is a regular teenager growing up in an irregular world overrun with zombies. She likes music, perfume, freshly baked muffins, and playing her Xbox—everything that no longer exists in the apocalypse. 
Raised in the safety of a commune, Hazel rarely sees Zee anymore, except on those occasions when the soldiers demonstrate the importance of a headshot to the kids. 
To her horror, circumstances beyond her control lead her outside the barbed wire fence and into a zombie-infested town.
“Five, Four, Three, Two—count your shots, Haze,” she says to herself, firing at the oncoming zombie horde. “Don’t forget to reload.”
 
ALIEN SPACE TENTACLE PORN
A 1950s hospital. Temporary amnesia. A naked man running through Central Park yelling something about alien space tentacles. Tinfoil, duct tape, and bananas. These are the ingredients for a spectacular romp through a world you never thought possible as aliens reach out and make contact with Earth.
 
MY SWEET SATAN
The crew of the Copernicus is sent to investigate Bestla, one of the remote moons of Saturn. Bestla has always been an oddball, orbiting Saturn in the wrong direction and at a distance of fifteen million miles, so far away that Saturn appears smaller than Earth’s moon in the night sky. Bestla hides a secret. When mapped by an unmanned probe, Bestla awakes and begins transmitting a message, only it’s a message no one wants to hear: “I want to live and die for you, Satan.”
 
SILO SAGA: SHADOWS
Shadows is fan fiction set in Hugh Howey’s Wool universe as part of the Kindle Worlds Silo Saga.
Life within the silos follows a well-worn pattern passed down through the generations from master to apprentice, caster to shadow. “Don’t ask! Don’t think! Don’t question! Just stay in the shadows.” But not everyone is content to follow the past.
 
THE WORLD OF KURT VONNEGUT: CHILDREN’S CRUSADE
Kurt Vonnegut’s masterpiece Slaughterhouse-Five: The Children’s Crusade explored the fictional life of Billy Pilgrim as he stumbled through the real world devastation of Dresden during World War II. Children’s Crusade picks up the story of Billy Pilgrim on the planet of Tralfamadore as Billy and his partner Montana Wildhack struggle to accept life in an alien zoo.
 
THE MAN WHO REMEMBERED TODAY
The Man Who Remembered Today is a novella originally appearing in From the Indie Side anthology, highlighting independent science fiction writers from around the world. You can pick up this story as a stand-alone novella or get twelve distinctly unique stories by purchasing From the Indie Side.
Kareem wakes with a headache. A bloody bandage wrapped around his head tells him this isn’t just another day in the Big Apple. The problem is, he can’t remember what happened to him. He can’t recall anything from yesterday. The only memories he has are from events that are about to unfold today, and today is no ordinary day.
 
ANOMALY
Anomaly examines the prospect of an alien intelligence discovering life on Earth.
Humanity’s first contact with an alien intelligence is far more radical than anyone has ever dared imagine. The technological gulf between humanity and the alien species is measured in terms of millions of years. The only way to communicate is by using science, but not everyone is so patient with the arrival of an alien spacecraft outside the gates of the United Nations in New York.
 
THE ROAD TO HELL
The Road to Hell is paved with good intentions.
How do you solve a murder when the victim comes back to life with no memory of recent events?
In the twenty-second century, America struggles to rebuild after the second civil war. Democracy has been suspended while the reconstruction effort lifts the country out of the ruins of conflict. America’s fate lies in the hands of a genetically engineered soldier with the ability to move through time.
The Road to Hell deals with a futuristic world and the advent of limited time travel. It explores social issues such as the nature of trust and the conflict between loyalty and honesty.
 
MONSTERS
Monsters is a dystopian novel exploring the importance of reading. Monsters is set against the backdrop of the collapse of civilization.
The fallout from a passing comet contains a biological pathogen, not a virus or a living organism, just a collection of amino acids. But these cause animals to revert to the age of the megafauna, when monsters roamed Earth.
Bruce Dobson is a reader. With the fall of civilization, reading has become outlawed. Superstitions prevail, and readers are persecuted like the witches and wizards of old. Bruce and his son James seek to overturn the prejudices of their day and restore the scientific knowledge central to their survival, but monsters lurk in the dark.
 
FEEDBACK
Twenty years ago, a UFO crashed into the Yellow Sea off the Korean Peninsula. The only survivor was a young English-speaking child, captured by the North Koreans. Two decades later, a physics student watches his girlfriend disappear before his eyes, abducted from the streets of New York by what appears to be the same UFO.
Feedback will carry you from the desolate, windswept coastline of North Korea to the bustling streets of New York and on into the depths of space as you journey to the outer edge of our solar system looking for answers.
 
GALACTIC EXPLORATION
Galactic Exploration is a compilation of four closely related science fiction stories following the exploration of the Milky Way by the spaceships Serengeti, Savannah, and The Rift Valley. These three generational starships are piloted by clones and form part of the ongoing search for intelligent extraterrestrial life. With the Serengeti heading out above the plane of the Milky Way, the Savannah exploring the outer reaches of the galaxy, and The Rift Valley investigating possible alien signals within the galactic core, this story examines the Rare Earth Hypothesis from a number of different angles.
This volume contains the novellas Serengeti, Trixie and Me, Savannah, and War.
 
XENOPHOBIA
Xenophobia examines the impact of first contact on the Third World.
Dr. Elizabeth Bower works at a field hospital in Malawi as a civil war smolders around her. With an alien spacecraft in orbit around Earth, the US withdraws its troops to deal with the growing unrest in America. Dr. Bower refuses to abandon her hospital. A troop of US Rangers accompanies Dr. Bower as she attempts to get her staff and patients to safety. Isolated and alone, cut off from contact with the West, they watch as the world descends into chaos with alien contact.
 
LITTLE GREEN MEN
Little Green Men is a tribute to the works of Philip K. Dick, hailing back to classic science fiction stories of the 1950s.
The crew of the Dei Gratia set down on a frozen planet and are attacked by little green men. Chief Science Officer David Michaels struggles with the impossible situation unfolding around him as the crew members are murdered one by one. With the engines offline and power fading, he races against time to understand this mysterious threat and escape the planet alive.
 
REVOLUTION
How do you hide state secrets when teenage hacktivists have as much quantum computing power as the government? Alexander Hopkins is about to find out on what should have been an uneventful red-eye flight from Russia. Nothing is what it seems in this heart-pounding short-story from international best selling author Peter Cawdron.
 
HELLO WORLD
Hello World is a short story set in the same fictional universe as Alien Space Tentacle Porn.
Professor Franco Corelli has noticed something unusual. The twitter account @QuestionsLots is harvesting hundreds of millions of tweets each day, but never posting anything. Outwardly, this account only follows one other twitter account—@RealScientists, but in reality it is trawling every post ever made by anyone on this planet. Could it be that @QuestionsLots is not from Earth?
 
In addition to these stand-alone stories, Peter Cawdron has short stories appearing in:
	The Telepath Chronicles

 
	The Alien Chronicles

 
	The A.I. Chronicles

 
	The Z Chronicles

 
	Tales of Tinfoil

 
WELCOME TO THE OCCUPIED STATES OF AMERICA
Seven years after the invasion of the grubs, 110 million Americans have been displaced by the war, with over 50 million dead. Ashley Kelly was crippled by a cluster bomb. While the world crumbled, she spent seven years learning to walk again, and she’ll be damned if she’s going to lie down for anyone, terrestrial or extraterrestrial. 
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