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For my coaches, teachers, and mentors.

Especially you, Dad.





Nothing feebler does earth nurture than man, of all things that on earth are breathing and moving. For he thinks that he will never suffer evil in time to come…

—Homer, Odyssey

Soon these burning miseries will be extinct.

—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein






The Anthropocene ended on July 5, 2022, when an over-the-road Volvo day-cab hauling a mustard-yellow shipping container swerved onto Interstate 95’s gravel shoulder, swallowing the mile 148 signage under its snarling grille.

Fishtailing, the truck made no effort to correct itself; it drifted over the northbound rumble strips and began its slow, disjointed roll down into the Maine brush. The cargo container ripped free of its restraints and led the charge, tumbling through a bevy of wild burs and ferns. It splintered several small trees along the way, finally coming to rest against a healthy white pine.

The cab followed the container’s broken path, chasing it down the highway hillside. It might’ve looked sad as it settled next to the storage container, its silver sheen torqued into flourishing braids.

Conversely, the faded yellow cargo sat unimpaired, marred only by a few scratches and even fewer dents.

The truck driver was declared dead on impact, having passed away in the lullaby of high-speed sleep. His license read Hendrick Moe, Jericho Hill, Maryland, 8/30/1987. No photo was made available to the public, but he was a paltry gentleman with a thin triangle of a jaw freckled by shadows of stubble.

Reports described Hendrick Moe as a freelancer hauling individually negotiated contracts. The truck’s footprint, as recorded by its weigh-station logs, got no more specific than its departure point somewhere in Sierra County, New Mexico, and its destination somewhere north of where it crashed in Maine. The driver apparently paid for his fuel with cash.

Police and local news made little, if anything, of the incident. Moe was, by all accounts, no more than an out-of-state trucker who’d violated the regulations of the road; someone who’d driven too long without a break, this crime revealed only by the too-little time that had passed between weigh stations and highway tollbooths along his journey.

This was the accident’s most significant note of interest: Hendrick Moe had apparently soldiered the near-forty-hour drive without a single recorded rest stop. No lunch breaks, no nap pull-offs, and a trash bag cluttered with urine-filled Gatorade bottles. He’d paused for gas and nothing else.

Stranger still, the yellow shipping container, whose doors had burst open upon impact, was found empty. Moe was a nobody in quite the hurry to get nowhere with nothing.

Yes, the weigh stations. They used to say the best way to smuggle a weapon onto an airplane was to hide it in the bottom of your carry-on and leave a bottle of water on top. TSA would find the water and be content.

Content.

We have never been content.

But the local law was, as were the local folks. Content to believe that this was no more than a minute glitch, an unfortunate accident spurred on by an impatient man. Thank God no one else had been hurt by Hendrick Moe’s foolishness. I hope other drivers learned from his careless actions. It’s always an out-of-towner, an Other from Away. Et cetera, et cetera.

But you haven’t come all this way to hear of obscure murders committed by mobile machines, obsolete heaps, those herds of silent metal monsters that now serve only as temporary shelter to the wandering minstrel. No, you’ve come to hear of real monsters and those who shuffle beneath them.



A man walked the countryside and no one followed. He moved through moon-soaked darkness, as he had for a year now, perhaps even two. Calendars, without hands to neatly cross out their boxes and usher in new months, had grown unkempt. He wore a simple self-winding watch, though he trusted its dust-choked cogs little. The hands read 3:33 a.m. Make a wish.

His denim pants were faded near white with a walking man’s wears and a scavenger’s tears, as was the tan jacket wrapped around his waist. He treaded with muscular legs that strained the thighs of too-small trousers. Boots, which would soon demand replacement, merely kept pace with the rest of the haggard man. He shouldered a frayed backpack stuffed with canned goods and bottles of water. Atop his head sat a baseball cap that had not seen the sun in a long time. A grinning skeleton wearing a crown of roses peered over the brim. The knapsack and hat were the only two pieces he hadn’t scavenged from the dead. Relics of another time.

Under that cap, an amber face. Wooden brown features tucked beneath a patchwork of tangled hair. His eyes glowered with a dull, vagrant green. Had those hazel irises possessed even a glimmer of hope, one might’ve recognized them for their youth.

From one of the sandy jacket’s many pockets, the man fished out a compass. His direction was generally north by northeast, and he found that to be close enough.

The figure beneath the waning moon sought rubble, husks of homes still standing in what used to be an American countryside. Memories left to age. Everything that remained whispered of the past. Flooded bowling alleys. Corner stores and diners burned to the dirt. Main streets as still as watercolor paintings. Highways clogged with immovable scrap. Schools with holes in the walls the size of semitrucks. Cornfields and ghosts.

Farther down the country road, the man passed two Abrams tanks. He didn’t know how he remembered their official government name. Even as a corpse, the military persisted. Uncle Sam and his scolding, pointing finger appeared in the cavities of his memory: I want YOU… for the War of the Worlds!

The armored vehicles were riddled with jagged holes, as if they’d been pecked at by a flock of massive iron birds. Winged rocs returned to reclaim the earth they once roamed. Would it have mattered? If a few more tens of thousands of young men had taken the oath to defend their good, fair country? Their fair species? If a couple more had joined the cause? No, he didn’t think so. It wouldn’t have made a difference. People built guns to kill people; they weren’t made for monsters.

The tanks and their pieces were scattered over a dirt parking lot beside the man’s paved route. The burned-out shell of a church steeple reached for the stars with charcoal fingertips. A dirty white sign with rearrangeable letters read: AT LAST! HIS WORSHIP IS AT HAND! GO IN GRACE AND MAY GRACE FALL UPON YOU!

The field was dotted with deep craters teeming with creeping grass and upturned roots. Scars healing. Scattered all around were human bones, like mice bits strewn about the nest of a great owl. The victors’ corpses were nowhere to be found, just a few piles of petrified purple droppings. How few losses had they suffered? The man wondered if they might be invincible. He had his suspicions.

A lone human skull sat perched atop a clump of sun-blasted weeds. Hollow eyes choked with daffodils watched the man walk by.

He continued past the abandoned tanks and bone-speckled fields and eventually came upon what he sought: a stone farmhouse, mostly intact, only some of its features eaten away by time and neglect. The man imagined, an indulgence he infrequently allowed himself these days, that the rock walls once shone a brilliant gray, so polished and reflective that every night the stones had communed with the moon in a lunar light show. A shack of sparkling gems along the thin horizon. The image made him feel like smiling, but his lips refused to budge. Instead, he slunk toward the soot-brick structure, thankful that he could make it out at all among the consuming weeds.

There was no message on the front door today. He had found dozens of notes on derelict porches, mostly directions: We can’t stay here, we’ll meet you at so-and-so’s, we’re running for such and such city. The saddest ones were the resignations, the goodbyes.

He used to always read them, felt that it was his responsibility to remember a stranger’s last words so that they might last a little longer. Not anymore. Too many words for one man who spoke so little.

There was one person who’d left a breadcrumb trail of messages, signing them as “Larry.” His first note was written not with paper and pen, but rather with asphalt and paint. Big yellow letters that glowed in the moonlight: DAY 12. HOPE IN GREENLAND. BOATS IN BOSTON. COME WITH ME. —LARRY

That was on a three-lane highway somewhere in northern Georgia, only a few months after emerging from his hibernation—those uncountable years of subterranean safety—into this horrid new world. Five days later, walking at his own pace, he’d found Larry’s Day 20 note scrawled on a piece of weathered cardboard taped to the back of a Silverado pickup. He thought he could eventually catch up and convince Larry, plus whatever hopeful band of survivors possibly tagged along with him, to make a stop by the shores of the Chesapeake. Perhaps they could all find hope together.

Then the trail went cold. The notes stopped. The man wondered if Larry had taken another route, or even perished in a weed-choked ditch somewhere, but three weeks later he found a tarp-covered wagon parked outside a house. There was a tattered piece of paper taped to it:

Please come inside and rest with me. I mean no harm. —Larry

The ink looked like it’d been left out in the rain, even though it had been dry for the past week. He’d felt a flutter in his throat, burning with the desire to sit down and look someone in their human eyes and shake their hand. That’s all. Just shake their hand. Anyone’s. Anything but more skeletons. Let him meet anyone but a skeleton, just once.

Yet the alternative to a skeleton was not a living person. No. It was decomposition. Skin and flesh shedding. The alternative to a shakable hand was Larry’s maggot-teeming digits that still lazily gripped a burgundy-stained knife. The alternative to eyes or empty sockets, the foul secret option, was the slick jelly drip protruding from Larry’s drooping head. The nectar of the dead.

It reeked like rotten eggs cooked in desperate hunger, forgotten gardens of putrid cabbage and garlic, the crawling insects that had slowly made their way into the house and into Larry’s pores. Yes, the man preferred the outdoor skeletons—or almost anything—to that.

Larry’s final note, weighed down by a large candle on a nearby coffee table, spoke nothing of boats or hope. It was near indecipherable, save for a lone repeated word that the man could make out etched onto the paper:

THEM

He ripped himself away from the awful memory and turned back to the farmhouse to perform his usual ritual, setting his backpack down on the porch so the goods within wouldn’t rattle around. A pistol slipped out from his waistband as the other hand reached for the door. It was unlocked.

He entered and swept the first floor, though with little caution. Next time, more likely than not, the man wouldn’t bother leaving his pack outside. There was never anyone to hear him anyway.

He found what he expected: dust and rubble disturbed only by his own footprints. He retrieved his pack and ventured out to the backyard, where he located a well-water pump. The spigot required a rusted reminder that not everyone who needed it was gone, but the man had learned how to jog the ancient contraptions awake. Without a word, he refilled his canteens.

Yet his mind wandered. How much ground had he covered during the night? How many miles in the last month? Since he first got up and walked away from the flattened ruins that used to be a small Florida college town? He wasn’t at all sure.

“Enough that I,” he muttered to himself with slow, indecisive words, “have almost forgotten how to speak.” Like a frail pup incapable of balancing its own immense weight, the sentence limped away into the night. No echo returned.

The sound of his own voice surprised the man. The fact that anything beyond coughs and yawns came out at all surprised him, but he didn’t want to admit that to himself. It was too cliché. Of course, he thought, of course I don’t talk when I’ve no one to talk with. He didn’t want to become a trope, a character clinging to a tattered paperback yarn.

Next to the pump was an overturned bucket. The letters and logos had long since faded, but the faded orange color suggested it might have been a Home Depot original once upon a time. He kicked it away for seemingly no reason.

He didn’t know when he’d find the next working pump. He could talk to wells, yes, but he wasn’t very good at it. Rust is a romantic, deaf to all suitors but time.

He returned to the house and checked for whatever supplies remained. When the man first began his nightly walks, he’d been shocked to find that canned goods were not a scarcity. He didn’t have to grapple with harriers or get into shoot-outs with other desperate scavengers. He simply walked in, took what he needed, and slept until nightfall. He was never a bother or a burden because there was never anybody home.

As was most often the case, this house’s pantries were replete with a decent bounty. After news from Bangor broke, people hoarded everything imaginable, waiting for… what was it? All this shit to blow over? Some luck they’d had with that. Most didn’t last long enough to dig into their treasure troves. What came for humanity was too fast. Too exponential.

As had become his routine, he stored what he could fit inside his pack and left the rest to tick away toward their inevitable expiration. His haul came out at three cans of spinach, two cans of tomatoes, and a large tin of honey-roasted peanuts. Wasn’t much, but it was enough. He never sacrificed space occupied by water for food.

Besides, there would be more along the way. There always was.

The house was the sum of wooden planks woven together long ago. The man imagined that once upon a time it had looked neat and well made, but the passage of years and weather had warped the walls. Curdled them into the arched spines of ghosts in the crawl space.

The wind whipped between the boards, yet the house itself stood still and steady. The man, however, was perfectly aware that nothing could stand still. Everything was always turning. Earth always rolling.

Daylight drew closer.

And daylight was death.

That was the one rule above all others. The beasts, in all their obsidian splendor, seemed to fear the dark; they never ventured out from their nests once the sun had fallen. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t care. The man knew only that he was more afraid of them.

From his backpack he produced a small crimson multi-tool. He used its miniature hammerhead to strip loose nails from the flimsy living room floorboards. The man collected a few of the fragile planks, then stacked them, four in total, atop one another. He took a fifth board and leaned it against the wood pile. In a practiced motion, the man hopped onto the middle of the leaning board, snapping it in two. He repeated this process until he had ten half pieces.

There was a flashlight in his pack, but the batteries could have been dead, for all the man knew. He had a suspicion that all batteries might be dying soon, their shelf lives far from infinite. Not that it much mattered. He’d become a nocturnal thing now, and the stars and the moon lent him more than enough light on clear nights.

He went out back again and returned with scraps of dead leaves and twigs, and then once more, this time to collect a mound of loose dirt with the bucket he’d kicked. The man spread the dirt into a pair of tidy piles on the tile floor and fashioned two small log cabins atop the soil, stuffing them full of kindling. The man found two pots—every house had pots—and filled them with water from the spigot out back.

One last trip from the backyard and he set the pots down atop the cookers. From his backpack’s zipper pocket, the man retrieved a Bic lighter, one of many he’d grabbed from a derelict 7-Eleven just over the Georgia line.

The man held the translucent red object in his right hand. He flicked it on and off. On and off. The flame jumped to life each time. He studied it for a moment, watched the shadows in the room begin to swim and waver in tune with the lighter’s miniature blaze.

He felt like hugging the warmth. Dancing with it. The motion and the heat and the rhythm. The flickering flame made him feel like there might actually be someone else in the room with him. A ridiculous thought, but the man allowed himself the occasional ration of irrationality. After all, a bit of insanity a day keeps the past away, but today the gaseous woman with all her warm and welcoming curves that lived inside his lighter wasn’t enough to distract him.

Especially from the memory of that 7-Eleven.

The storefront’s window-paneled front, once covered by glossy adverts for Slurpees and taquitos and ninety-nine-cent Big Gulps, had not been shattered, but torn through. And by something so big that it hadn’t been able to fit inside the wide glass display without ripping out a chunk of the roof along with it.

The corner store had stared at him with a single broken mouth, a rictus grin of sharp metallic teeth. He didn’t know what to think. It had to have been a truck, but there was no wreckage in sight. Not even tire marks. Just shattered glass.

That was before he had seen one of them, seen one of those polished monstrosities with his own eyes, instead of on an iPhone screen or in a newspaper. That was before he knew how tall they were. That was before he understood.

The man knelt, lit the fire, and stowed his lighter. He set the pots to boil, stood, and strode throughout the first floor of the house, only to soon find himself staring at the refrigerator.

Beneath a magnet like Captain America’s shield was a folded note written in marker:

Dear Mr. G., thank you for being a great teacher. It made me very happy when you stayed inside for recess to help me with my math. I’ll miss you, Annie.

The handwriting was crude and jagged, authored by a young child.

The man took the piece of paper and unfolded it. Inside was a watercolor painting. There was a bright yellow sun, a big blue sky, fluffy white tufts of clouds, and little rows of idyllic trees and brush. Whoever Annie was, she’d taken pride in her work.

It would have been the kind of thing a kid normally made in school—that is, if it wasn’t for the three black scythes rising out of the trees, each one twice as tall as the pines themselves. If it wasn’t for the long, ragged, jagged skull and the bulbous, bright blue eyes peering out from above the wood. Without those additions, it would have been a very nice painting indeed.

With a shrug, the man tossed the watercolor into the fire. Annie’s feelings would not be hurt. Neither would Mr. G.’s.

After a surprisingly filling dinner of mashed potatoes and boiled vegetables, along with a painless deposit in a toilet that had seen neither running water nor an occupant’s backside in at least three or four years, the man gathered his belongings and trudged upstairs to find a place to sleep. Dawn was gaining on him, the sun creeping ever closer.

The man fumbled for the bedroom door in the dim hallway and creaked it open…

Something was wrong. The room appeared to be located in outer space. There was a great shining blackness where there ought to have been a layer of moldy paint. The wallpaper was made of stars, and the spiders on the wall were instead trawling comets, distressed satellites wondering where their masters had gone.

The man rubbed his eyes, then opened them again. He was still on solid ground, still far, far away from the old reaches of infinity. The cosmic vision was instead a gaping hole in the roof and wall of the house. It hovered across the far end of the bedroom, on the other side of the king-sized bed, above two toppled stationary bikes: a gash taller than the man and as wide as his wingspan.

He went around the bed, stepped over one of the fallen exercise machines, and traced his fingers along the edge of the splintered opening to check for ashes. Folks used candles when the grids started to go, and the man had seen the remnants of more than a few house fires along his northward journey.

No ash, not today. This was monsters’ work.

Three-legged devils that had climbed the home and poked their fat chitin jaws inside and plucked out Mr. and Mrs. Carolina Farmhouse and taken them to whatever pond or stream or river or bay waited nearby. Even the sea. The man wasn’t sure how close that was. Perhaps they’d been Mr. and Mrs. Virginia Farmhouse.

Had the couple, after two-too-many weeks of hiding like mice, finally snapped and broken out in a daylight verbal brawl? Was it ten? Twenty? Thirty years they’d been married? Yet still not enough to stave off the stir-crazy and keep their voices down when the sun was up. Or could’ve been they hadn’t believed in all the “mumbo jumbo.” It was all a hoax. It would never be them. Or maybe they’d felt invincibly human, like most everyone else had. The man couldn’t say for sure, the details of such stories long expired.

The man undressed. He thought he’d try Mr. Ambiguous-State Farmhouse’s clothes on for size. Replace everything but the backpack, jacket, and hat. His jeans, borrowed from a forgotten house not too long ago, were cancerous with dust and much too snug.

Perhaps, the man considered, the homeowners did everything they were supposed to do. They were cautious and wise and slept during the day, but the Scorpions and their coiled stingers came for them anyway. As if some of the monsters had learned not to be afraid of the dark.

For a brief moment, he imagined himself as a tiny bumblebee, watching as the walls of his hive were torn asunder by the claws of a hungry bear. Were humans so sweet as honey? Or did something else drive their hunger? As far as the man knew, the creatures consumed only two things: people and each other.

There was a crusty stain on the hardwood floor beneath the gaping gash. A red-and-brown tint. No one had been back to clean it. The man used to catch himself wiping up water he’d spilled or picking up knickknacks scattered upon the ground, but those old habits died eventually. Everything did.

The stars through the roof. There were so many. Why did people ever build streetlights when the unpolluted night shimmered like this? The man did not know. Was it not enough? What we were given? Was it never enough?

There came no answer, so he turned away from the jagged hole and shuffled off to find a bedroom with more privacy. Not that it really mattered.

The sun, its purple warning flares now crawling upon the horizon, no longer disturbed his sleep. The light would wash into the house, but he would not stir.

The waking moans of monsters singing their sunrise songs filled what was left of the ancient abode. As always, their melodies were unbeautiful. Garbled, gravelly voices crept toward him from river and lake and pond and creek, as if the stones themselves had come to life to usher in a new day.

This, too, would not bother his rest. He slunk down the hall and into the bathroom, where he brushed his teeth with chalky, expired toothpaste. Then he found the guest room, drew the blinds, and settled into the lopsided bed. His eyes traced the textures within the popcorn ceiling for a few minutes, then he turned onto his side and let sleep take him.



Hendrick Moe was, as you may have suspected, a fake name. The face, body, and mind, however, belonged to a man who was quite real.

Jeremy Weisbrot, also thirty-four, was not from Jericho Hill, Maryland. He was “born and raised in the humble suburbs of Connecticut,” as he loved to tell people, though no one could’ve called those kinds of towns anything but opulent. He fulfilled parental dreams of a collegiate experience in New Haven (premed, he would’ve added were he still alive) and kept his nose in the books. He was a gifted student in biology, the author of a research thesis that was to be locked away in some Ivy League basement full of other students’ lost works about hypothetical accelerated photosynthesis or whatever other ideas a twenty-two-year-old could scrounge up and say to themselves, “Yes, yes, this is original! This is something I can work with! Be proud of!” but ultimately were declared to be no more well thought-out than a C+.

But not Weisbrot. No, he was what folks would’ve called a prodigy, a rare talent of mind and determination. His senior thesis was a trebuchet that would soon launch him into a career in government research. I never read it. No point. I wouldn’t have understood half of the jargon. That was never my realm.

But Lord, did I have to hear about it.

Weisbrot’s paper detailed how aliens—though I was always corrected to use the term “extraplanetary life”—could be conditioned to survive on our Earth. He theorized a way to genetically engineer nearly any carbon-based life-form to breathe in God’s given atmosphere.

Shortly after the thesis’s submission and the Yale commencement ceremonies concluded, the nature of Weisbrot’s genius was brought to our attention. The original paper was confiscated from the New Haven campus, photocopied exactly two times, and distributed to three sites: Maryland’s Jericho Proving Grounds, the Pentagon, and a sleepy airbase hidden away in the sands of New Mexico. A few months later, after an internal scientific review concluded his logic was sound, Weisbrot was approached by Dr. Andrew Brown, a Yale graduate himself, not to mention one of our most tenured civilian researchers at Groom Lake, Nevada. I don’t know how the conversation went, but I imagine that there was much talk of dreams and musings on reality with very few distinctions between the two.

Weisbrot accepted Dr. Brown’s job offer without hesitation. To him, it was confirmation that he wasn’t wasting his time with futuristic fairy tales. To me, it was just another example of our country’s lowest minds still chasing that Cold War thrill, that impulse to push with all our weight against thin air that offered no resistance. A wild goose chase. A waste. Weisbrot was one more kid who got reeled in by the allure of hush-hush secrets, a smart brain with a bad back from too much time slumped over keyboards and science fiction.

When I first interviewed him, a process that my superiors suggested was merely obligatory, he was polite and well mannered. A nice kid with exceptionally steady eyes. I felt bad for him. He could’ve been the one to cure AIDS or cancer. Instead, we lured him away with promises of glory and wild dreams. Hook, line, and sinker, just like all of the other bright-eyed recruits. And how they all would sink, sink, sink into the confines of windowless basements and contractually obligated lies when asked “What was work like today, dear?”

Weisbrot was twenty-three when we first met. Nineteen years ago, by my count. He only lasted eleven. I was right to feel bad, just not for any of the reasons I originally suspected. In the shadow world where people slave to forge lies into truth, I had committed the first error of stripping the truth down to a lie.

The truth of Project Artemis.

The theories go back nearly eight decades, but America’s best and thirstiest scientists failed to make any headway for the first sixty-odd years. I’ll tell you the same thing my predecessor told me: The issue with teleportation is always distance. Imagine this: The average piece of paper can be folded only about seven times by hand; to try to go any further is like trying to fold cold steel.

This was reiterated to me with great enthusiasm as Dr. Andrew Brown hounded me to approve funding of Project Artemis. He didn’t have to kiss my ass about it. As the New Mexico black site’s newly minted chief scientist, he had the power to start tinkering with any invention he fancied, but the science guys never had a good grasp on hierarchy. They scavenged for approval, no matter the source.

Brown explained that the problem they’d had back in the ’50s was that they were aiming too small. A couple of feet, a couple of rooms, even a couple of miles all added up to folding that piece of paper hundreds of thousands of times; it simply couldn’t work.

He spared me the details, the humbug. I was an old Army guy, through and through. The only science I understood back then was the science of winning, so I always begrudged being tasked with equal treatment of the founded and the fantastic. Nowadays I don’t understand much at all, except maybe myself. Everything else came to matter a lot less when I finally considered the possibility of losing.

My point is that, contrary to intuition, it was a helluva lot easier to fold the spirals of the universe just once or twice. “Don’t you see?” Brown would ask me. As if it mattered, as if his vision depended on my willingness to believe. “We’ve always thought too small. The only way to make this work is to go big, to go huge, to span light-years like the wings of cosmic giants.” He told me that exploration didn’t have to wait for starships and astral engines. He told me that we could probe the planets we thought to be habitable right now. We could shoot an arrow into space, catch whatever it impaled, and reel it back home.



The man stirred as the sun began to set. His circadian rhythm was the first of his bodily functions to adapt to the new world order. Most days, he slept from just after dawn until just before dusk, waking every few hours to peek out the window and check that his temporary shelter remained undiscovered. Some days he rose a little earlier, or retired a bit later, and spent the spare daylight preparing a meal or reorganizing his pack.

The second of his bodily functions to adapt was shitting: once every night or so, before sleep. He still pissed often enough, but that would slow down if bottled water proved scarce in the suburbs. He would not, could not, retrieve any from streams or ponds or rivers or such. In the water waited those dark silhouettes, triads of sharp pillars.

The third was his balls. He could not recall the last time he’d touched himself.

Dreams had tapered off. Four or seven or however many years ago, at the start of everything, inside the bunker, they were frequent. Horrible. Back when nights were still nights, thick looming limbs coated in living rock would rise up all around him. Visions of exoskeletons that stretched up into the clouds and moved with the certainty of a dinosaur that knew it would never go extinct. Bigger than they should’ve been, than they’d ever appeared on the news. Bigger than anything could’ve ever been.

Sometimes, in the dreams, his neck would whisper tick-tick-tick as the slow, agonized crick of each vertebra reeled back and forced him to bear witness to scores of three-pronged mandibles snapping at the clouds, biting chunks out of them. Sometimes, now, he actually missed those dreams, missed standing beneath the whites of the cumulus and the bright blue sky…

Then the behemoths would step into frame, blood began to rain, and there was nothing left to long for.

After he saw one of those giants for the first time—a real one, not made of pixels and bandwidth, but built of maybe flesh and maybe bone—the dreams stopped. That was during his first week outside the bunker, near the Florida-Georgia line. A day or two after the 7-Eleven. Dusk.

He’d left temporary shelter too early. Hadn’t learned yet. Besides, after those obfuscated years cooped up underground—without daylight or even a clock once the power grid shut down—nothing seemed real. He’d heard the titanic footfalls above his head, but they never dug him up. Nobody, human or otherwise, ever knocked on the door. He went into the bunker after New York fell, before the demons drove south in large numbers. Too tired to run. Too afraid to fight. He still hadn’t seen one then. Not really. But he didn’t need to know the monsters to fear them.

By the time the man emerged, everyone was dead, and they were all that remained.

He’d heard the nightmare before he saw it, mere days since crawling out from his hiding place. A coarse wail echoed over the swampy countryside like a broken raid siren: the clink-clink-gash of the chain mail tail as it dredged furrows in the gravel road beyond.

He was moving through the slash pines, away from the open earth, but needed to see it, needed to see like a child must, after a weary battle with their greatest reptilian instincts, check under the bed for the boogeyman. Yes, that was right, because once you focused on Freddy Krueger’s ridiculous sweater, once you glimpsed the Grinch’s growing heart, once you got a good look at the monsters and all their parts, they weren’t so scary anymore, right?

So he’d ducked into the tree line where woods met field and then field met tractor-trodden road, and he’d pressed his body into the back of a thick oak. The man had arched his shoulders around the curve of the trunk, gripping the bark between them, and begged his breath to slow, to stop, to wait.

The dredging grew louder in volume, climaxed, and then began to fade away. Clink-clink-gash. Clink-clink-gash. Clink-clink-gash. It was only then that he’d mustered the courage to steal a glimpse. Only when he could be sure the hunter’s back was to him did the man have the guts to peek out from behind the tree.

The creature’s three legs, like curved javelins, were naturally an obsidian black, yet gleamed pink with the reflection of the falling sun. Each was at least six feet high, decorated with an inner bladed edge. The trio of legs poked cone-shaped holes into the bed of gravel as they walked their strange, rotating gait. It moved in a tight circle, constantly spinning itself as it lurched down the road. Each leg took care to step over the ten-foot-long tentacle that dragged out behind it. Why do they walk like that? Like a living, spinning top in foul slow motion?

The three perfect legs curved and met one another at a singular, node-like torso, which was covered with a trembling chain mail of scales that seemed to breathe. From beneath, the long anchor of the tail protruded. It dragged on the road behind, clink-clink-gash, and tore at the asphalt with its serrated stinger tip. Clink-clink-gash. Clink-clink-gash.

From the top of its torso rose a solitary, flexible obelisk of tower-stacked stone. A neck topped by a sleepy head that looked more like a mountain than a skull.

Its six eyes, three along each side, were sky blue, each a glimmering lantern in the dying daylight. Its three-pronged mandible maw was slack and panting, as if the repulsive heap of rocks and bone could somehow be tired. The man’s shoulders relaxed. He hated it, yes, but not because it looked like a monster. Not because it looked like a giant meteor or a thinning ozone layer or a nuclear bomb or any other apocalypse he’d imagined. Not because it wasn’t supposed to be or because it was other. Even the dozens, hundreds, of human lives it alone had devoured all fell away and were forgotten.

The man, no longer hidden by the trees, standing exposed in the too-open breaks between them with head held high and eyes thin, hated that it looked at peace. Happy. Content. Like someone returning to their front-porch family after a day of exhausting success. He hated it because he could see that it would not notice him, because it was so obviously distracted, lost in thought. Hated it because the creature’s emotion could be so easily deciphered despite its disgusting difference. He saw this in its eyes: six sky blue eyes that might have been beautiful.

The Scorpion, as the invaders had been branded before the end, was something of a gigantic steel snake. A towering, crouching spider with the plating of a lobster. A three-legged titanium lion with a javelin tentacle for a tail. The result of a praying mantis’s intercourse with a skyscraping crane. A scorpion from the stars.

That night, after he saw one for the very first time, the man climbed high into the branches of an old Southern oak and waited until it lumbered out of range. Not just out of sight, but until its bone-chilling, earth-tearing wake could no longer be heard or felt. Then he ran back through the forest, to the house he’d stayed in two days prior, and remained there for two more weeks.

The next time he dared to leave, he’d left at midnight.

But that was a long time ago now, a year and a half about. Winter or spring. It was late summer now. He’d grown, right? Or had he only grown more familiar? When he wasn’t near them, when they seemed more like bad dreams than reality, the fiends reminded the man of something from Starship Troopers. But he knew that was a flimsy comparison. These things had a life to them. They weren’t like bugs because all ants acted and looked the same. In that sense, the Scorpions were unlike anything. Unlike everything.

Since then, he never again dreamed of monsters gnashing at the clouds. Just of, on occasion, Her. Sometimes they were a release, dreams of staring up at Her too-high ceiling with the wooden beams She’d once dared him to climb, staring at the wooden beams as She rode him and nibbled secrets of love and promises of eternity in a house on the Chesapeake into his ear, dreams that ended with waking in the dust of dusk and scavenging a clean pair of underwear.

But mostly, when he dreamed, he dreamed of Her walking on train tracks beneath an innocent sun.

In this dilapidated farmhouse, the man had no dreams. Not any he could remember. He eased out of bed on tired legs, brushed his teeth, and returned to the master bedroom, moonlight shining through the exposed gash in the ceiling.

Inside a tilting wardrobe tucked against the far wall, he found clean socks, underwear, a plain white undershirt, and a pair of jeans that were several inches too large at the waist. He thought they would be fine with a belt and a few rolls at the ankle, and began to change, but as he did, his eyes wandered to a nearby dresser.

A framed photograph, not of husband and wife, but of two middle-aged men. One was bald, the other with a full head of long blond hair tied back in a ponytail. Smiling and holding each other close atop a pyramid of hay bales. The sides of their heads touching.

The man felt a pang of guilt for having assumed yesterday. It was Mr. and Mr. North Carolina-or-Virginia Farmhouse. Sorry, fellas, he thought. My fault.

The bald man on the left in the photo was tall and full with a thick neck and barrel chest. His partner, dressed in khakis and a flannel shirt, appeared much closer to the man’s own lean build.

He crossed the room and opened the top drawer of the dresser, searching for the thinner of the generous couple’s wardrobe. Before long, he was dressed in a clean pair of well-fitting jeans and the same black-and-red flannel shirt that appeared in the photograph. A perfect fit.

The man cooked his turkey breakfast, threw on his coat and backpack, checked inside the standalone stone garage—still North Carolina plates—and began to walk under the crooked smile of the moon. North.



My administrative career was divided between Washington and New Mexico. The former was more permanent, an office with five walls that was undeniably my own. The latter I was called upon to visit so frequently that it just as well could’ve been, but people love centrality. All their eggs in one closely clutched basket, bunkered together.

I traveled often to check on the progress of the various projects I’d approved. As hard as the president and his men made it for me to deny proposals, regardless of party or generation, they trusted me a great deal with their cancellation. Trees that bore no fruit were mulched to fertilize the hypotheses that did. I spent most of my time in desert hangars, where the majority of the “practical” technology was stored. Advancements in radar and the evasion of it were at the forefront of the 2010s.

I avoided the basement. The hollowed core of the desert was filled with men who didn’t know how to stop. The smartest looney bin you’d ever seen. Mind control, cloning, mutation. Bullshit straight out of a comic book. It was a depressing waste; I took particular joy in scrapping those sorts of projects.

In the half decade that Dr. Andrew Brown spent building Project Artemis, I must’ve erased a dozen crackpot ventures into resurrection, telekinesis, and the like. I appreciated Brown; he’d played a large role in my favorite of the base’s aircraft: the Celestial, a terrestrial jet capable of extended space flight and orbit. The sort of machine that could’ve dished out an atomic surprise if push came to shove, even targeted strikes against enemy satellites. Possibilities beyond our atmosphere.

Brown’s Celestial received most of the basement mulch, so his eccentric pet projects were often allowed an extended lifespan. I considered it a favor, but either way, as the lab’s chief scientist, he had significant free rein.

While I knew that Artemis’s eventual cancellation would be a bureaucratic headache, I also believed such a thing to be inevitable. The science-fiction fairy tales inevitably got canned, not that it stopped us from trying.

The first five or six years Brown and Weisbrot spent in the basement were uneventful, the master preoccupied with his teleportation cannon and the apprentice without any fresh extraterrestrial material to experiment with. I frequently forgot about them. I went about my business, which was minimal in all aspects but paperwork and travel.

I never had any immediate family to keep up with, so I picked up books. I wasn’t much of a reader growing up; my youth was composed of weight room sweat and barracks poker. When my friends got out and got married, I got a desk job and never left. I stayed in the dirt and played around for a while. Do that long enough and you get muddy. That’s why they stuck me with the basement creatures; I didn’t have anyone back at home to lie with.

So instead, I read, which I suspect is the reason I’m still alive and writing all this down. Only now, after rereading the same thirty or so beat-up paperbacks over and over—what few I could carry into this hole in the wall while I waited for the world to end—do I realize how much I miss it. How much I need the stories. The words.

If I had any guts, I’d get up and walk to the closest library, let myself in, and peruse awhile. The trek might take a few nights, but it would be worth it. I’d bring a whole suitcase of books back with me, or maybe just set up shop and live there, among the moldy rows and unlooted stacks. I could sleep in the bathroom. Only come out in the dark and study my scrolls beneath candlelight.

Am I a coward? Or am I simply not ready yet? Once I walk up those stairs, I’m never coming back here. But what if I never scale them? I think I want to die. But then why am I so afraid?

The first book I read, not in school but with my own eyes, was an impulse buy in an airport convenience store on my way to my brother’s wedding. After that, I only ever communicated with him through Christmas card courtesies. My cards always had the same picture, Montana horizons. I wonder if Montana is still whole. Are the horses safe? The mountains? Or have they crumbled? Could mountains, too, go extinct? Have they crushed Granite Peak under their immense weight? Maybe they think it’s as beautiful as I once did. Is that even possible?

The book was The Mist, by that famous Maine Democrat who my same brother always disparaged on his Facebook posts. I picked it up because it was thin and green. I read in slow pauses on the flights to and from the wedding. Have you ever read The Mist, pal? Would you like to know something?

In the book, we lose. Can you reckon that? Humanity loses. There’s a static cough of hope, a whisper that the struggle may continue, all hope may not be lost, and then? The end. The Mist might’ve never made it to Boston. The Mist might’ve swollen to cover the world. You never learn. You aren’t allowed to know.

In the movie—I had the good habit of only watching the adaptations after I’d finished the book—we win. Sure, there’s that downer of an ending, but the military comes in and torches the mist-borne freaks. We incinerate them. Game over. Good guys win. Maybe I should’ve felt proud of that, what with my career path and all, but I didn’t.

I watched The Mist on a fingerprint-smudged New Mexico–hotel flat-screen hours after witnessing unextinguishable basement napalm ignite a death row prisoner into a dancing sun.

But in the book, we lose, and the monsters dance on.



The man walked in slow silence. He knew that his pace could be quickened, but it seemed tiring to do so. At night, nothing chased him but time, and even then, the man liked it best when time hurtled forward and lapped him. He was in no rush to get to the Chesapeake, nor to discover what might be waiting there.

Or what might not be. What probably disappeared long ago.

He had no plan for his arrival. There would be ample hours to craft one, though he doubted he would even bother. A plan would be company, a new stranger with distracting concerns in his ear, shielding his senses from what his eyes should be seeking in the darkness. Drag marks. Corpses. Purple snakes of dung.

Or sounds to his ears; they were louder in the dark. Running water. Clink-clink-gash. Voices strained through heavy metallic cords.

A plan would poke at his moon shadow and make the man dumb. So he just walked.

Sometimes he made lists. Lists were quiet. Backpack: canned food, water, lighters, ammunition, WD-40, AA batteries, multi-tool, frayed toothbrush and expired toothpaste, a battery-operated voice recorder with playback function. Jacket pockets: compass, one canteen, leftover dried turkey, a Ziploc bag of deer shit, flashlight, pocket knife. Wrist: watch. Waistband: pistol. Head: his hat.

Florida had signs of life, stockpiled food present but not plentiful, as if the titanium locust plague had swept through within the past two years or so. That was two winters ago now.

Then he walked to Georgia and South Carolina, where people had been dead for a little longer. Less time to consume. North Carolina was a quiet place. The man would not predict Virginia. Predictions were as loud and wrong as the people who made them.

Scorpions: bigger, faster, replicating, armored, packs, cannibals, predators, water, rocks, daylight, death.

The man: small, slow, alone, fleshy, scavenger, prey, water, nocturnal, maybe lonely, alive. Alive. Yes, the man thought, alive. When everyone else was not. What’s the difference?

The bunker, the man considered, but he knew that was an easy answer. Plenty of people in plenty of places had bunkers, but plenty of folks had been dug from the ground like night crawlers, their shelters pried open like cans of the Jolly Green Giant’s corn by jolly black beasts. He’d seen the metal and concrete frames torn out of the ground. Eviscerated like dog toys.

Add to the list: can dig, can penetrate, can smell. Can smell, with something. The man didn’t know where their olfactory glands were. He didn’t know about their ears, either, but they could definitely hear. Why else would they sing those horrible sunrise songs that somehow harmonized with the birds, stupid birds who seemed to have no idea that the world was dead?

No, not dead, just… different. Theirs now. We had our slice of millennia. Never learned to share.

The gaping brilliance of their eyes, each like a thrusting whirlpool, told the man that the Scorpions preferred one sense above all else: sight. So the bunker was not the difference, but it helped. Perhaps it was because he’d sought shelter the day after New York burned, when the southernmost monster sightings were in Kentucky. Did they smell his cowardice and leave him be? Or maybe it was because he had stolen his safety, left the bunker’s owner to rot into a distraction. A decaying decoy to keep them busy. But the man had long decided that the only difference was he came out alive and everyone else was dead.

The night following the stay in Mr. and Mr. North Carolina Farmhouse’s bed was full of nothing. The sole disturbance was the audible trickle of a running creek somewhere to the east. The sound of water babbling over rocks and falling onto itself was as faint as a whisper, but refused to disappear.

The man’s steps slowed, both in thought and out of caution. Plans had a time and place, he supposed, but they came easiest and quietest when coupled with immediate need. So, he would wait. He would walk and wait.

The overhead moon was waning. This was good. This reassured the man. The world moved faster in total darkness. The earth dug its oars deep into tar-black water and paddled forward, toward pink skies and glassy waves, eager to escape the absence of Brother Moon.



We lose. We really lose. That sticks with me. When I began reading, I looked up online lists of best books. Objective declarations of them. It’s not like I had anyone to ask. I found Faulkner. Morrison. Shakespeare. Jackson. García Márquez. War and Peace and Moby-Dick. I loved a few, enjoyed most, but some were slick things. Slick things that didn’t hang their hats on my head or stay for a cup of joe. Nothing that challenged the fear I held over myself. I learned to doubt myself, yet couldn’t find the courage to see the man in the mirror as anything but large and frightening. As a soldier.

But we lose. Mice-people clinging to fake words forged from radio static, because what else do you do when you lose? We lose and three-pronged plagues sleep in my bed and cook me breakfast because I gave them my one and only spare key.



The man eventually came upon another house, one largely untouched by the elements.

This time, there was a note on the front door. He cupped a hand around his lighter, shielding it from the wanting forest beside the property, and read:

Izzy, we going to Uncle Glen’s. Not safe here. Cell phones not working anymore. Sorry to leave last minute. Remember to drive at night. See you soon. We love you, Mom & Dad.

The unseen creek had begun to speak louder as the man walked farther north, and he could hear it still from the porch of the house. Water was dangerous. He had no map and knew that discovering one detailed enough to show graphite-thin county cricks was a pipe dream. If the creek’s path crossed his own, as echoes suggested, then he did not know how far west it might stretch or how long it would take to circumnavigate.

He’d come across this same dilemma before, but only when he was traveling through suburbs or cities. Places with tall bridges that easily concealed the step-by-step crawl of a 190-pound man.

Or was he 180 now? Surely. Seventies, probably. Could it even be sixties? He knew he’d lost weight. Canned food was plentiful, but it wasn’t a cafeteria, and the meaning of “plentiful” had evolved, as many words had.

He went about his usual sweep of the house, drawing his pistol and checking room to room, though now the pack remained on his person, the ritual altered.

As he searched the house, he weighed his options. To circumnavigate the creek ahead or to find a way over it. To walk the safe and inexorably slow path or jump a pool of sharks that could sprout tripod legs and give chase. If there even were any. There may not be.

Upon ensuring that nobody was home, the man left his belongings in the bedroom and returned outside. He lifted his gaze skyward; the moon was now a paltry thing. He had little knowledge of lunar cycles other than what had been required of him in high school science classes. It waned to nothing and waxed to full. Tidally locked. One half in eternal sunshine, the other in some forever night. Or maybe it just rotated at the same pace as Earth. He wasn’t sure.

The man was suddenly grateful for belonging to a planet with an axis of rotation. What happened in Alaska? Where it could be day for days and night for weeks? The bunker’s Wi-Fi hadn’t lasted long enough for him to find out.

What did they think of the cold? Could it be safe in the Arctic reaches? If they were blue-blooded beasts who sunbathed? There had to be a safe place somewhere. The man thought he might like to find one of those.

But then his mind wandered to their insectoid joints and hardened scales, the way they repelled bullets like the bow of some bulging darksteel battleship. How they waded through mighty river currents as if the rapid water were no more than a shallow puddle. The way they moved in those old news clips, immense weight ignorant of gravity. Living weapons that frolicked through the streets of Boston without mercy or consideration. Death incarnated in a steel stinger.

The moon would soon be new and absent, likely not tomorrow, but within two or three days. Big blue eyes would have a harder time picking him out in such conditions, even if there were six of them on each head.

The moon knew the man was studying it. Its sleek crescent seemed to open up and chat with him. Why, yes, it said, I will be gone in a few days. Well, not gone, little mouse, but my eye will turn in and close and you will have your run of the void. Have you been eating your carrots? Have you developed night vision yet? Have you the ocular vigor?

The man considered the moon’s points. He saw well in the dark, but seeing was easy at a walking man’s pace. He might have to run, and without the moon, even jogging could be dangerous on a flat and open road. How dark would it be under the trees? Traveling in thick forest or without moonlight was feasible without his own torch—he’d done both before—but all at once? He knew they liked sleep, needed it just as he did, but he didn’t know how easily they would stir. Would a flashlight or lighter wake them? Attract them like moths? Did they have adrenaline? Cortisol? Could they snap from their creek-sleep lull and pounce? Were they really hesitant in the dark, as the populace was once advised? Or did they merely go to sleep like everyone else?

He wasn’t sure, but knew that he never would be.

The man made up his mind. He would move on the new moon, at the witching hour, but neither his decision nor the moon’s suggestions offered him any comfort.

The only thing he took solace in was their eyes. He was fairly sure they glowed. If Scylla and Charybdis awoke and opened their alien sight, the water would light up neon, and he would be impaled by their slick spears and dragged into their blue shimmer.

But at least he would see them coming. Before they ate him alive. That was good. That would leave enough time to shoot himself.

The man’s eyes had wandered to the ground in contemplation. He returned them to the moon, which looked more like a wink than a mouth now. It had nothing left to say.

In a stranger’s bed, the man affirmed his decision. Two or three days at this house. Maybe four. Cross over the creek at the witching hour when it’s darkest, when even six blue searchlights will have difficulty spotting him. Until then, sleep and wait and eat and take inventory.

He was glad the moon was waning. The man hoped it was two days. The man had spent many days waiting. He yearned for the privilege of impatience.

The man stilled for some time, appearing to sleep, when suddenly he sprang out of the sheets and into the bathroom. He returned with a bottle that jingled in medicinal tunes. In the dim heat of his lighter, the label confirmed that the drug would help him sleep through the sun. Three cheers for Izzy’s parents.

He swallowed two pink tablets, left the bottle on the nightstand, and let the chemicals take him. He would be deep by sunrise. Their cries, metal xylophones that said Hello, sun, we’ve been waiting, would not wake him.

Two or three days.

Maybe four.

And he slept.



Artemis’s first arrow reeled back rocks from a distant, dead planet. It worked on the first try, can you believe that? Took Brown half a decade to build the damn thing, but still: first try. Makes you think it might’ve not been an accident after all.

I never was religious. Grew up going to church but my mind was always outside the stained glass walls. Wandering. When I was fighting, I wore a cross, but most guys do. It gives your mom something to hold on to if you get shipped back in pieces. But now, I wonder.

They were just rocks. I wasn’t there for that first firing, Project Artemis being in the dreaded basement. Brown told me the initial test was happening, but I thought it most likely that the austere observatory would be coated in mechanical soot after a few small explosions. So I’d stayed away, even gotten a head start on filing the closure paperwork. Put down a McCarthy hardcover to do it: The Road, I think it was, but maybe I’m projecting.

But rocks are not soot, nor are they nothing.

Brown called me right after. He was manic. I didn’t believe him. Didn’t believe him until, five minutes later, I received another call from an unlisted number. They were my orders to fly to New Mexico and pack a bag, a big one.

“Dress for the desert sun, Buxton; your one-way leaves in six hours.”

But they were just rocks. Inside that giant underground dome, a spherical chamber huddled beneath a fifty-foot cannon, bathing in the glow of blinking lights and whirling gauges—gray rocks. Piles of sandy dirt. Geological reds and browns as ordinary as our own.

It was funny, that mess so carefully preserved in fluorescent sterility. The chunks at the edge were sliced in clean curves so that the whole thing formed a perfect circle. Some in neat halves, others with only a small slice missing, and a handful that had fallen over. It looked like a miniature Stonehenge, something a hippie would’ve had in his backyard so they could kneel down in the middle of it all and meditate.

Just rocks and dirt. But they were there. They were undeniably there. Right in front of me. I asked where they’d come from and some of the lab coats chuckled.

Brown grinned and his eyes sparkled. “Space, Buxton, space.”

And then it became clear that Project Artemis was not going away. It was not like the others. They’d won. They’d taken on all laws of convention and sanity and won. I suppose I should say that we won, but looking through that blast-glass window, I felt alien. Criminal. The battle against the universe wasn’t supposed to be victorious. We weren’t even supposed to fight it.

I stood there for a silent moment after uttering my ignorant question. Quite a few moments. Brown stood behind me, rocking on his heels, beaming the whole time, a little kid waiting to say “I told you so.” When I was ready, I turned and left without a word. The battle was won, but the war—their war—was not over.

And yet I can’t claim any of that to be true. The truth is, I could’ve been smiling. It might not have been the strenuous task of believing that kept me stupefied. It could’ve been wonder. It might’ve been victory. And it was my victory too. Just as I’d routinely received the blame for any number of basement failures beyond my control, the dozen or so G-men on the other end of my phone that night all referred to me as the King of the Cosmos.

In the following months, too insatiable to be content with our initial success, the desert team pushed the limits of our teleportation cannon. Still just rocks. For now.

The giant observatory, a dome 124 feet in height and radius, shone a swampy black as the white metal turret fired out its invisible hands. Folding stardust. It only glowed, as far as I could tell. That’s all you could really see. But then the scientists shuffled out from their blast chambers toward the once-vacant chamber porthole and, like a magic trick…

Sometimes it came back with nothing—the times they missed—but usually it was rocks and piles of dirt, indistinguishable from our own earthly minerals. When that happened, the hazmat suits would evacuate us and open up the chamber’s heavy doors and collect and catalog and vacuum and escort the rocks and dirt to the basement observatory’s own subbasement, where learned men in long white coats would discover that it was all just rocks and dirt.

I wish they had found something. Some novel mineral or element, anything to keep them busy and interested. A deadly bacterium. Virus. Something to scare us. But the cosmic was all too ordinary, and we were hungry.

I spent most of my days in what became my room, one of the base’s dozen meager guest suites. They tried to put me in the basement. I leveraged what hierarchical authority I had to get a hovel-room with a narrow window that bordered the ceiling. It was the only dwelling on base that got any daylight.

I brought two suitcases. One was filled with clothes and toothpaste. The other with books I had purchased five hours before my flight at a strip mall Barnes & Noble. I filled my arms and let them spill in blissful release onto the counter as the clerk gave me a raised eyebrow. There were no bookstores in the heart of the desert.

I miss bookstores.

Sometimes, when I wasn’t chained to the confines of live fire tests and debriefings on rocks and dirt, I took sandy walks and I read. No one noticed me the first few times. The fourth or fifth walk, on my fourth or fifth day there, I must’ve wandered a little too far; some poor enlisted drove up to me in a jeep and held me at gunpoint. He was quite embarrassed when I eased my badge out from my pocket. No one ever bothered me on my walks after that.



It was four days until the moon would flee the sky and darkness would reign. The man passed the nights sorting and scavenging supplies while in shallow observance of the bats roaming the adjacent woods. They were some of the only animals that didn’t immediately flee his presence. Deer and ducks, cats and cows, pigs and pigeons… most creatures unshackled by humanity’s absence seemed to believe he was contagious. As if merely gazing upon a human might spur the new apex predators to expand their narrow palate. But not the bats. The bats liked to brag.

In truth, they weren’t really much of an apex at all. They took no place in the food chain. They ate only people. And themselves. One another.

He’d witnessed it once. The cannibalism, not humans; there were plenty of videos online of Scorpions tearing people apart, probably lost to the digital ether now. The man watched one before he went into the bunker. Just to see what his options were.

One evening, sometime last summer, he’d awoken to a sharp metal screech. Slunk out of his temporary bed and fumbled for his firearm, whatever good it could offer. Even back then, he’d known a bullet would be much more effective on himself than them.

He recalled creeping up to the window and peering out between the dusty curtains, like a child through stairway balusters on Christmas morning. As the midday sun scorched his nocturnal eyes, the squinting man could make out two lumbering shapes approaching one another. There, four or five houses down the street, were a pair of the monsters, skittering in long, slow orbits around each other.

It was the first and only time the man had observed them in unabated daylight. They were not the lazy life-forms of sleepy sunsets and sunrises with which he was familiar. They did not move in dreary, dragging creeps but hyperaware threefold gaits beating with an alert tempo that caused gooseflesh to rise on his forearms. No clink-clink-gash but clinkclinkclinkclinkclink, and their eyes did not droop into a cozy gaze but were instead wide open, so bulbous and bright that the six blue spheres seemed to swallow the gaps between them. Their tails didn’t drag but somehow rose above the ground, weaving their way between footsteps, levitating, moving through the air as easily as a person lifting their arm. It was a limb like any other, controlled with utter instinct and ease.

At first, the man didn’t know if they were going to make love or kill one another. Their tails, those stingers, how could they lift them? They appeared so heavy, so weighted down by biometal. He’d seen city roads with a single gash etched down their center, as if a giant biblical warrior had dredged their sword through the pavement. It used to take forklifts to move their dead and yet here they stood wielding their serpentine bulk as if it were nothing more than a whip-quick rapier.

The man had watched their ritual for ten breathless minutes. They clicked and scraped at each other with their voices. Could it have been that they were taunting one another? Sizing each other up? Were they dogs barking or men snarling? He had little tangible clues as to where the Scorpions fell on the intelligence spectrum, but it was far from foolish.

He’d never seen two together before. Not in person. They were frighteningly individual. The larger one, at least twenty feet tall, had deep-navy irises that hardly blinked beneath their diagonal lids. One of the six eyes had been wounded, a crystalline scab growing over it. A battle scar. This older one “talked” less. It moved precisely and confidently and never stuttered.

The other terror was skinnier, shorter by six or eight feet, and it acted younger, like the runt of the litter. Its six sky blue eyes blinked in nervous fervor. Could it feel nervous? It chattered so much. Louder too. The way it talked was uncanny. There was something about its voice that the man hadn’t been able to shake. Not when it happened, and not now as he recalled the sound of someone who’d swallowed a pack of razor blades. Like the little brother that talked his way into the house party. A cyborg cicada bleating out hard words with sharp wings. The freshman on campus who had something to prove. Each at once. But, above all, the gritty chirps and impossible syllables sounded both foreign and familiar on a great galactic scale. The tongues were different, but something was shared. The man felt it.

It was the big one that made the first move, halting its orbital dance and darting toward the younger Scorpion, who met its opponent head-on, and their blades began to clash.

Of the eleven dueling eyes, at least four stayed locked upon one another while the others scanned their environment and searched for openings. Steel-plated stares. If either ever considered retreat, it didn’t show.

The younger dashed, not in rotating steps but with small pokes against the ground that propelled it through the air, like a contestant on one of those old ninja-warrior game shows. Suddenly, it dug all three spears into the ground and leapt. Soaring, it coiled its stinger around the elder’s towering neck.

The larger one countered the choking embrace by whipping its stalk around in circles, using its assailant’s momentum to its own favor. After four or five full spins, the youth relinquished its neck hold and crashed onto the street like a meteorite half a football field away, hurtling past the house from which the man watched, sending rabbits and squirrels and crows all scattering out from beneath worn-down porches and overgrown shrubbery.

The elder ran, bounded, toward its victim like a three-legged wrought iron wolf until it reached the crater in the middle of the neighborhood road, reared onto its hind scythe, balancing all its weight on a single leg, and began jab-jab-jabbing its opponent.

The younger demon’s eyes exploded into azure confetti.

The brawl took no more than a single minute after a standoff that lasted tenfold, but that was all the man had needed to see. In the bunker, he’d always wondered how humanity had lost. There were signs that a great war had been fought during his hiding. Demolished tanks and abandoned artillery and obsolete outposts. Ruins.

We had cannons and missiles. Jets and helicopters. Nuclear bombs. Never knew how we got beat. Why New York wasn’t enough.

But then he saw them fight one another, and he knew that it had not been war. Humanity was not a contestant or combatant in some grand defense of its home world, but merely a victim of its own genocide.

The man thought of an old home, before time moved on. He had been visiting family—Uncle Dwayne, his name was Uncle Dwayne—when he heard a horrid screech from somewhere outside and hurried into the small yard to find that his uncle’s German shepherd, a scarred-up rescue named Bailey, had chased a fat rat into the fence. It couldn’t squeeze through the narrow chicken wire. The way it wailed and begged and pleaded as Bailey tore it apart from the ass up and dragged it back into the yard. Didn’t know rats could scream.

Didn’t know Scorpions could either.

But how the younger one had wailed. Huge, hollow metal bellows that spoke a familiar language. The man had heard it before. It wasn’t any interstellar dialect, but the universal tongue of pain. Suffering.

The elder had crouched over its victim, feeding itself hunks of young Scorpion meat with its tail. Like a fork, or an elephant drinking water with its trunk. Its three jaws reached in and pried off the armor to get at the pale blue meat.

When it was full, the victorious veteran coiled its tail around what remained of its opponent and began to tow it down the road. Clink-clink-gash, clink-clink-gash. Clink-clink-gash. To the winner went the spoils…

Somewhere in the woods, a twig snapped. The man jumped, torn from his memories. He sat silent for a moment. One hand wrapped around the grip of his pistol. A crow cawed. A cricket chirped. An unseen bat chittered. No monsters. All was as it should be.

It was time to go.

The bats sang him off, though he couldn’t see them amid the total gray. Maybe they were wishing him luck, not so ignorant of the new world after all. Or they were happy, their shrill songs composed of bat lyrics that translated to You will die and we don’t care.

The man set off in careful steps north, toward the woods and the lull of the creek. Even the stars were dim tonight. His eyes turned back to the house, then to the west. There was elevation that way. Hills and mountains that would slow him, but was that such a bad thing? He was a man with no time to lose because he had no time to make. The only way to lose was to die.

Yet he turned northward anyway.

As he approached the tree line, the bats spoke louder, and the man thought it might be his own dirge, his own death song that made him believe that, yes, the bats weren’t so ignorant after all. They rejoiced in the extinction of man. Fawned over the millions of now-vacant attics. There was only one species of losers in the extinction of humanity; the bats were among the legions of victors. Goodbye! they cried. We’ll be taking this farmhouse, thank you kindly! Don’t come again! Leave the back door open and we’ll let ourselves in!

The man, suddenly anxious to leave the bat nights behind, stepped into the forest.

Awaiting him beneath the cover of trees was an insatiable nothing. He’d long stopped using a flashlight outdoors—the Scorpions rose with first light so regularly that he worried they might mistake his beam for the sun—but soon began to reconsider what posed the most imminent danger. Trunks seemed to manifest themselves mere feet ahead. After taking a blunt whack to the face from a near-invisible branch, he raised his arms and groped his way forward. His eyes grasped for light that was not there. The night mutated everything into vague blobs of merging black.

Everything but the creek. It grew louder. It echoed like a whitewater river. Had he miscalculated? Could it be that the backwoods crick was rather a roaring torrent, incapable of being crossed?

Slowly, the man slipped the lighter from his pocket. After three clicks, a flame sparked, illuminating a narrow orb around him, tall flickering shadows stretching out of view. The flashlight was in another pocket, fresh batteries inside, but it seemed too great a risk. Too bright a beacon.

His other hand tapped his pockets in hushed assurance, a reminder that he could quickdraw anything he needed if necessary. The essential escape items had been transferred from his pack to his person.

Water’s so loud. His free hand moved to cover his light from that direction. If he had to wade past their sleeping shells, then he would surely die. Feel a steely stinger slither around his ankles just before it dragged him under. The man hoped they would drown him before they gouged and tore, but he doubted it. Nothing was worse than soggy meat.

The sound of water grew closer, swelled around him. Echoes of it reverberated off the dirt and trees, and the man wondered if this was what the bats felt in their nocturnal blindness, if he was dreaming, if at any moment he would blink his eyes and find himself tangled in the slick, sweaty sheets of another strange bed.

That’s the River Styx I hear. I got lost and wound up in hell.

The lighter would have to be turned off in due time, if the water was deep enough for them to nest in. But if he couldn’t see, how would he know? His night vision was solid; the man thought he could run without plastering himself against a tree. If he needed to.

But something else concerned him: The ground was sloping upward. The deeper into the woods he journeyed, the more the earth tilted. The mountains of the west had crept toward him, discontented with the man’s decision to evade them. His steps reverted to staggered tiptoes as the soil shifted beneath him.

A memory came forward—a horror movie he’d seen at the local AMC, the one with Jim from The Office. No one dared speak. Every crinkle of an M&M’s bag seemed deafening in that theater. She was with him that night. She’d asked him to hold Her close.

Wish I had someone to hold me.

His hand moved from tower to tower of rough bark, grasping them for certainty. The trees were beginning to thin on the uneven soil. He must be getting closer, encroaching on the wooded river. Drawing ever nearer to their wicked, submerged, glowing eyes, and Jesus he felt scared.

A sliver of sweat crept from his armpit, down his protruding rib cage, and the man shivered in the humid dark. Shaking with nerves. If he aimed at anything farther than his own skull, he would miss. Yes, if he felt their tails tangle around his ankle tendon, he would do it. Deny them their satisfaction because he was certain that they felt it. It was the pride in their moon-big eyes. Gluttony.

But God, don’t let it happen. Don’t let ’em get me, don’t let ’em spring from summer water and drag me down down down with them. Made it this far. Not ready yet. None of us were. Thought I could go gentle with that good light. Are you a good light? You there? Questions now. Not ready. Won’t go. Not taking my medicine yet. No shoulders high, no mustang pose. Just rage against it.

The man didn’t want the bats to be right and he wasn’t ready to lose and the only thing that kept him from logic-bound thoughts of turning around was the all-swallowing sound of rushing, falling, water that drew him in like a bass lipped on a lure.

It was a waterfall. A towering rock face cascading with spraying sustenance, glistening in the dim light of his frail torch. He took a deep breath, scanned what he could see of the world before him, and let the fire die.

Because there, in the shallow pool at the bottom of the waterfall, the man spied the paltry ripples of moving water. The white currents stood out in the black, but they were masked, incomplete. Overshadowed and eclipsed.

Hovering over the surface of the water, pooled at the bottom of the falls, were the silhouettes of slumbering scythes.



Do you remember the truck, dear reader? And its mustard-yellow storage container? The empty one? No one ever figured it out. We were worried about that. We scoured the online conspiracy forums for any indication that someone was onto something.

But no one ever figured it out.

Do you want to know what really happened?

If you add up the weight of the Volvo truck, its trailer, the empty storage container, gasoline, and everything else found at the scene, it totaled about thirty thousand pounds of high-speed hulk.

But no one looked closely enough at the weigh stations. Weisbrot… Moe’s truck was recorded as hauling thirty-three thousand pounds.

The other three thousand got away.



The man crept upward, his teeth fragile beneath the strain of his jaw. A memory of an ancient locker room rushed in. A vision of a past life, a scene from a black-and-white film in which all the actors are dead. Older teammates stood above him and his friends, putrid pouches of tobacco festering inside their gums. Hold it in tight, they said, the nausea will pass soon, but the sensation only inflated itself inside his intestines, creeping up through his throat like a balloon of rising hot bile. And now, he felt it again.

He crawled higher with the intention of a hunted goat, taking note of noisy twigs and loose rocks as they appeared from within the darkness. One slip could send a dirt slide all the way to the bottom. A late-night dinner bell.

His arms, underused in his travels, grew heavy and weak as they hoisted him over the deeper ledges. The man was grateful that he’d lost weight, even if the biceps that had once strained his sleeves now hung loose in the dirty fabric. The less meat he had, the less they could enjoy him.

He scrambled up the final ledge with a heave and a gasp. He drew in repressed breaths, steadied his mind, then listened, his near-blind gaze trailing toward the pool below.

Beneath the roar of the waterfall, the dark stalks did not stir.

He’d made it. He was safe.

The man wanted to laugh, to burst out in something that might’ve once been jolly but would now sound merely human. He felt a wave of sudden energy, an urge to flee to somewhere far away. Somewhere where he could laugh and grin and grunt the sounds of victory. One hand readied the lighter, while the other drew his jacket closed, concealing the spark. Thin rays of candlelight poked out from his collar and puddled near his feet. He looked around, eager to make his escape, yet still wary of his surroundings. A wrong step could send him shooting over the falls, or expose his light. Failure dominated the possibilities. Even if everything went right, what if one of them simply woke up?

There was a retention pool at the top of the waterfall, but it was small, speckled with semi-submerged rocks that formed a stepstone bridge. The other side was barely visible in the muted flame’s glow.

Feeling as if his legs were infallibly silent stilts, the man began to walk across.

The creek wasn’t so wide here at the head of the falls. The scattering of rocks measured a dozen and a half feet across, each stone slick and slippery. No matter. He tiptoed as stealthily as a midnight shadow. The only sound was the howl of the water below him, and he was sure that it would mask any noise he ma—

Suddenly, his confidence waned to nothing, as the moon had done. That tremoring quake in his gait returned, and the man was sure that he would slip. That he would fall. But why?

Something in the air. Something in the air.

He closed his ego and opened his senses.

Something was in the air. A scent. It smelled like old, sweet metal. Blood set out to rust. It smelled like gore.

There, in the pool above the waterfall a few yards upstream, the man saw a flat, imperfect lump in the current. A shape barely visible in the lighter’s weak shine. It was a body, lying on its back. One that, the longer the man looked, seemed to shake and tremble with some unseen force.

The man leaned over the running water. Was it an illusion? The current producing postmortem shuffles? Was this person alive or soggy leftovers?

Are they breathing? Head above water? Hiding? Just need a look. Just need a look because because because I just need a look just need to know just need to see just want t—

The night suddenly shimmered with an aurora of alien blue as the person supine in the water began to glow like a jack-o’-lantern. The man gaped at the corpse’s rotting chest cavity, hollowed out and aflame with turquoise tremors.

A small dark helmet rose up from the viscera crib. Six startled eyes, each no larger than a golf ball, fixed themselves on the man—and the monstrous infant began to wail.



The planet was Gliese 667Cc.

One hundred and twenty-nine trillion miles away.

I was there that day. The machine blasted its lights, and then silence. Stillness among the basement dome and galactic cannon, the stale air and bunker walls. And then a scream shattered it all. A single earsplitting scream.

Paralysis was replaced by panic. Pandemonium spreading like a wave across the test chamber. We thought someone was injured, that the machine had blown a fuse and blasted the shins off some poor engineer. I’d heard that sound before. Unearthly pain. A fellow I never got the chance to know had made it through a shrapnel-mangled mouth. A dog tag lost to the jungle.

The radios went ablaze, and it wasn’t until everyone was accounted for that the scream weakened to a guttural inhuman moan, and that was when we opened our ears and really heard it. Coming from inside the chamber.

Then the radios went dead, and the stillness returned.

They opened the doors remotely, from the safety of the observation room. A gush of dark, odorous water poured out. There were plants unlike anything I had ever seen. Odd-looking weeds and flowers that immediately shriveled and wasted away when they washed upon the cold laboratory floor. And there were the usual rocks. And mud.

And there was a monster.

Its body had been severed by the teleporter. A single stalk, four feet in length, writhed in fluid pain on the laboratory floor. Angry ocean eyes studied us through the blast windows. Its mandible chomped at us, foaming. The legs and stinger didn’t make it. I wish they had. Then it could’ve properly scared us. We might’ve been afraid to press on.

When it died, there was applause. Everyone on-site, from the scientists to the generals, thought it was going to be our very own Manhattan Project. The hazmat unit worked all night to clean up, contain, and catalog the score. There was much to be excited about. Gliese 667Cc had water. And there was flora. Fauna. They had a field day collecting microbiological samples.

But there was nothing they were as excited about as that stalk. It was a snakish thing. A piece of chimera from the stars. That’s what they wheeled to Weisbrot’s lab. The rest of the teleported material went elsewhere. Shipped across the country on the same highways folks used to take to work every day.

But the beast from beyond? The beast stayed in the desert, while Weisbrot made it his mission to understand it. And Artemis fired again. And again. And again. At the same planet, at the same creatures, over and over and over.

Weisbrot’s gone now. Been gone. Everyone’s gone.

But perhaps I can enlighten you further about the denizens of Gliese 667Cc.

They hate the dark because they lived in tidal-lock sunshine. They love the water because they were born in a single terminator-line river that spanned their entire world, a planet four times as massive as our own. They walk on organic metal stilts because they waded unchallenged through their domain. They eat each other because there was nothing else big enough to satiate them, and they implant fetuses in each other because they don’t have wombs or cocks or cunts. They eat us because we told them to. They move in packs because they love. Their eyes glow so they can see in dark waters, and they spin when they walk because they’re a paranoid species. They scream because they feel and they feel because they’re real and they hate us more than anything for bringing them here.

Most of all, I think, they remember their home and are disappointed with ours.



The man fled a chorus of gravelly wails. More than just the child now. They were all sounding the alarms. They were coming. Right now.

He dodged and ducked through the trees, pistol in one hand, flashlight now in the other, its frail yellow beam bobbing with every stride. He sprinted for twenty seconds before he heard them following, their metal hides scraping their surroundings. Living, breathing missiles. Heat-seeking.

He wanted to look back to see how much ground the blue eyes were gaining, but his reptilian instincts terminated all curiosity and fear. Cortisol numbed everything but a blunt logic that grabbed the man by the collar and surged him forward. Throttled him.

Without breaking stride, the man holstered the pistol and swooped down with his other arm, setting the flashlight on the ground, pointed ahead. He hoped the beam would distract them for a moment and illuminate enough forest to find freedom.

Running alongside the dagger of light, his hands free, the man seized the bag of deer shit from his pocket. He tore the Ziploc open and began smearing it all over. Wrists. Neck. Face. Hair. The stench made him gag and stagger as the yellow flashlight behind him was overpowered by fierce cerulean. Hide now hide now hidenowhidenowhideno—

BROOUHM!

The man collided with the trunk of a pine and sprawled to the ground, arms pinwheeling. The baggie of deer shit, his fatal distraction, fell away. His vision dwindled and his head throbbed and the whole of his skin seemed to swell with tears as the man groped the ground and found the feces, and suddenly he could not remember where he was other than a place of grave danger as he tried to scramble to his feet and once again stumbled.

He crawled away from the encroaching thunder, the dreadful roar of fury, and the man could only be certain that they were coming.

They were coming.

He scuttled like a molting crab, hands plunging into dirt and rocks, splintering fingernails, as he dragged his limp legs forward.

WhooshwhooshWHOOSH! as the monsters rushed toward him, their metal hides whistling in the witching hour’s breeze. Closer.

And then another sound: running water. The man remembered the waterfall and worried that he’d scrambled the wrong way, but no. This water was nearby, yet barely audible over the ringing inside his skull. Quiet. Calm.

He crawled faster, repressing the urge to puke all over the forest floor, now clutching the open Ziploc in his teeth so that all ten fingers could claw their way toward the water, and finally his filthy hands reached and found open air and he hurled his body over the edge.

The ground gave way to a meandering creek, bordered by an overhang of roots and dirt that had been hollowed out by decades of seasonal floods. But now the water ran low, and the man thrust himself inside the damp cove.

Hidden from sight, he finished slathering himself with deer feces, doing his best to conceal his scent, and prayed to an indifferent God that the creek was too shallow and narrow to draw his assailants’ interest. Vomit swelled from the sickness inside his skull and the shit upon his skin.

Where am I?

The forsaken flashlight, sixty yards back, was suddenly crushed—crkt!—its trailing light snuffed out. But the man remembered his other tool: the recorder, the digital recorder! Hands jabbed at jacket pockets until they found the plastic case. He seized the device and threw it over the edge of the embankment, pressing the play button as he released it, like pulling the pin on a grenade.

The recorder sailed, tossed with the last of the man’s dwindling strength. He curled back under the creek bank and waited for the screams.

Oh, my fucking head. Hurts.

One night, many moons ago, he’d fed the digital recorder with his best bloodcurdling cries. He’d once believed that the clever trick would someday give him a chance to run, but now it only allowed him to hide in a broken ball. A mouse frozen behind a splinter in the wall.

His screams erupted in the forest air, but after striking an unseen branch, the recorder tumbled to the ground, hardly twenty yards away by the sound of it. The throw hadn’t covered nearly the distance he’d hoped for! He pressed his back against the rough earth, trying to disappear into the roots of the overhanging tree.

The slashing rumble of approaching Scorpions grew louder—WHOOSHWHOOSHWHOOSH—until they came upon the recorder and stopped. The man listened closely from his hiding spot as, one by one, the beasts could be heard circling the electronic contraption. They went quiet for a moment, as if investigating their discovery.

The man wasn’t sure how many were out there. All he knew for certain was that his head was pounding. Contused. As he listened to them grunt and poke at the recorder with the tips of their stingers, the man began to cry, and he couldn’t tell if it was because he was afraid or because he could no longer control his brain. Loose loose I’m loose as a goose. Cry cry I cry your pardon. Pardon me. Me. Fox and the geese, is it? No. I’m all alone. World’s gone to the foxes.

Surrender to concussions and creatures? Let his body slip slip slip into deathly, blissful unconscious?

Or try to hold it together?

The man opened his eyes as wide as he could manage. His right arm was tucked beneath him, and his left grasped a hanging vine of root. The rhythm of his lungs was tight and shallow in his ears.

Click-click echoed above him, their footsteps. Their prodding at the digital recorder. Click-click. Click-click. Click-click. Click-click-CRUNCH and the sound of pixelated screams disappeared at once. Broken.

One of them uttered a grunt of annoyance and began to move again. Clink-clink-brip, clink-clink-brip. Was it going back? Was it satisfied? Clink-clink-brip, but more distant now; they were leaving. Going home.

The man’s fogged mind processed as well as it could, desperate to determine if he should flee or remain hidden. Hush, he told himself. Listen.

Clink-clink-brip… clink-clink-brip… clink-clink-brip…

Yes, they were leaving. Just one of them. Fading. But there had been others, hadn’t there? How could he be sure they’d all left? That none would remain to stand guar—

As if in answer to the man’s questions, three or four more distinct clusters of sounds followed the first one away from the creek. Clink-clink-brip, clink-clink-brip, clink-clink—

Wait. No. One was coming closer. Clink-clink-brip.

Louder.

CLINK-clink-brip. CLINK-CLINK-brip. CLINK-CLINK-BRIP.

The man wrapped his arm around the slimy roots and sucked his chest in so tight that his skin seemed to rub up against his bladder and lungs and intestines. Ribs mingling with soft tissue.

CLINK-CLINK-CLINK. So close now, above him. His esophagus began to clog with half-digested canned food. He arched his back into the overhanging dirt and felt the soil pulsate with every scythe-step. Crumbs of earth showered his face. An animal so powerful its mere footsteps birthed shock waves. Evil angry elephants.

The man curled his hand around the butt of the pistol and thumbed the safety with a silent click.

The world began to shine with a horrible alien sun; the violent bright blue light pressed into the man’s skull.

He raised the pistol.

The light grew stronger, illuminating the creek into clean baby-blue ripples—

—and into the ripples stepped a lone pillar of slick, curved steel.

Then another.

Both unequivocally wrong.

Out of place the same way the first blimp must’ve looked floating in the sky to those ancient, forgotten people.

Unnatural. Impossible. Alien.

His fingers tightened around the weapon. The light squeezed further into his mind as the photons crawled and wriggled through his nervous system. The brightness pressed his senses—shattered inside his skull like cyan stained glass—and his brain begged him to find the trigger.

The light drew ever closer, and lower, now divided into six distinct searchlights that swept over the trickling pools. The man saw three hungry jaws dip below the dirt shelf, each unhinging as the mandible mouth approached the water.

Behind them followed the eyes, then the endless spire of a null-colored neck, and how it reached down, down, down.

The man apologized to himself, squeezed his eyelids shut, teased the trigger, and waited for whatever followed.

But nothing came.

The man opened his eyes. Blinked three times.

Shlip, shlip.

The entire creek had lit up into a single bioluminescent lava lamp. The mountainous head was submerged, the water covering its eyes, their fawning light spread throughout the shallows.

Shlip, shlip.

It was drinking. He could hear it slurping underwater. Like a dog.

Shlip, shlip.

Like a goddamn dog and suddenly it didn’t look like a blimp in the sky or a killer from another world, but just another animal.

A voice rang through the distance in a language the man could not understand. “Krrrak Rkrank?” it asked. “Krrrak Rkrank?”

It’s a question, the man thought. Ends with question mark, but how can I tell?

The drinking thing lifted its head from the water, dripping, and responded “Ekkkrat! Ekkkrat!”

The Scorpion plunged its head back into the water, took one final shlip, and rushed away like a metal ghost. It never once glanced at the root-choked cave.

Clink-clink-brip. Clink-clink-brip. The footsteps grew soft and sleepy as they disappeared into the come-home call of the waterfall. Clink-clink-brip. Clink-clink-brip.

With the beast gone, his adrenaline fading, and a swelling concussion, the man’s bark-beaten mind forced his eyes closed.

Sleep came like a gentle flood.



It took another year to get the full picture. Daily teleportation surveys. At first, we could only catch pieces of them. Biometal scales that curled around amputated segments. We started to develop bulletproof plating out of it within a few months. I would be lying if I told you I wasn’t excited about that. I felt it, the energy surging through our windowless tunnels.

Now, I could look back and tell you we were utter fools, and that I was terrified and knew it was doom prophesized all along… but that would also be a lie. I was scared, yes, but I didn’t know it. The dread that shadowed me and held my hand whispered things, but they weren’t all bad. Sometimes they were exciting. Because something in the basement had worked.

Our victory over fundamental laws of space and time had promised us more. I mean, the stuff we hauled back was nearly indestructible! Bullets bounced off their exoskeletons and fire had nothing to grab hold of or eat away. Those monsters, even the fragmented bits that Artemis caught, were invincible to all but sheer explosive force.

Pieces. It was like Frankenstein’s lab in that way. Artemis could reel back only a small area of space. Everything else was left behind with biblical precision. The aliens had legs and heads and tails, but the white coats didn’t know how they all fit together. The way the muscles were constructed made the researchers believe they were built like elongated spiders. They thought the Scorpions were low, long things. If we knew the truth back then, that they were taller, towered over us, maybe we would’ve been more careful. More afraid.

But, like I said, we had trumped reality and were promised more. I don’t know who we thought promised that to us. Other than ourselves.



The man slept until sunrise.



When they finally brought back a complete specimen, it murdered two of us within minutes. It was just like any other trial at first. We’d wanted to bring back a fully intact one for the past year but had no way of aiming for it. It was blind luck; who would wander into our trap?

We heard the screams and assumed it was split in pieces. Dying, like the rest. The procedure began: wait until it expired, clean it all up, then haul it deeper into the basement.

Fifteen minutes passed. Ten had always been enough. The screaming stopped, but the creature was not silent. We all heard it, the curious tap-tap-clicks against the sterilized teleporter chamber, but we didn’t listen. Not really.

The first operative walked right up to the teleporter window, when suddenly a thick stinger pierced the blast-proof glass and drove directly into his face. The tail slurped back into the machine like the tongue of a frog, leaving a crumpled corpse behind.

The second technician rushed to his side. A neat circle straight through eyes and nose and cheeks. A gory hole where a face used to be. She was the only one who avoided the deer-in-the-headlights paralysis that plagued the lab, but her panic was futile. The man was dead. Obliterated.

She wailed, first because she was in shock. Then because the thing’s skull, that maddening head of sharp turns and evil angles, shot through the shattered glass and snapped at her left arm with three massive mandibles. Blood sprayed, pooling on the floor, working its way into the gaps between the tiles, filling them up like crimson canals.

My God, it moved so fast. I thought I was dreaming, entrenched in the moonwalk limbo of nightmares where everything travels in slow motion except the Beast.

With one thud, it ripped the chamber door off its steel hinges and spat out what was left of the technician’s arm. It stood to its full height, perhaps fifteen feet. The neck was still sticking through the porthole, and the chamber door sat around it like an alien necklace.

It moved forward. Slowly now. Blinking. The room strobed with flashes of that furious blue. One of its long spears stepped right through the second technician’s stomach and dragged her along for a few steps, a puddling trail in their wake.

Never knew either of their names.

Those of us who weren’t in imminent danger rushed to the observation windows to watch. We needed to see it, to feel it. To feed off it. Another victory.

We needed to make sure we weren’t dreaming.

The specimen towered above its second victim, folded itself inward into a shape that was almost like a human being bent over, and coughed. Its triple jaws opened wide, and its bone-mouth hacked with a deep echo. Blue pus was spat out onto the blood-slicked floor.

Then it fell over and died.

It couldn’t live in our world, you see? It came from another place. Breathed another atmosphere. But never fear, that’s where Weisbrot came in. Yes, that was our plan all along, whether I want to admit it to myself or not. Whether I listened to him or not.

We were going to take whatever we reeled back… and make it our own.






The man awoke to a voice he nearly couldn’t place. A woman’s, older and jovial. Low valleys and high peaks, windpipes fit for hymns and gospel. A powerful volume that commanded attention. It was… his mother’s. Her face appeared in his mind’s eye for the first time in years, framed by her flourishing curls. Her eyes glistened with golden-brown love. Warm, mahogany cheeks rippled with dimples.

C’mon, Timmy! her voice echoed in his head. She was… yelling. Smiling, but yelling. The pulsating pain of sunrise beat against his eyelids, and he wasn’t sure if he was dreaming. For a moment, he thought he was thirteen again, lying sprawled on the artificial grass of a youth soccer pitch. Get up and run, baby! As always, there she was. Right there cheering him on. She never missed a game. Run like the wind, Tim!

But the voice of his mother, no matter how urgent her words, only settled the man’s weary soul. Her memory fell over him like a warm blanket. He stirred like a child on Sunday morning, slowly and without alarm.

Wheels, baby, wheels!

He stood, stumbled back to his knees, and blinked a few times, disoriented. Then sudden fear swooped upon him and his chest filled with bloody adrenaline and his gut screamed with terror as he looked around at the coming daylight. His body was still, but his mind vibrated with the chaotic flow of panic.

A deep breath. Focus, man, he thought, in his own gruff voice again. Don’t get distracted.

He gripped the butt of the pistol and rammed it into his thigh.

Inhale, exhale.

Another jolt to his leg.

Inhale, exhale.

The man bent over and vomited.

They were there. At the waterfall. He could hear the roar of it. And two hours ago, they had been right here, where he now stood. They’d come after him. He’d seen one up close. Could’ve reached out and touched it.

The man looked to the horizon and saw that the sun was only just making its entrance. Day was nearly upon him, but he had not yet lost; there was still time. Not much, but yes, a little time before they woke and wandered.

He waded through the shallow creek, away from the falls, with sloppy stealth, then began jogging in a lopsided gait.

What had happened? He’d struck a tree. Too much time spent looking over his shoulder. Too much fear of what followed him. Flashlight in pieces. The digital recorder broken and gnawed. Deer shit smeared all over, falling off in dry clumps, a nauseating stench caked upon him. But he still had the gun. His backpack and jacket. Yes, he was all right. But…

He had a concussion. He knew that. He’d had two in his beforelife. Never this bad, though. He needed to rest, needed to find a safe place to do so. How thick was the forest? How long until he came out into a clearing and found another house?

As he clambered amid the undergrowth and beneath the tall oaks, the sun began to dawn. The solar light crept above the horizon, scattered through the leaves, and that was when he heard them wake: “Krrrokkkaaa! Krrrokkkaaa!”

Their sunrise cries reverberated off the bark, and the man began to move faster. The stirring moans, like eldritch chickens ushering in the new day, were calm. Like most of the others he’d heard before. Ordinary in an extraordinary world.

What were they saying? What were they feeling? He’d woken up a baby last night, right? Yes, he remembered. A little one, young and light and new. Small enough to fit inside a dead human’s torso.

A Scorpion baby. Their baby. What were they saying then in their metal musings? With any luck, they wouldn’t feel threatened. Could such a force of abominable nature even comprehend vulnerability? Would they want to hunker down with the child and protect it? Or would they pursue the boogeyman of an infant alien nightmare?

“Krrrokkkaaa! Krrrokkkaaa!”

His body lurched into a steady pace. The details of the syllables were distorted by distance and difference, but the man was sure that the monsters were not particularly alarmed. They spoke without urgency, as he’d heard from other nests on other mornings. Words alone are not enough to fill the lack. Every creature must know how to utter them.

The child. It had been nesting inside someone. A dead person. Nestled inside them like a fawn in a meadow. They didn’t kill each other just for food, but to reproduce too. The news reports claimed that Scorpions implanted their young in each other’s corpses. Each abominable larva born into a landscape of viscera and rot, forced to consume in order to break free from their macabre womb. An immediate reminder of what awaited them if they weren’t strong enough to survive.

There had been whispers that the Scorpions could incubate inside people too. The man had never encountered evidence of it—he’d been hiding in the bunker during the worst of the massacre—but he now knew it to be true. Some real Ridley Scott bullshit, he thought.

But there was more than that. So much more. The Scorpion sleeping above the waterfall was a newborn. The corpse, the human corpse, was fresh. It had to be; the blood was still rinsing out in the churning current.

Yes, the man thought, it was a fresh death.

I’m not alone.



In one of my recent entries, I called it murder. What the Scorpion did to those two nameless technicians. Redshirts to the slaughter. Murder.

I’ve thought about it a bit longer now—not much else to do—and I no longer believe it was murder. Not really. I just think it knew, by some alien understanding that we never comprehended, that we’d broken the rules. It wanted no part in our cheating game. They weren’t merely angry with us; they resented us.

We wrote them off as mindless predators. We thought that nothing cannibalistic could think and feel. Not on our oh-so-holy human level. But what would we do? What did we do?

I know what happened when America fell, when the rules ceased to exist. In the days when there was something to listen to on the radio, there were tales of pillaged cities and countrysides, located hundreds of miles from the nearest Scorpion sightings. The citizens had snapped under the pressure, turned on each other. Talk of bodies strewn up on crucifixes, sacrifices to a God we had already conquered and shamed. Horror stories straight from a ravaged war zone, but it was Seattle, Houston, rural Wyoming. Not on the other side of the planet this time, but right here.

And how did we act? How we always do.

The prime directive of all living beings is simple—do what you must—but only the wicked do what they can.



Beyond the tree line was a shriveled field of stalks. The man entered the brittle, yellow decay and groped atop his head for his ball cap.

Instead, he found a tangle of musk-sweat hair, still caked with deer scat. Shit! The man swiveled and looked toward the woods. He’d barely entered the corn, but his vision was already obscured by the rows of thick husks.

He stumbled back toward the tree line, the leaves slicing at his wrists. How far had he hobbled since he first awoke? Tears swelled in his eyes. My hat! I lost the hat. The hat She gave me.

Just one more memory beginning to fade.

Pieces of Her slipping away. Clichés crumbling. What do I lean on?

With no answer, and an unwillingness to face the alien devils again, the man turned back to the overgrown crops and pushed on. Each footstep into the field elicited a crunch of dead husks and a throbbing pain in his skull. With adrenaline surging again, the concussion symptoms were gentler. Duller. He raised his forearms over his eyes, shielding them from the sharp stalks and bright daylight. Blood trickled from scrapes on both of his elbows, but he didn’t care. There was only one way left to go.

Forward.

The man walked on, searching for the corn maze’s end and whatever old farmhouse likely waited beyond. The sun climbed higher and higher, filling the air with warm new life. The man listened to the birds, their soft chestnut chirps welcoming a new day. He felt the stinging solar radiation on his once-dark flesh, now grayed and vitamin deficient. How long had he been nightwalking? How long since his coarse skin last felt the sun?

The man wished he could speak to the star, catch up on the past couple of years, and talk about what they’ve missed about one another. The sun felt comforting and familiar, and for the first time in a long while, the man did not feel alone. He felt watched over, cared for by its loving, shining brilliance. His thoughts were beginning to clear, and his legs strode easily in their two-step motion. At once, the man felt warm and good and victorious. The hat was gone, yes, but he was alive, and the sun too! Reunion with daylight was a blessing, however brief.

The man did not know that the feeling of being watched came not from Earth’s star high above, but from behind him. He heard the birds chirping but not the low rustles of something lurking in the corn rows. He felt the vitamin D seeping into him but not the cold metal that peeked through the wilt. When he glanced over his shoulder, out of sloppy habit rather than genuine caution, he didn’t notice the quick dashes and ducks beneath the sight line or the muted yet heavy sounds that could not have been the wind. So enraptured by the golden sunlight that he didn’t notice the blinking blue eyes thirty yards behind him, concealing their shine and splendor.

The man only felt the lovely sensation of being watched, and basked in the light.



I’ve always recorded things. You have to cover yourself, you know? Can’t get into a game of who said what. In my line of work, where nothing can be taken to court or deliberated by a jury of your peers, ethics don’t matter much. Not much at all.

Saved my ass a few times. Once, in the ’90s, this unbearable bastard lacking any discernable accent, Smith or Jones or something ubiquitous like that, came at me right outside my office. A congressman, I think. Old enough to have caught on to the reality of the black budget and young enough to not know when to shut up about it.

“Move along, son,” I said, “you don’t want to get into this.” Couldn’t even tell you how he got to my section of offices. We had security clearances for a reason.

But he’d persisted, lips flailing like a fish gnawing on the back end of a curved hook, searching for a serrated point he didn’t know was there. Not until it found his soft flesh.

Smith/Jones represented Connecticut. He’d made the unfortunate discovery that his district, a small horde of New York City suburbs, was getting screwed on its taxation. I mocked a search for my business card as I secretly hit the record button on the little journalist’s recorder in my front jacket pocket.

I learned early on in my tenure that denial only stirred their ire. The best way to dissuade prying hands is to explain to them the futility of their situation, that they’re groping for a handhold on a stainless steel vault. If they find a grip, if they pull hard enough, then it’ll topple over and crush them.

Smith/Jones’s district was the wealthiest in the state. Progressive white suburbia didn’t need much police funding. His district’s residents asked for nothing more from Uncle Sam than clean roads, public lacrosse fields, and the arrest of the local homeless population. They always voted for the popular candidate and never minded an extra dip into their deep pockets, nor did they question the destination of those dollars. They were shiny, smiling people who were used to watching money walk away without much fuss.

I explained to him: “Your district is simply an opportunity that the national government must capitalize on.” I didn’t bother telling him that it’s not my job to collect the black budget, that I just oversee the folks spending it. That usually fires them up even more, and they stomp off on a crusade to find out who does that job while name-dropping yours truly along the way.

Jesus Christ, did I really sound so bureaucratic back then? So, what is it, tied down? Not quite. More like a leash, and my eyes only saw the lines to walk between.

I only see the dark now. Not many candles left.

The point is, Smith/Jones wanted to call for a monumental tax cut to aid his reelection bid, and I told him in so many words that simply could not happen. That kind of decision-making was far beyond any of our pay grades. If he wanted to make cuts, he had to find another way to do it, as everyone else before him had done. Reduce teacher salaries, take construction shortcuts, sell your public land to Such & Such Industries or So&So.com, whatever it took to keep the machine running.

I was ready to walk into my office and lock the door when he threatened me. Would leak everything he’d learned, including what I’d just told him. “Find another way to build your UFOs,” he remarked. That made me laugh.

But, funny or not, I was oath-bound to treat that threat as the last straw. I shut the door in his face, uploaded the audio, and sent an email as fast as I could. It took eight minutes. I’m sure some people could’ve done it faster. I was never very good with the tech stuff.

Smith/Jones never got reelected. In fact, he died in a car crash two or three years later. I guess that means he still meant to leak it, after all that time. That might’ve made him a good person. Someone with a stronger moral compass than I had.

No. I think he just wanted an excuse for why he couldn’t do it. For why he’d failed. An explanation as to why his reelection was so futile. I don’t think a guy like that, a high, loud voice in a thin soul, can ever handle that kind of failure unless everyone knows why he failed.

The crash took his wife too. I bet he told her. She had to know. Of course she had to know, because Mr. Smith/Jones couldn’t let her go on thinking that he wasn’t good enough. No, that was the women he lay with slept with crept with. I mean for God’s sake she’d soaked up his seed and spit out some small something not that long ago and how would he tell his kid? Tell his kid that Daddy used to be a big shot, a real gunslinger around DC ’cause he was a big man but now a hotshot no more.

I think men like that always need a reason. An excuse.

But I’m getting flowery now. Rambling like one of my books. Does it even matter? Will anyone ever read this? Probably not. Why not have a little fun with it, then?

Have to remind myself how, after all. Need the practice. Fun is an artifact.

The point is, reader, that I’ve always known how to cover my ass. And the asses of those above me. They liked me for that. Cherished me for it. I guess that’s how I maintained my position until the end. Until they had no choice but to come for me.

So when we finally brought back a specimen in one piece, I knew that we had an opportunity to get bitten in the ass. Even have a whole stinger shoved up it.

Dr. Jeremy Weisbrot, standing over the corpse of the fallen alien, the same one who’d been taken away from its home in the blink of an eye and killed two of us nearly as quickly, named it “Adam.”

Telling, isn’t it? How much we thought of ourselves?

Weisbrot. He wasn’t another kid we’d lured into the basement with false promises of wildest dreams. He wasn’t one of the hundreds of hyper-brilliant minds that got tricked into classified obscurity. This time it wasn’t a ruse. The promise was real, and he had enough data, bleeding-corpse data, to apply the work he’d outlined in his thesis. Project Artemis wasn’t done. Sure, the towering teleportation turret didn’t fire off much after that initial incident, but it didn’t have to. We already had what we needed.

And there was still plenty of work to be done. The extraterrestrials’ armored skin was of great interest. Lightweight, rigid, near-impenetrable natural polymer produced inside their bodies. Mass production of “Scorpion Steel” would’ve changed shipping and travel worldwide. Lighter planes and ships would’ve meant less fuel and faster travel. Lower costs and less pollution. Stronger tanks and Humvees, fewer troop deaths.

Weisbrot eventually hypothesized that they evolved from a geological-based life-form, tempered into organic metal over millions and millions of years spent on a harsh and lonely planet. Only by devouring one another could they replenish the biological material needed to regrow their scales. But these were only educated guesses. Shots in the dark that left us with no direction. Without a greater understanding of their life cycle or home world or food chain, we were lost.

Yet, all of this would’ve been rendered moot if we could’ve answered one question. The big one:

Is it possible to mutate an extraterrestrial creature, one that needed an entirely unearthly air to survive, into something that could walk among us?

Not that the intention was ever strictly assimilation, but there was no other way to study them alive, as frightening of a prospect as that was. We’d seen the sheer ferocity within them. What they were capable of. Of course, our ultimate intention, as all good science fiction teaches us, was to weaponize them. Why would we send tanks or infantry units decked in monsters’ garb into battle when we could send the monsters themselves?

Oh, I had many phone calls regarding that possibility. Those Washington men must’ve been hunched over their desks with such hard-dicked passion that an unfortunate onlooker may have mistaken it for sexual gratification. Their voices were different when we talked about them. Different from their usual, willfully impenetrable tones. That matter-of-fact tenor of voice that thinks you’re dogshit and lets you know it. That cruel rumble that came out of the depths of their throats and etched their opinion deep into the stone of your bones… but suddenly, now they were different.

For the first time, they listened. No orders. No debriefs. Just hungry static words that begged for more: “What was that thing? How big was it? It broke through the chamber glass? How? How can they do that? With its head? Its skull? Jesus, Buxton, what was it? Was it fast? It was plated? Plated how? With what? Like an armadillo? Like a tall, mean armadillo? With a what? A stinger? Like a tail? What the hell was it, Buxton? Could it survive small arms fire? Is it intelligent? Could it be trained? No? Controlled? Reined in? Be our boots on the ground? Where the hell did it come from? What was it? Are there more of them? Can you get more? Make more? What do you call them? What in God’s name was it?”

What was it? That was the only one of their questions I couldn’t answer. Alien, extraterrestrial, monster… no word seemed to satisfy the stiffs who spoke like they were on the receiving end of a sex line, their marbly pale, wrinkled hands working to get the most out of their mail-order Viagra. Men like that wanted a name. An answer.

The next day, we codified them as “Scorpions.”

Despite public speculation, it wasn’t because of their stingers. Rather, their home planet, Gliese 667Cc, was located within the constellation Scorpius. The Washington men liked that name. It was as intimidating as it was colloquial. Obtainable.

“Scorpion” was lacking, if you asked me. The little scorpions, the real ones, have always been here. And the invaders—though they’re more like an invasive species—don’t bear much resemblance to the small, low desert arachnids whose stingers are raised and coiled. The monsters walk on bladed stilts, mutant water towers sprung to life. Our scorpions scuttle on tiny quiet legs.

But I’ve seen them float. Like knives through the air. They fight like ghosts in suits of armor.

It wasn’t about the constellation, not really. Scorpions, the earthly ones, were familiar. It was a recognizable word that painted a meager, manageable thing. Little scares that popped up in Harrison Ford movies. The name was a trick. An illusion. Most names are.

Do they ever look up at the night sky? Have they gotten over their fear of the dark? Could they see the stars from the surface of their old world? Did they see constellations? Do their chittering vocal patterns ever speak of ancient gods embedded in the cosmos? Of old stories witnessed by old people? People? Are they people? What do people do when the stars change? When the cosmic order is uprooted and replaced by a new perspective? One separated from the old by uncountable light-years of emptiness? What would the ancient Greeks have done if one night their star-stories had been erased, replaced by something newly unimaginable and utterly different?

I wonder if they ever crane their high necks and examine Constellation Scorpius. If they see not a scorpion there in the heavens, but themselves.

I think they do. I think that’s how they know how much wrong we have done them. They look to the skies and see a Scorpion of infinite size that twinkles with gaseous dust, like when the rising sun bounces off their living metal, and they are reminded, maybe even told, of their old world.



A shadow drifted over the sun as the man trudged through the corn, startling him. He half expected to look up and see some giant horned head eclipsing everything, but it was just a cloud.

Shake it off. Can’t fix it. Play along with your own mistakes.

Behind him, a cornstalk crunched.

The man whirled around—there! Between the dying rows of gold. Between the bright crop and reclaiming weeds. A flash of black. The rustling cloak of the Reaper.

And then it was gone. Nothing there but dead corn.

Suddenly, a moose-sized shape erupted from the overgrowth, bounding toward him. The man scrambled away in a zigzag pattern, running as quickly and unpredictably as his body could manage. The heavy shadow flew past him and sent itself skidding elsewhere into the cornfield, buying the man precious seconds.

He suddenly stopped on a dime, then crept a few feet off to the side and dropped down to the dirt. He needed to pause; his lungs were choked with barbed wire, and his head pounded like a screen door in a windstorm. Adrenaline going now. But that throb in my head. The concussion. Their fault.

The man tucked himself beneath a thick clump of corn leaves. He knew he wouldn’t be able to outrun it. His only chance was to make it to open land and find a house, but if the Scorpion came upon him before then, he’d be done for.

Best to stand here, then. Fight to flight.

The creature’s footsteps—there was only one of them, he was sure—slowed. He could see the tips of the stalks stir in a nonexistent breeze. It was smaller than most Scorpions, hopefully a novice hunter. Older than the baby last night, but still not tall enough to breach the top of the overgrown cornfield. Sympathy for the devil? It was coming closer. Timid for a monster, but stones don’t roll no more. Everything stands still now. Everyone gone.

Last stone rolling. Crush as many as I—

The Scorpion stepped into view.

The head was shaped like a black, crystalline football. The eyes were such pale blue that they were almost white, the color of a little boy’s bedroom night-light. A color that used to keep boogeymen at bay. It walked almost feebly. Innocently.

In the juvenile predator’s mandibles, it held the man’s hat. Tasting his scent.

The man crept closer, crouched step by crouched step. His lack of size was suddenly an advantage in this dense, abandoned agriculture. The heavy leaves shrouded him, and his human stench was still dilu—

The Scorpion suddenly craned its neck thin and high above the crop line, stretching to its full height. Its blue eyes scanned the field as it chewed on the hat. Masticating.

The man dropped onto his belly, nearly spotted. The bastard wasn’t as small as he’d first thought, its long scrawny neck poking above the crops. Its eyes flickered between the leaves. But he’d been right about its age. It was young. A child or maybe teen, whatever their abominable equivalent was.

The stalker hadn’t seen him. Not yet. But it wouldn’t be long. Already had his scent.

The prone man readied his pistol, the dirty metal dull and gray beneath the sun. There was no other choice. Wouldn’t be long at all. Others would come.

He found his aim, braced his heart for the explosion of gunpowder, and pulled the trigger.

The beast’s head froze in surprise as death blazed a trail through its middle left eye. The bullet penetrated the baseball-sized orb, shattered the thin bones of its cranial sinuses, and tore out the opposite ocular cavity. Blue geysers of blood erupted from both sides.

“RRRRAAAAAAAAA!” it screeched as it bit down on the hat. “RRRRAAAAARRAAAAAAA!” as its mandibles sprayed spittle to the sky, a three-pronged satellite broadcasting pain. The remaining four eyes searched frantically for their attacker as the Scorpion’s limbs flailed, wildly lashing out at the stalks and whatever threat was hiding among them.

Five more gunshots echoed throughout the field. A trio of bullets emerged from the storm of dust and crop before ricocheting off the jagged obsidian skull, falling fruitlessly to the soil… but two others found their mark. The remaining eyes exploded and began to gush blue blood.

From what little remained of the junior leviathan’s eyes—those deflated flaps of pale mucus—a viscous aqua liquid began to ooze. Blind now, the Scorpion attacked violently, with neither discretion nor direction. Its bladed legs mowed like scythes. Nowhere within its reach was safe.

“RRRRAAAAAAAAAAA!”

The man turned and ran.

“RRRRRAAaaaaaa!”

The corn seemed never-ending. Oh yes, they were coming now. The rest. He knew. They had to have heard the commotion.

“Rrrraaaaa…”

When he broke free from the stalks, he saw a farmhouse. But it stood so close to the corn. Too damn close. They would know what a gunshot meant.

“… raa…”

They would know what vile breed of creature had fired it and they would know that the infant’s frightening dream last night had not been a dream at all, but a memory.

“… ra.”

And then suddenly… silence. The man knew they would hear that too. The gunshot was inconsequential. It was the screams of this dying juvenile that would bring them running. It was the hush that followed.

The man scrambled past the abandoned farmhouse and crossed the weed-choked road. In a meadow, a couple hundred yards away, another house awaited. It stood far from the corn and—

Far behind him, from the opposite side of the cornfield, thunder began to roar. The man looked over his shoulder and saw the forest begin to tremble. Then—BRRRRKKKKKHHHH—one of the trees suddenly snapped and came tumbling down. BRRRRRKKKKKKKKHHHHTTT! Another! And another! They were coming!

He bolted through the meadow, leaping over brooks and gulleys and ditches, and finally made it to the front door of the distant home. The man shouldered it open and stumbled inside. Crawled to the nearby kitchen, grabbed the edge of the sink to hoist himself up, and vomited in the basin.

He remained there for ninety seconds, legs burning, lungs working desperately to catch their breath. He needed to find a window and see what he needed to see. After a handful of fervent sips from his canteen, the man shambled over and peered through the blinds.

Above the yellow sea of dead stalks floated tall towers of black, shining metal. They walked in slow rotisserie motion as their dark blue eyes swept and scanned the field. “Krrrak Charrrak? Krrrak Charrrak?” they inquired, rotating as they went for only hell knows what reason. There were five of them out there—

No, six. Six. Six.

They marched in a single horizontal line, as if imitating the kind of somber search parties seen on old television shows. “Krrrak Charrrak? Krrrak Charrrak?”

The man thought he could hear a rising urgency in the guttural, cragged voices. They were worried. He could see where the child’s heavy body lay; it had cut a scar in the crop before it died. They were getting closer to it. Closer.

The tallest among them stood three or four times higher than the corn and was headed directly for the corpse. Like a three-legged metal giraffe, it lifted its head up high, reaching for the clouds, and suddenly came to a stilted halt.

Its voice rose in splintered nonlanguage so devoid of syllables that it could’ve only been a cry of sheer despair. The grief-stricken Scorpion bounded to the corpse in a single leap, seemed to hover there for a breathless moment, then crumpled atop it.

The others whipped their wandering stalks around and rushed toward the commotion. When they arrived and discovered the remnants of the man’s deadly work, they joined in the weeping cacophony. It sounded like a thousand rocks being ground against one another. They wailed like distraught infants. All but one.

The second tallest of the pack stood silent at the edge of the crowd. It assumed a stoic sort of posture, stretching itself high, like your mom told you to do every year for your school picture. There was something on the tip of its stinger, held up high for all to see. The man was almost certain it was his shredded hat.

He watched as its tail flicked the tattered rag aside and pointed at two of the others. The stoic Scorpion whipped its stinger around and gestured to the nearest house, the one that the man had bypassed. A stern command.

The pair rushed off toward the house, racing through the corn like lions on the savannah. The man’s eyes followed them for a moment, then returned to the field where the second-tallest Scorpion had joined its grieving companion.

The mourner was crouched low to the ground, still wailing in agony. Its massive frame cradled the smaller corpse, nuzzling the child close with its tail.

The stoic leader lifted its stinger once again. For a moment, the man thought that it was about to slap the other.

But there was no strike to silence the mourner’s grief. Instead, the stinger slithered up the slope of the weeping demon’s spired neck and remained there. Holding. Comforting, embracing, just as anyone might do when coming across a parent who had lost a child. What else was there to do?

What would I have done?

The man gazed at the house beside the cornfield. The pair of Scorpions appeared to be sniffing at the foundation. The porch. The windows. They were searching. Hunting.

“Akkra akkra!” one of them cried out. And then gestured toward a low narrow window. “Kurraa akkra!”

The leader snapped to attention, studied its distant companions, and replied: “Ortaka!”

Without hesitation, the pair split off to opposite sides of the farmhouse and began attacking the home, tails crashing and flailing into the brick exterior, like starving sabertooths hacking away at the flank of a meaty mammoth. Their scythes smashed through the foundation and their stingers sliced through wooden beams. As their fury built, one of the goliaths actually began to headbutt the dilapidated building.

The man so desperately wanted to dismiss the act as a fit of mindless ire. A temper tantrum fit for Godzilla. Yet it didn’t take much effort to see what they were doing was more than that. It was smart. It was diabolical.

The Scorpions were performing a demolition. The strikes weren’t random; they were meticulous. Targeting foundation, weight-bearing walls, pillars. It was as if the properties of physics and architecture were wired into their brains, just enough so that they knew the most efficient way to tear down a human’s home. Savants of destruction.

No, the man thought. Remember. They’ve had practice. Close to a decade of it by now.

After only a few minutes, the house began to crumble. A loud, strained CREEEEEE bellowed out from the bending wood as the structure grew squatter and squatter until finally the last piece of frame gave way, the vine-covered roof collapsing into a tornado of dust.

The man secured the canteen to his side and prepared to run. Now that they had finished destroying the farmhouse, they would search for his body. They would make certain to find the enemy that had taken one of theirs. And when they found nothing, they would come here next.

He had no other choice but to run. But not until they were properly distracted, when they were too busy sifting through rubble and mourning their loss to notice a runaway mouse. It would take them at least five or ten minutes to confirm that their youngling’s killer hadn’t been inside the building.

As the man expected, the two Scorpions began parsing the remains of the farmhouse. They plucked up chunks of floorboard with their mouths and tossed them aside. Their tails swept away heavy heaps of brick as if they were nothing more than pebbles.

The man stood beside the window, still studying the beasts through the slits in the curtain. They weren’t searching through the ruin; they were clearing it. He had much less time than he’d anticipated.

One of the searching horrors paused, then bowed its head low. With its speared feet planted, the legged serpent began to trace the bottom of its skull along the ground, reaching out farther and farther with an uncoiling neck. The whole thing, as metal as it was flesh, as alive as it was alien, seemed to float over the broken wood and scattered brick.

Then it paused again. The head tilted, three eyes staring down into the rubble. It held that position for quite some time.

This was the man’s chance to run. The moment of distraction he’d been waiting for. He stood and prepared himself, feeling again for his half-empty canteen.

Go! his mind screamed. Fucking run, you idiot!

As he was about to abide, one of the Scorpions plunged its long, dark stinger into the debris.

Its head now loomed over the wreckage, its tail wedged deep into the ruins. As if it were searching for something buried there.

But there’s nothing for them to find, so go, dammit! But his legs refused to heed the command.

The Scorpion probing the debris called out—“Akkra!”—and its partner rushed to its side. It began to clear the debris around its companion, shoveling away mounds of dirt and detritus until the other Scorpion heaved and its coiled stinger rose, finally revealing its hidden prize…

A human body.

Legs and arms dangling.

The man watched in stunned disbelief as the person was flung into the air by the thick, whip-like tail. They sailed limply, high above the treetops, before hurtling back to the ground and coming to an unceremonious splat in the adjacent field.

The man bit down on his tongue.

The body didn’t move.

The man’s teeth did not relent. He tasted blood.

Not long after, they found another one. But this one was different.

This one was even smaller.

They examined the body for a long moment before flinging it aside, high and arcing, just as they’d done with their first discovery. The tiny figure bounced when it hit the ground—once, twice—before coming to a dusty stop near the cornfield. It didn’t move either. How could it?

The pair of Scorpions searched a few minutes longer, both of their tails exploring what had once been a cellar or basement or bunker, before calling back to their leader. Their jagged voices echoed over the land.

“Kr’ot!” a command instantly called back. “Kr’ot!”

The demolition crew quickly disengaged and vacated the ruins of the farmhouse. On their way back to the cornfield, they located their victims—

my victims

—and their tails snagged the lifeless bodies by the legs. They scissored into the cornfield, their stilted scythes working in that slow, comfortable spin. As the tripod terrors waded deeper into the crops, their obsidian carapaces looming above the overgrowth, the distant human shapes disappeared beneath the wilting leaves.

The Scorpions were satisfied.

The man breathed a sigh of relief. He was safe. For now.

Was it worth it?



I’ve always had trouble sleeping. Could you have guessed that? That’s one way to gauge yourself, I suppose. Litmus test of the conscience. It’s better now. I guess it got better in the bunker.

My underground fortress was built into the lost hills of Virginia beneath a log cabin owned by one Joaquin Cisneros. No fake name necessary. Just an old friend with a hunting cabin out in the Shenandoah that he didn’t use much.

Jojo didn’t raise an eyebrow when I asked to build a bunker beneath his cabin, at no cost to him, of course. He only asked if he could join me when the time came. He didn’t know what I was worried about, and he didn’t bother to ask. Even over the telephone, he could tell I was scared.

He never made it here. Nobody did. I’m all alone.

Dominic Marino, another relic of my younger days, owned a construction company based in Baltimore. He, too, asked no questions, not even when I asked him to get the military-grade stuff. Knew I was good for the costs. His crew was quick. Did quality work.

It didn’t seem to trouble them much, a government official looking to go off the grid. I told Dom he should start working on his own bunker. In response, his thin lips parted, and his laugh bellowed the birds out of the trees. He thought I was paranoid. He told me that I needed to retire, talked about all the golf we could play when I finally did. I told him I fucking hated golf.

Sometimes I wonder what’s left up there. I know I need to open the door eventually. If I don’t go soon, then I never will. I’ll let myself die down here if I don’t go soon.

All my equipment is still working. Generator. Air purifier. Rainwater system. Plumbing. The radio. Enough supplies to last a few years. Nearly six down here already, and only a few hiccups. There’s just no one left to share it with. To listen to. No one left to talk to. What’s the reason for it all? I’ll have to find one, I suppose.

Do you like thought experiments, reader? I don’t, but I have a lot of time on my hands now. There’s that business with the cat. Schrödinger’s. Is the rest of humanity alive or dead? They’re both. Everyone who was still breathing when I came down here. They’re survivors and Scorpion fodder. All at once.

But this is different. Now I’m the one closed up in the box. I know I’m alive. But does anyone else? Am I alive and dead to them too?

What does that make me? A coward? Or both cowardly and stoic at once? I don’t know. I want to leave, but it’s not right yet. I look at that door and it seems impossible. Unopenable. Not because it’s too heavy or stuck. Nothing’s blocking the path or wedged up against the steel.

The hinges whisper to me that they don’t want to open. Not yet.

The door glares at me. Waiting.



The minutes passed. And passed.

The Scorpions sat huddled around the juvenile alien corpse, their cries and metallic weeping having ceased some time ago. By dusk, the man had already been watching their silent vigil for hours. They remained there, a cluster of living artifacts among the corn, until the sun crept low and dark. Until it was the man’s time. His adopted hour.

He pulled his gaze away from the window only to prepare food and water for himself. Throat and stomach felt bone-dry. Bare. Fragile. But his meal, a handful of protein bars scavenged from MRE cases, sat better in his belly than expected.

The man didn’t yet dare to leave the house. His earlier ideas of escape vanished the moment he saw the creatures pull out the bodies. He would go, yes, but not until the funeral party had gone first.

What were those people in that farmhouse thinking? The man couldn’t even hazard a guess. Surely, they must’ve known about the nest. The waterfall. The monsters. Insane to sleep so close to the stingers, he thought in a cool, windy voice that sounded like a stranger’s.

Wouldn’t have been long. Wouldn’t have been long at all.

He shook his head. Shouldn’t say that. Those two saved my life.

Say what you want, his frigid and jaded mind taunted. There’s no one left to hear.

Last week the man didn’t think there were any other humans left, yet clearly he’d been wrong. What would his reaction have been had he successfully stealthed through the waterfall and corn? If he’d gone about his usual scavenging business, turned a corner, and suddenly found two living humans staring at him? What would they have thought of a nameless stranger? Could he have even mustered the courage to share his story and earn their trust? Or would his mouth have frozen like the rest of him, tongue caught between stagnant time all because he could never shed his calloused shell? This hardened epidermis that had kept him whole?

He wasn’t sure, and knew he probably would never get another chance to find out.

As night finally arrived, the mourning party began to stir. The motherly Scorpion was the first to go. The rest followed, one by one, until only a single creature remained. It was the stoic leader who had directed the others to demolish the farmhouse.

As the last of them disappeared into the woods, dragging the human bodies—future hosts to replace what he’d taken; an eye for an eye—over shattered ruins of tree trunks and enormous clumps of uprooted brush, the man watched from the window.

It’s all my fault, he thought with a flush of shame.

Too weak to get up before sunrise. Too stupid to notice his stalker. Too human.

Once the others had departed, and the remaining Scorpion was sure that it was alone, it raised its tail and poised it above the dead youngling.

The man had to squint in the encroaching darkness to see what came next. On later nights, when sleep would elude him and wicked memories would come, he would wish he hadn’t.

The end of the creature’s stinger appeared to molt. Folds of hard biometal peeled open, and a vibrant glowing tentacle slithered out, even brighter than the eyes. A deep, cosmic purple radiated from within the corn.

The Scorpion found where a bullet had entered one of the shredded eyeholes and injected the organ into its dead kin. It held that position for a minute, slithering and sloshing around in its cousin’s draining skull, and then, with a chill crawling up its exoskeleton, shuddered.

Without an utterance, it withdrew from the corpse, sheathed its naked flesh back into the metal folds, and coiled its tail around the child. Like an undertaker, it dragged the adolescent brute back to the tree line and toward the waterfall basin, leaving a wake of broken cornstalks behind.

Another host. A parasite injected.

He was finally alone.

When he was sure that none of the grieving pack would return, the man collected his belongings and tiptoed toward the back door, feeling ill. The hat was gone, reduced to a chewed-up pulp. Even if the cap was in one piece, he couldn’t go back. It was too dangerous. There was a black hole sitting inside his chest. Sucking his innards into the void.

Whatever adrenaline he’d mustered in the corn had petered out hours ago, and now his concussed head ached with every step. The deer shit, still caked upon his flesh, had dried out and grown hard and coarse and begun to flake off in small clods. The rest would have to stay, at least while he slept, but the smell no longer nauseated him, now that he’d acclimated to the stench over the course of nearly an entire day. What was one more? He only yearned for a shower on account of the itching.

The man walked in a slow, crooked stagger for a mile or so before finding another house, this one well out of sight from most everything. He made it no farther than the living room couch before his legs gave out, and seconds later, his mind and eyes followed.

But as sleep approached, so did new dreams.



Whenever I had trouble sleeping, I read. When “Adam” first arrived, the book of the week, a blind pull from my overstuffed suitcase, was All Quiet on the Western Front. I didn’t know it was about the Germans at first. Only bought it because I recognized the title as an acclaimed war novel. I liked those.

But it was all about the Germans. The bad guys. But not quite. Not all of them. Some were really just guys like us, like me and Jojo and everyone else. Maybe like you, too, reader. Just regular people trying to survive. Who did what it took. Who had bad dreams.

I’ve had a nightmare for a dozen years. Ever since I laid eyes on a Scorpion in their full towering form. Want to hear about it?

I open my eyes and I’m there with it, in Artemis’s chamber. I’m in there with him. Adam. I watch him rise and struggle to stand under the bright lights. See the nervous pulsations in his ocean eyes. I watch him take small glances outside the blast window, watch his head dance around to catch sight of the hazmat aliens who draw closer.

We are afraid of the men.

When Adam kills the first one, he turns to me and speaks in clicking metallic beats that I somehow understand. He asks me to come with him. Adam knows my name. He says, “Help me, Lane, help me get the bad guys. They’re poisoning us. They’re killing us.”

I try to move forward but I trip on my third leg made of black scythe sheen and I look down at myself and I scream with hard, rocky vocal cords every night as I gasp for air because I can’t breathe right can’t breathe right, I can’t breathe right, Adam, I try to tell him but I don’t know how to talk with three jaws and a dozen tongues, so instead I just sit there and I can’t breathe right and they’re going to kill him.

I wake up hyperventilating. Used to throw the covers off and check that my pale, hairy legs were still there, then rush to my high, narrow window to see that, yes, I was still on Earth and I confirmed my rightness with deep breaths of oxygen.

But I don’t have windows anymore. I wake up screaming and the echoes cut through my skull like piano wire and I can’t see in the dark. Can’t see where I am. For a second or two, after I snap from those Adam dreams, I can’t even remember what I am.



The man’s head exploded with pain. He didn’t know where he was. It was too dark, and then the hurt. A scream against the roof of his brain, something crumbling down atop him, the immense weight of rubble bearing down on his bones, and he desperately needed to breathe.

But how? Nothing seemed to make sense anymore. He was tumbling, teetering, tearing through a field of debris. Full dark. Didn’t even know how to open his eyes, or maybe they were already open.

Another flash of pain as something hard collided with his skull… except that wasn’t quite right. He felt like he’d been thrown into a washing machine full of bricks. Something was off.

And then he realized.

It was him that was doing the crashing. Thrashing against some unseen force. Tearing it down.

His hand, but it wasn’t quite the one he knew, curled around something small. Feeble.

The man felt himself pull back, like a fisherman setting the hook, and the storm of dust and rocks fell away. The debris bounced and skittered off his skin. No. Not skin. Something else. Something heavier. He could feel it in the brisk air, feel the heat surging within his bones, and that’s when the man knew that he couldn’t open his eyes. Because he wasn’t awake. He wasn’t there anymore.

This is a dream.

This isn’t you, he told himself in fitful murmurs. Don’t look. Don’t see it. Don’t ever see it, his ego pleaded. His instincts drove him back, sent him scrambling away on legs that weren’t his own—

three of them

—but the man’s consciousness did not heed his call, and his eyes opened as his appendage, not his hand but a stinger, withdrew from a cloud of ruin, grasping a tiny fragile figure.

The man’s tail rebelled against his dreaming will, reeled back, and flung his prey into the air.

“HUEGHURGA—!” the man shouted as he jerked upright, sending droplets of sweat spraying across the dark room.

He sat there for a few minutes, a gaunt statue, legs and brain tangled, and moved only to lick the perspiration from his chapped lips. The nightmare that had woken him was already gone, immediately forgotten, but it had apparently been a dreadful one.

He looked around and took stock of the living room. The house felt unfamiliar, despite hazy memories of stumbling in the night before. Even his own body felt strange. Foreign.

You have a concussion, he reminded himself. And had a bad dream. Can’t even remember it. Be glad you didn’t walk away with worse. Be glad you walked away at all. Need to rest now.

The man peered out between the curtains. How far had he come? Since the waterfall? It felt impossible to even guess. Had to find a safe place to recover, far away from that particular Scorpion nest. His brain still felt like it might burst, a pustule threatening to pop. He imagined his skull leaking. The gray matter. Liquified lobes. All of it pouring out from his mouth and nose like some kind of leper of the mind.

Above it all, he felt as though he was forgetting something.

Outside, the sun was beginning to set. Must have slept for more than twenty hours. His head pounded with his own heartbeat. The last remnants of light scalded his eyes and shot razor-thin daggers through his nerves.

The man lay back on the couch. He knew he needed to rest, for a week at least, or the pain would only grow worse. If he wasn’t careful, his brain would begin to bleed. And then that would be it. The hospitals were empty. The doctors were dead. There was no helping him, not if it came to that.

And if it already was bleeding?

Let it, the man thought as he pressed his palms to his forehead, certain that he deserved to spend whatever time he had left drooling and dripping. Certain he hated himself more than he had a few days before.

Just the concussion talking. Let it go. Move on.

With the waterfall basin only a short walk behind him—for he knew he could not have made it far—the man planned to move as soon as darkness fell. But why? Hadn’t he been safe?

No. They didn’t find me. That’s right. They’re still searching for me. They didn’t find anything but my hat. My scent. Bloodhounds on the trail.

He groaned as another pulse of painful static echoed inside his skull. Desperately wishing for ice, the man grabbed his steel canteen. The water within was woefully warm, but the cool metal provided a spot of relief to his swollen forehead. He couldn’t go yet. Even the lighter’s tiny flame sent shock waves through his optic nerve.

He rested his eyes for another hour before finally pushing himself onto his feet. He gathered his belongings like a shambling mummy, not pausing even to eat. His body told him he wasn’t hungry, but the man doubted that. The voices from within couldn’t be trusted. His nerves were frayed. Eating wasn’t avoidable, not forever, but right now he needed to walk. Get away from this place. To somewhere safe. He couldn’t afford to get sick, and even saltines would come crawling right back up his gullet. He was sure of it.

It was time to go.

Outside was dark, the moon but a fingernail sliver in the sky. The air hung damp and viscous. The scent of dogwood and witch hazel fermented in the slow breeze. Despite the warm weather and green flora, the night reminded the man of October. Once upon a time, that was his favorite time of year. Halloween and woodsmoke and Ray Bradbury stories.

The compass, illuminated by the lighter’s jarring and disquieting flame, pointed him north, and the man abided. Each footfall sent a shuddering vibration up his spine, and he suddenly found walking on the hard country pavement to be quite unple—

Cuckoo!

The sudden sound sent the man leaping forward. His vision blurring, he whirled around and drew his gun.

But there was nothing there.

He took his hand off the grip and rubbed his eyes. He flicked his lighter on and stared into the brush. No, nothing there but—

A clump of high grass began to shift on the far side of the road. The man trained his aim there, watching as a small dark figure stepped out into the firelit street.

The intruder was nothing more than a hen, its vibrant red comb a glowing ruby in the shadowy night. The animal cocked its head at the man, sizing him up, then took a gentle step forward.

Most of the remaining livestock and domestic animals had died off, so far as the man could tell. Never learned how to fend for themselves, or worse yet, they’d perished in confinement. The Scorpions, according to ancient news broadcasts, didn’t prey on animals. Just people. And themselves.

No explanation was ever given for their strict diet, nor did the man ever fabricate one that made any logical sense. It was as if the Scorpions had been plucked from a cannibal hellscape and spontaneously decided to include humans in on the fun. Or they were the harbingers of a galactic empire, sent ahead to clear a planet of lesser sentient life before their light speed masters arrived for colonization. Vengeful angels sent by a frustrated God, come to end the herd’s ceaseless misinterpretations and deliver Earth from human evil.

What does it matter? Whatever the mission was, it’s over now. The unknown stands above.

The man knelt and reached into his backpack. His hand emerged with a Nature Valley granola bar, years past its stated expiration. The man unwrapped it, pocketed the trash, and crumbled part of the snack in his hand. He tossed the grains out onto the road, enticing the chicken.

Wary, the hen hesitated, then began to approach. She pecked at the ground once, twice, testing the flavor, before growing bolder and devouring the remainder of the crumbs. The man scattered another handful, closer this time, and the hen trotted forward once more.

He tossed the remnants of the first bar a few feet in front of him, then broke up the second one and cupped the crumbs in his hands. The hen began to speak again, but not in the startling voice that had jolted the man earlier. Now she was cooing. Almost like a purr. She hopped from grain to grain, happily feasting.

When the hen finished with the food on the road, she fluttered closer to the man. Her tiny eyes met his, her nimble neck twisting back and forth, surveying him with beady pupils, and then she started to feed from the palm of his hand.

Her beak was gentler than he’d expected. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine the hen as a sparrow. Despite her delicate grace, the chicken ate quickly, and it wasn’t long before there wasn’t much granola left. The man began to stroke her feathers with his free hand as she finished her meal, all the while carrying on with that strange, avian purring.

“Sorry, pal. That’s all I’ve got.”

The hen sniffed at his hand and found his statement to be true. She backed up and gave the man one final nod of gratitude before returning to the overgrowth.

The man stared at the brush for a long time before heading north again, head and legs aching, passing several eligible houses on his way. Still too close to the waterfall for his liking. The metallic menaces were everywhere, as far as he knew, but their nests weren’t. They had territory. Patrolled their own ground. The farther he traveled from that particular hive, the better.

Walking on the road made his head hurt. The asphalt impacts, however minor, were jarring. It made him want to close his eyes. He often avoided tall grass for fear of ticks, but the man took the hen as a good omen. She was hungry. Chickens ate ticks. Must not be many around here. So he veered off onto the shoulder.

The grass felt good beneath his boots. Soft. Spongy.

A mile later, the man passed a green billboard with a faded red heart that read WELCOME TO VIRGINIA: VIRGINIA IS FOR LOVERS! A few miles farther, and the rural sprawl gave way to a more suburban setting, where he came upon a scattering of small, isolated neighborhoods. The old homes were large, as were their weed-choked lawns, and the man guessed that a proper town or city was drawing near. A highway, even.

He walked past the first several residential turnoffs before crossing the street and taking a left on a winding road marked POPLAR AVENUE by a faded blue street sign on the corner. The metal pole was badly rusted along its base, and the man was surprised to see it still standing. Not for much longer, he thought with a touch of pity.

In the first house on Poplar, a sprawling brick rancher, he found nothing of use except for three twelve-ounce bottles of water. In the second house, he discovered a half-full tin of wintergreen chewing tobacco. He gave it a sniff and then shoved it into the back pocket of the jeans that did not belong to him.

When the man reached the third home, his nose began to twitch, and it wasn’t just the tobacco. The scent was dull and vague, but there, just the same. It was layered beneath everything else, the same way that rocks and fossils bury one another. That coppery sweetness slithered into his nose as he journeyed deeper into the two-story, that familiar smell distorted by time. What is it?

He found the answer sitting in a nest of cobwebs on a den table, beneath a cracked mirror. It was a sandwich. Its meat and condiments had decayed into a single sloppy, gray mass. The man thought he saw the rotten heap pulsate for a moment, like a beating heart. His legs froze. Maybe it wasn’t a sandwich at all. What if it was something to do with them? An egg? No, not that, but another life-form from wherever they’d come? And that last question sparked another one inside the man’s head, one he had given up on answering a long time ago: How did they get here, anyway?

He leaned closer to the den table.

It was definitely a sandwich, partially eaten and crawling with maggots. Vague outlines of bite marks decorated the moldy crust. Thin slices of pepperoni and pickles were still identifiable amid the gunk. But that’s not right. Cliché dictates that you don’t waste food in the wasteland. Cliché says this sandwich should’ve been eaten.

Unless it was the last supper.

The man reached out to the mirror hanging above the den table and traced his fingertips along its surface. Dull and cracked like a spiderweb. There was dried blood in the sharp crystalline canyons.

The man understood, for he hated the mirror too.

He backed out of the den, never taking his eyes off the sandwich, as if expecting the mass of mayonnaise and maggots to quit playing possum and launch an attack at any moment. When it didn’t, he searched the rest of the house and quickly ascertained that someone was definitely living there. Not before. Not when people walked as they pleased. No. Right now. Or recently, at least. His heart began to thump in his chest.

The windows had been boarded up. Entire sections, what were once bedrooms and a living room, had been replaced by stockpiles of food and water. Most of the furniture on the lower floor was missing, but there were footprints on the dusty floorboards. Someone wearing boots. Bigger than his. Spills and stains. Signs of life.

And the stench. Not just that sandwich.

Upstairs, the floors and walls were covered with soundproofing tile, the kind you’d normally see in a music studio. The bed was unmade but clean. He rubbed the blanket between his fingers. It’d been washed within the past several months, possibly even sooner. The man had an eye for knowing which things had gone untouched since the end, but this house wasn’t one of them.

The bedside table held nothing but a Bible and a stack of antique dirty magazines, and the rest of the second level proved equally fruitless. The man was about to head back downstairs when a hallway closet caught his eye. He carefully eased it open.

A pair of tattered coats that were even more worn than his own and a bunch of empty hangers. The upper shelf appeared empty, but he reached up anyway and searched the dusty shadows with his fingers. They curled around something small and cylindrical.

A shotgun shell. Red. Twelve gauge.

That stench.

The man pocketed the ammunition and went downstairs in search of a basement. Failing to find one, he went outside and circled around back. There was a sturdy cellar door. As he approached, his shoe kicked something hard on the ground—cla-clink!

It was a discarded lock and chain.

The man studied the heavy metal lock for a quiet beat, opened his nose to the rot in the air, and closed off his feeling heart. Then he opened the cellar door and descended.

A few minutes later, the man returned with a Browning shotgun and a dirty rag. He knelt, produced a bottle of water from his knapsack, poured it onto the cloth, and wiped dried chunks of flesh and blood off the double barrels.

So as to not dirty his newly cleaned weapon, the man held it over his head as he began to vomit profusely onto the weedy lawn. Bodies left indoors were always the worst.

He purposely left the cellar door ajar. If the Scorpions visited here, the smell of the corpse below would mask his own scent. Give him time to think. And run.

The man left the nightmarish cellar behind him, crossing the backyard toward another nearby street lined with houses. On the corner, there was another rancher. He headed that way, hoping it would have a basement bedroom or den. Where the light couldn’t reach him.

The back door was locked, but after a quick search, he discovered the key beneath a potted plant on the windowsill. He opened the door and shuffled inside, then locked and chained it behind him.

He stood there and listened with his back pressed against the door. Waiting for something chasing him from outside. Someone coming for him from inside. Anything. But there was only the heavy silence of the still night, and the rapid thump thump thump from within his chest. He was safe.

For now.

In the lighter’s frail glow, the man stared at the watch on his wrist, but the hands didn’t make any sense. They wouldn’t sit still. He felt his eyes wanting to lower, his knees begging to give. Safe, yes, but he was unsteady. Beginning to slip.

He did not explore the house. Did not sweep the rooms in his usual ritual. This time around, the man only needed a basement bedroom where the sun could not find him.



There are people out there. I have to believe that. People who dug deep and stayed quiet. People still out there keeping on, fighting the only good fight that’s left. Survival.

My job isn’t done yet, I know. My penance. I can help whoever is left. I can give them hope, tell them that this isn’t something of biblical proportions. This is not the Rapture, just our own hubris making itself known. I think that will be easier to deal with. To accept.

There may even come a time when new souls are born into this world. Perhaps there already have been. They deserve an explanation, don’t you think? They must bear witness to the artifacts, walk amid the rubble. That probably gives one hope too. To know that we once ruled the world. That we were kings and queens on thrones of silicon intelligence and opposable thumbs.

I have not atoned for my sins. I doubt I ever will, but there is a path I can follow. One of accountability. Of repentance.

And when I at last lay myself bare before my fellow survivors, I will let them exact whatever justice as they wish.

That brings me back to where we began, reader. To July 5, 2022. The point of no return.

Adam’s death told us two things. The first was what they looked like in full: metallic alligators on tripods. The second was that they couldn’t survive in Earth’s atmosphere. Adam lasted mere minutes.

The teleportation cannon didn’t fire many times after we brought Adam back, but Project Artemis wasn’t done. Oh, hell no. We were too zealous to end it there, and that generalization doesn’t exclude me. I wish I could say that it did.

Their biology became clear to us as we dissected our prizes. A Scorpion has an obvious mouth that inhales and a semi-hidden nasal passage on the back of the head that exhales. Its sinus corridors are hard tubes that wrap around the internal skull casing and cradle a rigid, metallic brain.

Seven highly sensitive tongue-like organs endow them with tracking abilities that far eclipse those of any terrestrial creature. We never found the upper limit of their sense of smell, but only because we didn’t have a cage big enough to exceed their range. While they possess daylight vision on par with an eagle’s, their bioluminescent eyes also offer immense advantages underwater and in low-light conditions. It’s a small miracle that they’re so defensive at night. They’re like… children in that regard. They used to cry when we shut the lights off. As if a creature with glowing eyes could be afraid of the dark.

They like the rain. They sing when it rains.

There’s a heart, but it isn’t quite a heart—not as we know it. Instead, there are several pumps stretched along the length of its body that keep the chromatic blue blood flowing. It relies on water as much as a human, if not more, and processes food with the mouth, then through a series of thin winding tubes, and finally defecates via an orifice at the bottom of the stalk, next to the tail’s onset. The stinger isn’t merely a weapon, either, but contains something similar to a penis. The womb is whatever corpse is closest, so long as it’s another Scorpion’s. That’s how they were. That’s how they should be.

The issue with the Scorpions was in their lungs. That’s what killed Adam. The atmosphere he came from was composed of ordinary elements in extreme proportions.

That was when I began working more closely with Weisbrot. His sheepish personality grew on me as the months passed. He was a dreamer, sure, but he wasn’t afraid to push back either. Not even against me, but my personal relationships are of little consequence. What you must know is that, through complex processes I oversaw but did not fully understand, the Scorpions were genetically modified with human DNA to repair their breathing.

“Repair?” That’s not the right word. They weren’t broken. It was more like replacing the wheels of a car with boat propellers. So they could be more like us. They were out of place. They weren’t supposed to be here, let alone breathe our air. But we fixed them anyway. Spliced Adam’s respiratory system with human stem cells, just like Weisbrot hypothesized in his college thesis. Piece by piece, their alien genetic code was rewritten to fit our environment.

And then we birthed them. Deeper still into the basement. Enormous test tubes bubbling with limey paste. It took nearly three years of trial and error, but soon enough they walked our world as easily as their arachnoid namesake. Dozens of them in giant pens hundreds of feet below the surface. Living creatures of flesh and blood and steel. We would’ve done whatever it took to understand them. To dominate them. Even a single obedient Scorpion could’ve changed the course of history. A weapon as lethal as any bomb with potentially alien precision. An amphibious tank on three legs. An assassin that would leave all witnesses in a state of otherworldly terror.

But taming them seemed out of the question once it became apparent that even containing a Scorpion was a tall order. At least they were easy to feed. Adam’s autopsies revealed a gut biome evolved for cannibalism, yet if they became hungry enough, the captive aliens would eat almost anything that bled. They preferred one another’s flesh above all else, but we couldn’t afford to have our test subjects repeatedly devouring each other. Live goats or cows would suffice when the creatures were starving, but only then. Otherwise, they simply killed whatever we gave them and saved it for later, just in case we didn’t let them kill one another for an extended period of time.

We never prevented the Scorpions from cannibalizing for longer than a few weeks. Otherwise, their shells would begin to soften. Like a crab after molting. A little sad, I think. Having to eat your own kin to stay safe.

Some techs joked that if we starved them long enough, the Scorpions would probably even eat rocks. That would’ve been a good idea, actually. That would’ve saved us a lot of trouble.

Humans were another story entirely. The test subjects attacked people whenever given the chance, regardless of their most recent meal. The hatchlings devoured almost two dozen handlers, a number that was growing a tad too high to remain inconspicuous. There was never anything left to bury, with even the bones digested.

There was also never enough of a corpse left to impregnate, so we assumed they were incapable of implanting their seed into another species. They never nested in any of the animals we gave them, pigs and cows and horses, only in each other’s viscera. It didn’t matter whether it was a “volunteer” offered up from death row or a technician in a hazmat suit they snatched; the Scorpions shredded humans within minutes. We had no reason to believe they could reproduce with an earthly life-form.

Was it all part of some indecipherable plot to escape? Or the behavior of animals in captivity? I’m not sure there’s a difference. Maybe they didn’t even know what they could do. Not yet.

We were running out of ideas. The Scorpions refused our will each and every time we pressed it upon them, but still we never stopped. We never learned.

There was a laboratory embedded in the foothills of Maine, past Waterville and Bangor and all civilization save for the quiet and unsuspecting mountain town of Chamonee. It, like the New Mexico airbase that housed Artemis, was a Cold War relic. A fervent dash to develop mind control technology simply because we’d heard the Russians were doing the same.

They called it Empathy Base.

The lab coats found early encouragement with rats not long after the base’s establishment, which kept the machine rolling, but complex mammals proved more elusive. They finally broke through to canines and felines in the late ’80s. When Bush was in office—which one, I’ll let you guess—they managed a slippery grasp on humans. Nowhere near field ready, but even scant progress keeps the greenery flowing. If anyone could’ve controlled the Scorpions, it was the brains at Empathy Base.

Empathy asked Weisbrot to arrange for the shipment of three live test subjects to Maine, along with a request for his transfer from New Mexico. They believed his expertise would prove invaluable when it came to dominating the extraterrestrial minds and bodies he’d studied so closely.

Weisbrot petitioned to lead the specimen transport himself and traveled in the passenger seat of a covert transport truck with three armed soldiers as company. One drove, while the other two rode in the back with armor-piercing rounds, their rifles trained on the sleeping horrors.

The three young Scorpions had been injected with a powerful mix of sedatives and were chained in thick mesh cages designed specially by Weisbrot himself. The material was slash resistant, and any attempt to escape would only result in their legs getting tangled up.

Nevertheless, the soldiers’ comms went dark shortly after the Maine state line. Weisbrot and the driver fell silent not long after.

What the local news couldn’t have told you was that the first state troopers on scene were my men in disguise. They scrubbed out the extra blood and removed the broken restraints before the townies could get there, jamming local phones to delay a legitimate 911 response for as long as possible. They packed up all the bodies but Weisbrot’s, then moved him to the driver’s seat as they replaced all of his identification with Hendrick Moe’s. Even the piss-filled Gatorade bottles were planted. It was a cover-up executed to perfection.

We had eyes all over the truck and freight container, but the footage wasn’t live. It had to be recovered from the crash site. The cameras in the cargo section showed what I suspected: The Scorpions overcame the sedatives and broke loose. Their scythes couldn’t cut through our mesh cages, but their mandibles could chew them.

Hours. For hours, the mutant prisoners bided their time. Every chance they had, they took. Every glance at a cell phone, every communications check, every conversation and knowing nod was another bite taken from their chains.

Yet the cab footage was even more astonishing. Weisbrot and the driver heard the cries. The gunshots and ricochet of bullets. They knew what was happening back there. The driver tried to remain calm. Said that the container would hold, that they could make it to the base. I’m not so sure, the Scorpions had a knack for finding freedom, but we’ll never know because he… Weisbrot…

He reached across the cab, grabbed the wheel of the truck, and jerked it toward him. The driver screamed, tried to course-correct the vehicle, but it was too late. The semi tore through the shoulder barrier and plummeted into the woods, killing its two remaining occupants on impact. Springing the container doors.

I couldn’t see his face in the footage. He took the wheel and held the gaze of the oncoming collision. A brief moment of fantastic courage. But for what? Did he think the three specimens would die in the crash? That was the official top secret explanation. But he knew better. We all did.

I think Weisbrot saw the road we were heading down and decided to take a sharp turn, hoping it would spare us—all of us—from ourselves and the Scorpions just the same. If they were seen in the wild, dead or alive, everything related to Gliese 667Cc or Project Artemis or Jeremy Weisbrot would be shredded and burned. Surely, he must’ve thought, the captive Scorpions would be euthanized, while the three feral ones would be swiftly hunted down with minimal rural casualties despite a public incident. Enough to make the front page. Enough to save us from the future we yearned for.

Oh, but that’s not quite how things went. There was something he missed. One desperate decision based on incomplete research affecting billions of people made by a single suicidal man. That should infuriate you. It ought to enrage anyone.

Yet, as someone who knew so much and did so little, I cannot bring myself to malign the one person who tried to stop it. It was Weisbrot who gave the creatures a chance to step off the bloody path we had prescribed to them. To become real. On their own terms. Had they made it to Empathy Base and plans gone to accord, no Scorpion on Earth would’ve ever had an independent thought again. Monsters would still be eating people, only now they would be under the command of other, different people. Like the world was all monsters to begin with.

The beasts survived, of course, and went off into the giant wilderness of Paul Bunyan. Damage control was immediately on scene. Northern Maine was sparsely populated, and we believed perimeters near the Canadian border wouldn’t draw much attention. If the Scorpions went cross-country, then there would be no hiding our work. Containment within the state of Maine was the top priority. We knew they liked the water, so the Coast Guard blanketed the rocky shores and swept over lakes with helicopters. It sparked half a dozen viral conspiracies about an impending invasion. I wish they’d been right; we had plans in place for that.

We encouraged the rumors, of course. Military presence was heavy between Waterville and Bangor, ever drawing in the noose. The bastards knew we were hunting them. They knew, goddammit.

We hunted and they fled.

They were driven northwest of Bangor with minimal incidents. Thirteen casualties, all civilians. All in the backwoods, nothing within any town limits. All were dismissed as animal maulings, most likely a bear, people said. Even an angry moose. And that was good. That was great, actually.

The three fugitive Scorpions were young, stilted legs no taller than an adult human, but they moved like shadows. We couldn’t get close enough to hit them from the air, and our ground teams were routinely outrun. An ambush was our only chance.

That August, we hit one. The air teams had spooked the Scorps into a narrow river gully where we waited with a ground unit, ready to close in. From aerial infrareds, the three extraterrestrials appeared tired and small and malnourished. They looked scared. They felt fear.

What does that say about us?

I was reading in the passenger seat of an open-air Humvee under the bug-bitten cab light when word came that the targets were close. I put down my book as the men fell silent and took up their positions. Talk of baseball and trout fishing evaporated into the cool, humid night. The only sound was the affirmative click of safeties being released.

We spotted the telltale glow before we saw them. Big blue eyes blinking in panicked frequencies. Lost. Confused. Terrified.

Should I try to describe them? If you’re reading this, you’ve probably seen one for yourself. Or no? Perhaps we overlooked something and one day they’ll all drop dead because Weisbrot forgot to give them a certain protein to break down a certain bacteria and H. G. Wells will be proved right and GOD BLESS DEUS EX MACHINA will be printed on every New World welcome mat.

It’s been eight years since they escaped. I wouldn’t count on it.

They look like sentient metal. They are insects and arachnids and arthropods and crustaceans and amphibians and mammals and geology all at once. They are locusts, the plague, the wolves of our Calla. They are as big as houses yet move like dragonflies. They are the apex of an inevitable conclusion in raw, biological life. They are our replacement. Our inheritors.

But, back then, they were young.

A shower of bullets rained down from the pines. The three Scorpions lowered their angular skulls like battering rams, shielding their fragile eyes from the onslaught. But one of them wasn’t quick enough. It took a hit to the face, recoiled, and was subsequently torn apart by the hail of automatic gunfire. I sat and watched it writhe and scream.

One of the survivors reared back and rushed toward its fallen sibling. I told everyone that there were two screams in between the boom of bullets. No one believed me. Weisbrot would’ve. But I swear there were: One gargled through blood, another clean and somber.

It reached its tail toward its dying kin and tried to grab hold, presumably to drag it away with them. To save it.

The third meanwhile raised its stinger and plunged it into our machine gunner’s face while impaling two other soldiers with its legs. Amid the hurried reloads, the Scorpion communicated something to the other survivor. Syllables made of landslides and chunks of flint. I’d like to believe it said to leave their dead. There’s nothing to be done anymore.

And leave they did. Sprinting side by side, they leapt over the barricade like graphite ghosts, retreating into the darkness with a curtain of gunpowder over their backs.

We lost them then. Deeper into the forest they went, terrain that would take us weeks to sweep. It was hard country, impossible for a significant fighting force to efficiently navigate. They were gone. Predators among the foxes and hawks and humans.

After that, the Canadian border became so well guarded that the Canucks stopped believing we were still doing training exercises and started asking if we were still the good old pals we’d always been. Roads in and out of northern Maine were heavily patrolled, and the woods grew cancerous with armed outposts. The two young Scorpions, already lethal, swift, and wise, had nowhere to run.

But they didn’t need to. They had a whole world of mountains and lakes and humans.

What did they think? Did they know the truth of their nature? Ungodly abominations of mortal ingenuity? Did they wake up and say “We need to live” because they were on the run in an alien landscape, like a Schwarzenegger movie flipped on its head? “We need to live” because what else is a soul to declare to this torrential, tormented world? They were alive and wanted to stay that way. Wouldn’t you?

We recovered the dead body so the other two couldn’t reproduce. Their life cycle began like asexual parasites; a Scorpion would kill another of its kind and lay a single egg inside. Sometimes twins. They weren’t mere clones either; generations of DNA are stored in their stingers, each child a combination of dozens, even hundreds, of ancestors.

But their lungs. Their fucking human lungs. The creatures we bred in captivity weren’t what we pulled back from the stars. We’d changed them. Given them a piece of our scent. They’d become ever so different.

The cannibals had become a little bit human, and they were hungry.



When the man awoke, he struggled to remember where he was. There was no light, save for the bright spear streaming in through a narrow window high on the opposite wall. That’ll need to be covered later, he thought begrudgingly.

He checked his watch, the hands reading noon, but his brain forgot the time as soon as he glanced away. It didn’t matter anyway. He couldn’t remember when he’d gone to sleep. With the state of his brain, it was impossible to say if he’d slumbered for mere hours or an entire day. Neither would surprise him. There were no more calendars to tell the truth.

He remained in the basement bed for a long time. His skull still ached. How long had he rested again? After his other two concussions?

The first one was in high school, long ago. He’d been kneed in the head after the whistle was blown, after slide tackling… He couldn’t remember what team they’d been playing. Was it the concussion that blocked the opposing school’s name? Or time and decay?

The recovery process had been a piece of cake. He couldn’t remember what chocolate cake tasted like. Chocolate was his favorite. Two weeks’ rest, the athletic trainer had told him. Two weeks of limited physical activity. And his head had only hurt for a day or two. That was it.

The second concussion happened in college… during his first or second year? The man knew that he should’ve graduated by now but wasn’t quite sure how old he was anymore. That calendar issue again.

That one had hurt bad. It was just a good, hard header in another offseason practice, but one too many. The straw that broke the camel’s back… only it felt more like a stone splitting his skull into a hundred jagged pieces. He’d lost time, blacked out, and came to stretched out on his back, surrounded by trainers and teammates. They said his eyes were gone for a moment, that he looked like a zombie.

And suddenly the man wished that he had someone other than the mirror to tell him how he looked. He reached his hand to his head and fingered the wild tumble of curls, still ever so slick with stale shit. Reminding himself that the hat was gone. That he needed a shower. Clean clothes.

His vision darkened as he pressed himself to his feet, eyes barely clearing as he shambled toward the basement’s bathroom and grabbed his pack. The man disrobed and lit a candle. Unzipped his bag, took out several plastic bottles of water, then stepped into the tub. Though he yearned for plumbing, for hot steam rolling over his pores, the containers of shampoo and body wash he found on the shower shelf were the next best thing. The lotions were only a little chunky, and though he’d smell like a human again, a danger in this age, it was worth it.

The man went through the cycle several times—applying product, pouring water on himself, scrubbing the grime from his skin, and then rinsing off again—before he stepped out of the tub and began scraping a towel all over, as if to polish himself.

In the mirror, his fingers traced down to his chin. Bristly whiskers prodded his fingers. He never was much at growing facial hair. A year since a proper grooming had left him with a billy goat patchwork. He needed to shave.

Back to bed then. But before he could sleep, he stripped the deer-shit-streaked sheets and found another set in the closet. Last night’s set was used to wrap up his filthy clothes, then stuffed into a trash bag. A new outfit was in short order. He wanted to be clean, if only for a little while longer.

Nude and tucked between fresh sheets, he thought of his second concussion, which took three weeks of rest to recover from. And not just no running or jumping or soaring, but full-on bed rest in a mostly darkened room. He’d asked John… no, James Kim, one of his teammates, to pick up blackout curtains from Walmart so he didn’t have to deal with the sunlight. Those dusty blinds that came standard dormitory issue hadn’t done shit to keep out the brightness.

James Kim. What had become of him? He was from South Korea. Did he ever make it back home? Did the Scorpions ever reach that far?

What’s the point in wondering?

Two weeks, maybe three. The man didn’t hope for one or the other. He and hope had stopped getting along quite some time ago.

He rolled onto his side, pressed his head into the softness of the pillow, and closed his eyes, entering a blissful medium between sleep and waking, filled with an utter awareness of self-conscious emptiness. Briefly, the man thought that this was better than sleep. He didn’t like his dreams. He couldn’t remember last night’s, but he knew it had been dreadful.

Later that afternoon, after a period of fitful napping, the man became aware of the rest of the pain. His feet ached badly. He rubbed the bottom of one against the opposite ankle. It felt tough and coarse with blistered skin. Didn’t even notice in the shower. At one time, his soles had popped and oozed with oily pus, but they’d soon grown used to their nightly walks. Must’ve torn ’em open. Did my shoes get wet? Can’t remember. Oh well. Dry now.

His thighs and calves felt thick and foreign, almost robotic. The man suspected that if he dug his pocketknife deep into his muscles, he would discover a layer of false flesh. A lifelike facade hiding whirring joints and hard metal circuitry with flashing red bulbs that begged him to recharge his battery. Don’t worry, legs, charging now. Taking my time.

What’s time?

Collective agreement upon progression of unseen force.

No collective anymore. I decide now.

But as the sun slipped to the horizon, light filtering in through his lone window, he couldn’t help but feel helpless. It was shortly before eight in the evening, yet noon felt no further gone than an hour or two. He was foggy. Slipping. Time was leaving him behind.

The man had only hoped to find a guest room in the basement, but it seemed these folks had moved their main suite to the subterranean level. He reached over to one of the bedside tables. Its surface was neat and tidy, complete with an inoperable lamp placed atop a circular doily of dusty white lace. Inside the single drawer was a religious text in a language the man couldn’t name and a Jack Reacher paperback in English. Some medicine bottles with multisyllabic names that had been prescribed by a professional long ago. They were all empty.

The opposite nightstand was messier. The lamp and doily were identical, but the rest of the surface was crowded with reading glasses, an ashtray filled with silver dollars, and two hardcover books. The man opened the drawer and dug through lazily tossed heart medications, a tangle of various charging cords, and a swath of makeup wipes until he found what he sought. A pen. Bonus: a notepad.

The top page was partially detached and covered in nearly illegible scrawl. The handwriting was hard and uncurved. The inked tip had driven into the paper, creating small indentations that spoke in typographical sureness. It was a list:


	Stock up—toilet paper (if store’s out, Marty has extra)

	Sour Patch Kids for Sherry



The man flinched.


	Lowe’s—check x# nails first—2x4s & plywood

	Do we have enough water?

	Plug & fill bathtub



The man reread number two.


	Heavy blanket

	Fix radio or get new one—extra batteries



The man ripped the list off the notepad and scrawled the current time, 8:03, on the next leaflet. He rested his head on the pillow and tried to sleep, but his mind kept returning to the list. His thoughts lingered: toilet paper, candy, nails, wood, water, blankets, a radio, batter—

A radio!

The man sat up. The blood in his brain stirred, heavy and viscous, but he fought the nausea. He’d tried radios before, shortly after leaving the bunker, but heard nothing except dead static. Yet what else did he have to do?

Might as well take a look. Need clothes anyway. A new flashlight too? Probably not. Lighter’s good enough.

The man pushed himself up from the bed and briefly detoured to use the restroom in flickering flamelight. He checked his watch and was shocked to see that it was almost midnight.

Didn’t even realize I fell asleep.

After procuring a new pair of jeans, underpants, socks, and a plain white T-shirt, he took his time searching for the radio. The basement bedroom failed to yield one, so he climbed the stairs. There was a small home office filled with stacks of paperwork and a stockpile of FOR SALE yard signs. Printed on the opposite side of each was the tanned face of an attractive and well-dressed dark-haired woman. A real estate agent, and presumably the mother of the house. Her name was not Sherry, the Sour Patch Kids fan.

The next door he came to was closed and decorated with butterflies made of pink construction paper and a big yellow sun. The man did not open that door.

In a truly American living room complete with couch, recliner, and television, the man found the radio partially disassembled on the coffee table. He hadn’t noticed it the night before when he stumbled in, hell-bent on finding the basement. He hadn’t noticed anything.

He sat down on the sofa, used the lighter to spark a dusty candle on the coffee table, and examined the array of interior parts. They were organized in the neat fashion of an instruction manual. The electrical components remained mostly intact. That was good.

He was reaching for one of the larger pieces when a dull whitish blue caught his eye. The battery compartment. The springs and nodes were covered with corrosion.

There’s your issue right there. How to fix it?

He’d once had a toy lightsaber. A blue one, like Anakin Skywalker’s. He’d always liked Anakin, who was brave and bold and in love. Anakin did what it took to save the ones he loved. For that, even knowing what would become of the fallen Jedi Knight, the boy forgave the fictional character.

One day, after dropping his lightsaber down the hardwood stairs of his childhood apartment, the dollar-store batteries had exploded in a hiss of blue-gray foam. The boy cried because the light blue glow had disappeared and been replaced by dull plastic, and when he waved it through the air, the weeeuw weeeuw sounds didn’t come, and when he’d cried, his mother had taken him into her arms and said “It’s okay, Timmy, it’s okay” because she knew the secret. A toothbrush and baking soda. Good as new.

Timmy. That was my name. I remember that much.

He found the baking soda in a cabinet beneath the kitchen sink. Instead of a toothbrush, the man ran an old musty sponge beneath a bottle of water taken from the dead fridge. He sprinkled the baking soda on top of it, then did the same to the battery compartment, and began to scrub.

The corrosion felt strange against his fingers, granules sticking to his hands as they worked to scrub the radio, coating his wrists and creeping beneath his fingernails, sending a series of charged chills up his spine.

Eerie.

Something was bothering the man, but he wasn’t sure what it was. The past few days felt like a haze. He should feel grateful. He’d made it out of the waterfall. Escaped the cornfield. And then… and then what?

I’m not sure. I can’t say.

After a few more minutes of careful scrubbing, the man dried off the radio and returned it to the living room coffee table.

His memory frustrated him. He couldn’t begin to guess how far he’d walked since the waterfall. Everything that’d happened since he struck the tree was a blur, and everything after the cornfield was even more obfuscated.

The memories weren’t gone. Of that, the man was sure. They were just… slippery. He tried to grab hold of them, tried to wind the hours of his eyes back, but nothing sat still for very long inside. The past swarmed all around, a vortex waiting to collapse upon him.

It wouldn’t be long. The innards of his belly swam in nervous figure eights. What? What’s wrong with me? What did I do?

And though he had no answer, his subconscious offered one nonetheless: corrosion.

He had to make himself useful, or he would go mad. He had to find his way. On to the batteries, then. They were more difficult to locate than the baking soda. After checking nearly every closet and drawer on the main level of the house, the man began to suspect there might not be any batteries. The to-do list he’d found had probably never made it out of here, as the former resident certainly hadn’t gotten around to fixing the radio or buying a new one.

With a few hours of darkness still remaining, the man gave up his search and snuck over to the house next door. He returned a short time later carrying a fresh twelve-pack of AA batteries, an LED flashlight, and a brand-new pair of boots.

Sometimes, even now, things just seemed to work out.



We believed the last two Scorpions would die in those woods. Our perimeter had begun to tighten, so it was a matter of waiting them out. It was thought they would eventually starve without eating their own kind, that they couldn’t function without the extraterrestrial nutrients provided by cannibalism.

Their corpses were important. We had to recover them. The corpses would’ve made big-time news and required endless explanation, never mind the opportunity for reproduction. We didn’t think it would take long for hunger to set in. Only two left. How long before they turned on one another, before they grew desperate?

But we soon learned they had easier meals at hand.

In the deep, dark woods of northern Maine, there was a small town called Turner’s Pass, named for Charles A. Turner II, who had once pioneered the nearby Mount Katahdin. Most of the residents lived in sporadic trailers and cabins surrounding a small lake not far from the base of the mountain. A few more lodges were scattered along the old logging roads. It was a quiet place. Scenic. The kind of town that Hallmark Christmas movies liked so much.

There was a single grocery store: Bloom’s Foods. A trucker came by with the weekly produce delivery one Friday afternoon and found no one out back to sign for the shipment. No one inside either. Windows broken. Products scattered. Cars abandoned.

He went to the nearby post office. Same thing. Except the doors had been torn off their hinges. There was a smear of blood across the linoleum floor. He checked the shopping plaza and found similar disturbing scenes. A truck ablaze in the parking lot. More bloodstains. Not a soul in sight.

By all appearances, the residents of Turner’s Pass, population 343, had disappeared under violent and suspicious circumstances. The gentleman who discovered the ruins was distraught. Using his cell phone, he called the police, a call that was immediately rerouted to my department, then skedaddled his ass out of there. When we brought him in for questioning a short time later, his hands were still shaking.

We found no survivors. The only visible bodies were empty, exploded husks: human corpses dragged down by the lake and then carved open from the inside out postmortem. That’s when we figured it out.

The Scorpions roaming the Maine highlands weren’t the same as the ones we’d pulled from space. These two were born as gravelly worms in nutrient-rich vats, their respiratory systems mutated at conception to ensure they could process the nitrogen and oxygen on Earth. And we’d used our own damn DNA to do it. Given the cannibals our mark.

The town was blockaded; a count was taken. Fifty-four bodies were found in that ruptured condition, as if something had been planted inside and clawed its way out. Like that James Cameron movie, except these folks were already dead when the chestbursters woke up.

That’s how they reproduce. A tadpole-sized seed is implanted in a dead Scorpion, after which it matures in the host’s rotting organs, consuming flesh and bone without prejudice, until it’s eaten so much and grown so large that it breaks free from the decay like a chick from an egg. We just never knew they could do it to us. The captive Scorpions only ate humans. They merely hated us.

The rest of Turner’s Pass had been devoured near whole. We found masticated clothes and odorless spindles of purple shit. Forensics confirmed the worst. Flamethrowers burned them all. The only evidence we couldn’t incinerate were the boulders.

In the woods outside town, field teams found boulders with actual bites taken out of them, and saliva traces consistent with Scorpion DNA. In lieu of turning on one another, the escapees had apparently learned that Earth’s geology could supplement their cannibal diet. Just like that lab tech had joked about. Stomachs like alchemical ovens capable of digesting and weaving ordinary minerals into steel. Plain old rocks. Wasn’t that a kick in the head? Whether this was some unintended consequences of our genetic sorcery or a natural biological function didn’t matter. The time for experiments was over.

The entire state of Maine was put under lockdown. The country had never seen anything like it. For those who asked, and there were a lot of those nosy folks—politicians, soldiers, reporters, civilians included—it was due to a mutated strain of COVID-19, a pandemic resurgence to rival Captain Trips or the black plague.

Do you think that would’ve been better? Simpler to understand and deal with? I’m not really sure. Even now.

The two original escapees plus fifty-four offspring equals fifty-six Scorpions. Fifty-six fleeing, conniving creatures roaming the dark wilderness, avoiding human contact except on their own terms.

Fifty-six genetically engineered nightmares that had discovered they could reproduce inside human corpses.

God, they were smart. So incredibly smart. That winter they began attacking and wiping out small towns with the same swift hit-and-run precision that tormented us in the jungles of Vietnam. The older Scorps, now as tall as a house, targeted vehicles and anyone bearing a firearm, while the newborns—some as small as knee-high and others person-sized—picked off unsuspecting farmers and hikers and children. It wasn’t long before most of the backwoods towns like Turner’s Pass were erased off the map, their entire populations reduced to easy prey. Even more corpses transformed into incubators.

But it was so much worse than that. The Scorpions had gained more than intelligence. I saw it, in those woods, as one devil cried out upon the death of another. I heard it. That thing we call humanity. We thought we were so goddamn special.

By 2022’s end, entire counties were overrun. Survivors were few and far between, and they all had a dozen wide-eyed questions we couldn’t answer. Refugee camps began to appear all over New England as people fled a threat they didn’t really understand. Cities like Portland and Bangor held strong for a time, but people were afraid. There were the missing persons reports. Distraught relatives demanding to be allowed past road blockades. Pictures and videos leaking onto the internet. Rumors of monsters in the canals and sewers. Our chance, my chance, to right our wrongs had completely slipped away. Right between our greedy fingers.

Looking back, I think it was never even there.



Holding his breath without realizing it, the man inserted two AA batteries into the empty compartment. Immediately, a vacant rush of static roared to life. His hand jerked to lower the volume until the buzzing screech weakened to a conversational level. He gazed at the small radio in awe. How long had it been since he’d communed with electronics?

Next, he slowly turned the dial and began scanning the frequencies. One by one, the garbled stations spoke their fuzzy gibberish, a noise that somehow reminded the man of when he was a child and his legs would fall asleep on a long road trip.

As he turned it from 93.0 to 93.1, the static dissipated and gave way to the crystal-clear strums of… a guitar! The man’s eyes widened in shocked delight.

He recognized the song and its steady beat. It was an old tune. From a band called the Band. Maybe the Boss did it first, but the man was sure this version was from the Band.

What a funny name for a band.

What was the song called? “Atlantic City,” I think.

Atlantic City?

The man stood. Began to pace.

Atlantic City.

Could it be? A message? A code.

Come to Atlantic City, the song begged him. We’re here, it said. We’re all here. In Atlantic City he would find people and presidents and humans and Her.

As the drumbeat closed the song, the man was sure that it would loop. Certain that it would begin again with… How did the song start? Something about killing a chicken, right? Right, and the man knew he would hear the song reset and rebegin and be reborn and it would be a sign to set sail for Atlantic City because that’s where everyone’s been all this damn time—

The song ended and was replaced with a defeated voice.

“This is Roanoke Radio on 93.1,” the hollow man said, a hint of resignation in the reverb. “Bringing you the hopeful hits of humanity. We’ve got ’em all, folks. Stay safe and stay human, all you newly nocturnal. And remember, we’ve got enough solar power to keep you listening from sunset to sunrise for the next decade. So if you’re out there wanderin’, if anyone’s out there, stay tuned, stay groovin’, and stay lovin’. This is Rockin’ Roanoke Ray signing off. See you on the other side, listener.”

The man waited in silence for the next song to begin. It was not “Atlantic City.” Instead, the distant voice gave way to a chorus of guitars and drums beating hard and fast. “Refugee.” Tom Petty. It was not “Atlantic City.” The dead had not come back. When the song ended, another began. Then another. After a few more songs, the DJ’s message played again. The exact same one. It was automated. No Atlantic City. Jesus fucking Christ, it was automated.

The man stood and seized the radio. He raised it above his head, wanted to spike it into the cold, hard floor, have the plastic shatter just as quickly as the fluttery feeling inside his chest had been wrenched out, like someone yanking a feeding tube up from the bowels of his throat.

And he might have done it, were it not for the silky, smooth sound of Fleetwood Mac filling the room. The man suddenly lowered the radio and cradled it to his chest like a sleeping baby. His lost love had gifted him three or four Fleetwood Mac vinyls. They used to listen to Rumours while they showered and got dressed in the morning.

Eyes misting over, he hung his head, shuffled downstairs to the basement, and crawled into bed with the radio. His chest heaved and his heart ached and his eyes wept as the sonic relics of humanity made themselves remembered. Prince. The Mamas & the Papas. The Spinners. Bob Seger. Louis Armstrong. Chicago and Boston and America. There was even some newer stuff mixed in: Kendrick, Paramore, Beyoncé. “Rockin’ Ray” had everything, and so much more.

An hour before the sun rose, the station went silent. No static. No automated message. The music was replaced by the sounds of yawning bats and restless insects, and the man felt lonelier than ever before in his life. Her face, the face he’d once held in his hands so many times, was slipping away. The others already had. Teammates. Friends. Coaches. Teachers. Aunts and uncles. Cousins. Grams. Pop-Pop. Even Mom. They had kept him company in the bunker, their memories and kindnesses, but the man had been a coward. He’d hidden until even their silhouettes had begun to blur.

His eyelids lowered. How long had it been since he’d seen another living person?

Lying to yourself.

Would he ever see another? Would he ever find Her? He had no way of knowing if She was even still alive. The last time they’d spoken had been years ago, right before the East Coast went to hell beneath high water. A FaceTime call. She knew he was all alone, that he was scared. She thought She was safe and he wasn’t, so She told him to come find Her. Come to the Chesapeake.

The Chesapeake. A massive brackish bay once whispered to have attracted some of the largest Scorpion armies. Clips from Annapolis and Baltimore showed massive shadows rising from the harbors, goliath skulls piercing up through historic battleships that had been recommissioned and refurbished to fight the alien menace. Washington, DC, didn’t stay safe much longer after that.

That meant She was probably dead. But that was okay. Because everyone else was certainly dead. What else was the man to make of his apocalypse? He was the hero of his own story, as many an elementary school counselor’s poster had assured him. What else was he supposed to do but save the girl? He’d never learned how to be alone anyway.

Perhaps that’s why he’d forgotten so much… so that he might force himself to become someone else.



For a while, nearly a year if you can believe that, we kept the growing horde contained to the wilderness, but time was running out. Every passing month meant a new wave of beasts reaching reproductive maturity, another trailer park town obliterated. Each skirmish with the pack drew more public attention, and casualties. We should’ve hit them with everything we had while their numbers were still in the double or triple digits, but then we might as well have thrown up our hands and come clean. Confessed.

And when was the last time the United States government confessed to anything?

We called it wilderness. But maybe it wasn’t. There were too many towns like Turner’s Pass, full of working people without the sort of wealth or affluence that dictates the difference between preventable loss and necessary triage or a scandal versus a cover-up. Some of the braver predators began to creep into developed areas. There were only sightings of them at first. Then a few isolated killings. Closer to civilization than they’d ever dared, but we thought they were afraid of us. Sort of how we told our children that spiders feared us more than we did them, like any other frightening animal, because we thought they were like any other animal, spurred on by the reptilian drive to survive. Akin to any other mortal creature set upon the succession of its DNA and that was it.

But their hearts wanted more, just like ours.

Those Scorpions tiptoeing around towns and city limits weren’t lone wanderers looking for an easy meal. They were scouts. They were waiting.

In March of ’23, the aliens stopped biding their time and launched a surprise assault on Bangor—the third-largest city in Maine—with over 250 adults. The oldest among them were as tall as the treetops, the two escapees that started all this mess. That’s when their existence immediately transformed from substantiated rumor to presidential statement. That’s when the strangest and most futile war in all of Earth’s history began.

No one wanted to admit that the apocalypse was upon us, that the Anthropocene was drawing to a close. It wasn’t until Maine was overtaken that residents in New Hampshire and Vermont began to panic and evacuate. It wasn’t until the folks who didn’t evacuate died that those in Massachusetts and Connecticut ran for the hills. And so on it went for nearly another year, city after city falling to silence. Augusta, Portland, Portsmouth, Manchester, Concord, Montpelier.

Underneath it all was a ripple of realization that old Uncle Sam had finally found himself outmatched and outgunned. It was the first time humanity had ever encountered a problem for which it saw no solution, beating climate change to the punch by about seventy years. People waited for soldiers and salvation, gunslingers and Jesus, but all they got were ghosts and gore.

We sent extermination squads all over the Northeast. Every armed employee of the United States government was called upon to fight against the shining Scorpion tide. But full-scale war requires logistics. Despite our iron grip on international arms trade, relatively few heavy munitions sat designated for ready use on American soil. Our weapons were assembled in the global market for use in global conflict. Offensive inventions. Somewhere along the road of history, we forgot how to play defense. We thought a big, swinging nuclear dick could deter heaven itself.

Had all the heavy firepower in the world, but only half of it ever made it home. We could’ve recalled more, but risk losing our foothold in foreign interests? Inconceivable. Soldiers stationed abroad started going AWOL, obviously. They would grab as many guns and as much ammunition as they could carry and commandeer a plane back home, trying to reach their families.

In the end, it might not have mattered anyway. The Scorpions were more cutting-edge than any drone fleet. Tanks were very effective when we could corner them, but heavy guns were too damn slow. Air strikes worked well enough, but they had incalculable consequences. We learned that lesson in New York City.

New York. Halloween 2024. That’s when I quit. That’s when I could take no more, stole all the information I could, and hid. Had a buddy in MI6 offering British amnesty in exchange for what I knew. I told him friends don’t make deals with friends and sent him everything I had, then made my own escape.

Uncle Sam knew it was me. My name was all over military channels. Wanted for treason. I guess that’s fair, but other nations needed a chance, you know? To fight back. I thought someone else could find a way to kill them.

My former colleagues never found me, or if they did, they certainly never came knocking. A coward like me probably wasn’t worth their time. Not when they had real monsters to worry about.

Canada went down almost as quickly as the States did. South American officials spent their final days cursing our hubris. Europe and Australia began to accept refugees by the millions, but guess what? The Scorpions clung to the bottoms of ships like giant barnacles. Africa and Asia suffered the same fate. A few remote islands held on, including Hawaii, but I haven’t heard chatter from there, or anywhere else, in almost two years. America the Great went first and the rest of the world followed like dominoes. I guess that’s one thing that remained the same. Even in extinction, we were the innovators.

I heard the stories. Crippled radio static spoke of Scorpions so tall they could swat aircraft from the sky. Two messages on an encrypted military channel: “China has been exposed” and “China has fallen.” Those were sent six days apart. Live broadcasts from Humvees as they were run down. When did we stop chasing them? When did they start chasing us?

Reports spoke of the beasts fervently guarding their young and their packs. There was even one Scorpion that dove in front of a tank shell to save another. I saw the drone footage. A twenty-foot-tall monster sacrificed itself so that its brother wouldn’t be struck down. Is that so alien?

Listening to my radio, I continued to hear the stories of people all around the world who would not live to pass them along. Some tried to flee through the air, stocking private planes with massive food and fuel supplies. But they had to land somewhere at some point, and airplanes were such loud things. The creatures were always waiting. Others tried to stay far out at sea, but Earth’s successors began to swim across oceans and walk along their trenches.

By the end of 2025, there were barely any radio transmissions left on the North American continent. Sometime in the five-year gap between now and then, the rest of the world went silent too.

Fifty-four, the number of human beings used for the initial incubation, divided by 343, the total population of Turner’s Pass, equals 15.74 percent. For every hundred of us they killed, they created sixteen more of themselves.

Before humanity went extinct, we were greater than eight billion. But let’s round down. Fifteen point seven four percent of eight billion is roughly 1.26 billion. That’s the approximate number of Scorpions currently roaming the earth.

And the Scorpions that have died? Each a potential host to another. Renewed and regrown.

I suspect the final living humans are buried or boarded up somewhere in the dark, cold reaches of our planet. We never figured out if they hated the cold, like that old Steve McQueen movie my father loved so much. The one with the Blob.

If they don’t, if their metal hides are thick enough and their blue blood warm enough to spin through snowdrifts and shatter icebergs, then I suspect that I may be the last man on Earth, cowering like a rat in a bunker deep and thick enough that they can’t smell me, all because I had the dirty dollars to pay for it. I told my old friends to come find me. But none of them ever made it. None of them got lucky.

Lucky. Someone else out there. Alive. That’s a dangerous thing to think about. To hope.

There might be someone else. Someone else to listen to. Someone lucky. Maybe I’ll even speak up this time.

Hell, how about it? What do I have to lose?

Excuse me, dear reader. I have to check if my radio still works.



The man was no longer alone. Someone stood at the foot of the basement bed. A shadow loomed over him, blocking the dim sunlight washing in through the cellar window. Neither of them said a word, or made a move, and though the man desperately wanted to leap out of bed and run like hell, he found his legs unwilling, his body unmoving, and his eyes unblinking.

The figure at the foot of the bed lacked definition, as though it was not fully formed. He’d seen this shadowy silhouette before and knew what had been done to it. He should be in a bathtub in Florida, but he’s here. The man I stole the bunker from.

The three-dimensional silhouette stood half a head shorter than it had in life, because half of its head had been blown off by the same pistol that the man now eyed on the bedside table. His hand wouldn’t reach for the gun, no matter how much he willed it to. He was frozen with fear.

The ghost, for that’s exactly what it was, held him within its eyeless gaze. Ragged strips of scalp hung from what remained of its jaw, bony chunks of cranium still clinging to skin. The man saw no color in the gruesome mask, only the black, empty shade of what once was, and he knew that if he shone a flashlight on the silhouette, it would remain nothing more than a bottomless shadow. A writhing pit of slippery, midnight serpents.

The dark figure shifted, raised a decrepit hand toward the window behind it. Pointing. Beckoning.

At last, the man’s body allowed him to move, but not for the pistol. Nor did he bolt for the staircase. Instead, he rose slowly, as if submerged in a warm, shallow pool, and shuffled forward with bare feet.

The specter gave no sign of acknowledgment as the man approached. He tried to avoid contact as he drew closer, but his shoulder grazed the shadow, and though the flaps of skin and hair that hung down from its shattered skull possessed no color, the man felt a spear of cold, wet death.

Once he reached the window, he pushed himself up onto his tiptoes and peered outside. He felt a sweeping sense of relief. There was nothing there waiting for him. Only the front yard and the quiet neighborhood street a dozen feet beyond the glass. There was nothing—

Two bodies slammed down onto the road, as if they’d fallen from the gates of heaven. One of them large. The other small.

They lay there crumpled and unmoving. Both resembling the figure behind him. Ghosts. Shades.

On some level, deep inside, the man knew this was a nightmare. The shadowy corpses in the street were not real. He knew he should be waking up very soon. The nightmare should have ended at the moment that their bodies hit the pavement. Like overripe watermelons tossed from the roof of a skyscraper. Then he would’ve jolted awake in bed, bathed in a frigid sweat as he cursed himself for forgetting, refusing his own history.

He should have saved them.

He should have woken up. And he should have known.

But he didn’t.

If he hadn’t taken the shortcut or gotten caught. Hadn’t killed the young Scorpion eager for its first hunt. Hadn’t escaped and left the blame to strangers.

But he had.

Yes, all his fault.

The man slept alongside his demons until the sun finally set on the dreaming street. People that could’ve been allies or friends instead watched on as ghosts; he was still alone. He deserved to be. He was apparently incapable of anything else.

When his true body finally did stir, it was not with a sudden shot of adrenaline, but with a blink. A single shutter-flash of his eyes, and he was back in bed. Another blink, and he was once again looking outside at the street. At his mistakes.

He blinked once more, and he was back under the blanket, head on the pillow. There was no half-headed ghoul at the foot of the mattress, and when he crawled out of bed and crept to the darkening window, the shrouded corpses were gone.

Yet when the man shut his eyes, he could see them still.

He began pacing around the basement, willing himself to stay awake, taking a mental inventory. His head still ached, but the intensity had thankfully lessened. For a time, he focused on sorting through a tower of stacked canned goods in soft candlelight. He eyed the pistol on the end table and the shotgun leaning against the nearby wall, but quickly turned away from them.

He was tempted to start walking again, anything to put this basement behind him, but the sun had only just set. Some of them could still be lurking. The smartest thing would be to stay and rest, but…

But.

Don’t deserve rest. Don’t deserve much at all.

Not only did he get two innocent people killed—he tried to forget about them. To abandon his guilt like an unwanted kitten. Cast it aside like all the other difficult sensations his heart once pounded with. Christ, what’s left of me? Got the soul of Theseus. He thought it would be easy to fall back into his human ways. Like riding a bike.

His stomach churned. It wasn’t easy, whatever it was that he was trying to do. Swallow his grief. Shoulder his burden. Face his fears. All were half correct and none fully so. He could forgive himself for his mistakes, but not for forgetting them. Even if it was the concussion or some inscrutable trauma response that had masked his memory of the two people from the farmhouse, it was inexcusable. There was nobody left to hold him to account. It was his own responsibility, but there was nothing left to do but mourn and simmer in the death.

The man’s head raced with questions, the answers to which had died with the strangers. Were they nomads, like him? What was their favorite canned food? Could they have known what year it was? Did they do anything fun to pass the hours between waking and dusk? When di—

Behind him on the bed, the radio roared to life. He’d forgotten to turn it off.

Rockin’ Ray repeated the same words as before: “This is Roanoke Radio on 93.1, bringing you the hopeful hits of humanity. We’ve got ’em all, folks. Stay safe and stay human, all you newly nocturnal. And, remember, we’ve got enough juice to keep you listenin’ from sunset to sunrise for the next decade. So, if you’re out there wanderin’, if anyone’s out there, stay tuned, stay groovin’, and stay lovin’. This is Rockin’ Roanoke Ray signing off. See you on the other side, listener.”

He was about to turn down the volume as Rockin’ Ray’s voice gave way to the careful, measured plucking of a guitar, and the man recognized the song at once. “Stairway to Heaven,” a Zeppelin classic. He couldn’t help but smirk; only during an ad-free apocalypse could an unabridged eight-minute tune make it on the radio.

As the voice of Robert Plant wondered and wandered through the radio speakers, the man thought about what had become of Rockin’ Ray. Could he still be alive? Was there any chance? He didn’t think so. Why record the message then? Why not ask for help? Wherever that radio station was located and however it was still running didn’t matter. Irrelevant. Whether it was Scorpions or suicide, it doesn’t matter. They win either way. They always win.

It wasn’t long before his bare feet began tapping on the floor. His shoulders began to sway. His lips parted and he began to mouth the lyrics as his head rocked back and forth with the drummer’s pounding rhythm—John Bonham, it’s John Bonham, remember his name—and his fingers suddenly wrenched the volume dial up a full half rotation. Why the hell not? The sun was down. The monsters were sleeping. And if they weren’t? Then let them come. Fuck it. Let them come while I’m dumb and happy and alive.

He sang along with Zeppelin. He cried out for a hero with Bonnie Tyler, sat on John Fogerty’s back porch, and listened to Buck Owens. The man in the basement walked along the watchtower with Jimi Hendrix, then did the same with Bob Dylan, as if the playlist was a tempered product of fate. Rockin’ Ray hadn’t thrown a bunch of random songs on repeat; no sirree, he’d curated them. Just for him. Just for the man in the basement bedroom.

Was Rockin’ Ray dead? Who knew, and it didn’t matter. Ray had done something spectacular amid this crumbling wasteland. He’d created something worth experiencing. Something worth remembering. Something… beautiful.

At a quarter past midnight, the man ventured into the backyard. In his right hand, he carried a shovel from the garage. His other hand clutched the radio by its foldout handle.

He stopped in the center of the yard and began to dig in slow, methodical strokes. It felt good, taking his time for once. He didn’t stop, and neither did the radio, though he’d lowered the volume a little.

A couple of songs later, the man had dug a skull-sized hole six or seven inches deep. He went back inside, taking the radio with him, and returned with a number of objects: the old, corroded batteries he’d stripped from the radio, the to-do list he’d torn out of the bedside notepad, and the bloodied shirt he’d been wearing at the waterfall. From his breast pocket, he withdrew one additional object—a spent bullet casing.

The bullet he’d used to kill a man in Florida.

He placed everything into the center of the hole and began filling it with dirt. It was a shallow grave, but a resting place, nonetheless.

The man wiped his dirty hands on the grass, got to his feet, and slowly wandered over to the fence. He reached out and gripped one of the wooden pickets, struggled to break it free, but eventually did so with a deep grunt and a heave that landed him right on his ass.

Under the waxing eye of the sickle moon, he drew his multi-tool and began carving in a castaway’s rough handwriting:


R.I.P. ROCKIN’ RAY

AND EVERYONE ELSE

ROANOKE, VA



He wasn’t sure if it was cruel or something else. He didn’t know their names. He barely knew his own. He wanted someone to talk to, at least apologize to, but as he hammered in the makeshift memorial, he doubted he would ever have the chance.

He spent much of the next week listening to the radio, which broadcasted about four more nights of songs before the playlist returned to “Atlantic City” and the loop began all over again. Every day, an hour before sunrise, the music automatically cut out, and didn’t return until well after sunset. The man didn’t mind, though. In fact, he was grateful for Rockin’ Ray’s foresight. Now, he could fall asleep to the melodies, drown out his tiresome, useless fears. And wake up again to their angelic tones.

The music brought upon lovely dreams. One night, he was roaming a bustling futuristic city where every surface seemed to be a window or a solar panel, only to awake and discover it had apparently been inspired by Electric Light Orchestra’s “Xanadu.” In a separate vision, spurred about by “Fast Car” from Tracy Chapman, he dreamed he was driving down a long desert highway, wearing a nice suit and cheap novelty sunglasses. The entire car was upholstered with shiny red leather.

In one particular dream though, the man saw his mother. She was dancing, hands and feet moving in mesmerizing sync. The radio mounted below one of the kitchen cabinets had a CD player, and the voice slipping out from its static-struck speakers was almost as beautiful as Mom’s. Probably his own bias seeping in, but to him, it was the truth. How old was he in this living memory? Five? Six? Old enough to stand and take his mother’s hand as she swung him to and fro, their bare soles pattering on the linoleum.

When the man woke up that night, Whitney Houston was just beginning to fade away; the song was “I Wanna Dance with Somebody (Who Loves Me).” Whitney was Mom’s favorite. She liked that song, but she loved that album. “Where Do Broken Hearts Go,” “Love Is a Contact Sport,” “So Emotional,” the man knew them all word for word. But when he played them back in his head, it wasn’t “the Voice” he heard. It was Mom’s. It was always Mom’s.

After that dream, the man turned off the radio and tried to will the tears back into his eyes. It didn’t work, but he attempted to anyway, at least long enough that the saline eventually dried up. Only then did he get out of bed and turn the music back on. The rest of that night was outwardly uneventful, but his insides never stopped wanting to cry.

As the desire to eat returned, it did so with tremendous power. The man was glad he’d settled in a neighborhood. It became his own personal grocery store, as it probably once had been for an army of hungry metal chimeras. He ate well and drank bottled water free of spigot rust and the lingering taste of WD-40. He found himself downing so much plastic, and so seldom using his refillable canteen, that he began to feel guilty.

But then he reminded himself: It’s all trash now. Everything we left behind. Garbage. Scorpions don’t have any use for it. Let them choke on our waste. It’s the least they can do.

Still, whenever he tossed a piece of litter onto a desolate street—because who was there to judge?—he couldn’t help but stop and turn around to pick it up.

As the days passed, numbered by tally marks on the notepad, the man slowly began to feel competent again. Confident. The need to record time stamps faded as his memory returned. For the first time in a long while, it felt like things were looking up. He had Rockin’ Roanoke Ray to thank for much of that improvement.

The man was near enough to Roanoke. The Chesapeake was close by. She, or whatever essence of Her remained, was drawing near. Whatever essence remained. But that was okay. The man had come to terms with it. I’ll be okay. Need to stop trying to lay claim to a girl I haven’t seen in years. A girl that might not even be alive. Not very feminist of me. He snorted an ugly laugh. Should let Her go. Let go of everything.

He visited Ray’s memorial every night with the radio cranked up to a volume that should’ve been too loud for comfort. He lay on the cool grass and watched the sky. Sometimes clouds, invisible in the darkness, obscured his sight, but mostly the man saw luminous, meandering stars that seemed to roam as they pleased. Once he thought he saw an airplane, but it was only a trawling comet. Light-years away. The stars looked so tiny, thousands of flickering pinpricks floating on the fabric of night, but he knew they were so much more.

Parallax. That’s the word.

There was no light pollution. The man was grateful for that. Some things had improved in humanity’s absence. He didn’t mind thinking that. Maybe the world hadn’t gone to an entirely dark place after all. It had simply moved on. If a small part of him didn’t believe that, he was almost certain that he would’ve found himself in the land of Rockin’ Ray long ago, a static soul searching for solace among change.

Yet what beauty had the man left behind? What did he have to show compared with Ray? To the miraculous music that never died or got sick? No glory in survival. Not with the things I’ve done. The things I try to forget.

Sometimes, on the bedside notepad, he doodled aimlessly, random shapes scrawled with silent restlessness. Usually, the shapes were triangles.

Ten days after he stopped to sleep in the basement bedroom, once again kneeling alongside the memorial, the man shivered as if someone had stepped on his grave. And perhaps someone had, but there weren’t many people stepping much of anywhere these days. Something was bothering him, itching at the corners of his brain. Then, as a Bee Gees song faded and Ray’s monologue began again, the man had a revelation.

He’d never bothered to check beyond Roanoke’s 93.1 station.

He didn’t move with the urgency of epiphany. Instead, he carefully drew out the notepad and scribbled down 93.1. He knew he’d remember the station number after hearing Ray’s dirge a hundred times over, but he wasn’t willing to take the chance. He was done with chance.

The man seated himself in a crisscross position and reached his fingers to the radio dial.

The first click came the slowest—a part of the man suddenly terrified to leave the comfort of the music—but it wasn’t long before he was cutting through the static channels with empty fervor. It wasn’t hope that drove him, merely diligence. The faster he ensured that no other radio stations were broadcasting, the quicker he could return to the music again.

Up to 107.6, the man was met with only garbled silence as the static flickered in tone and volume with each change of frequency. It was the depthless voice of a rotting world, a language spoken only by aimless artifacts of a failed species.

Up to 107.6, the man stared at the etched letters on the broken fence picket. It looked as if a caveman had spent long hours contemplating the words, scratching charcoal numerals onto rock walls.

Up to 107.6, the night was dominated by static and stealthy steps of raccoons and rustles of sleepless birds. The deer and field mice watched him from the bramble, wary. The world was quiet, and he was the last man on Earth.

107.7.

“—et me at the White House if you’re around. It ought to be safe enough. Too urban for them nowadays. It’ll take two or three weeks to make the trek myself, once I finally leave that is. I’ll let you know, whoever you are, when I get the guts to pack up and move. If you’re even listening. Maybe it’ll be just me. I suppose I’ve gotten used to that. Don’t worry about food. I’m bringing a picnic for the two of us. If it’s only the two of us. I’d be thrilled to see more folks but… Well, I suppose it might just be me… I’ll talk to you tomorrow, listener. Same time, okay? Two o’clock on the dot. I have two ten right now, if you want to sync our instruments. If you’re there. If anyone’s there. L.B. over and out.”

The man checked his wristwatch, 1:32, and wound it forward to 2:11. Then he wrote on the notepad: 107.7, two a.m. His hand was surprisingly steady.

He listened for a long time to see if the voice would return. When it didn’t, he twisted the knob back to 93.1 and stretched out on the grass as tears tickled the corners of his toothy smile.



The rat race used to have an endgame in mind. A goal. I reckon I once came mighty close to that finish line, at least by many folks’ standards. Yessir, a high-ranking government official in the finest country on the gods’ given Earth… depending on who you asked, anyway.

To others, I was the devil’s minion. One of many. No more than a cog in a machine. My superiors saw me as a soldier, and my subordinates were afraid of me. It’s not their fault; I wasn’t a particularly personable officer. Funny how you can hang your hat on others’ opinions, but it’s only once you’re all alone that you start to think about how you treated them. About the things you’ve done.

Among my cache of books, I brought along a handful of holy texts. I’m no God-fearer, as I’ve already said, but at times they’ve provided me with something like relief or comfort, but not quite. I don’t really know.

An Introduction to Hinduism isn’t much for depth, considering it looks about fit for a high schooler, but I’ve enjoyed the translation, nonetheless. One section was devoted to the Bhagavad Gita, a story about Vishnu, the Creator, Preserver, and Reshaper of everything and all. I read it beneath a dim LED in dire need of replacement, for I rarely replace these lights. I envy the free dark outside. I want to wallow in it.

I read the Bhagavad Gita, and I wept.

Vishnu had taken the human form of Lord Krishna to counsel a young royal warrior, Arjuna. Prince Arjuna faced a crisis of great personal and national responsibility; he was to fight a civil war against friends and family. A tale as old as time. But Lord Krishna, this avatar of the beginning and end of everything, was determined that Arjuna should see his duties as a warrior fulfilled. To fight would break the prince’s heart, but he had to fight for the good of his kingdom. His people. That was the warrior’s promise.

We weren’t warriors.

Arjuna remained distraught. Conflicted. Seeing no other choice, Lord Krishna abandoned his simple form. The fabric of reality faded, and Lord Krishna transcended into a multiarmed deity. “Now,” Krishna said, “I am the Lord of Death.”

We weren’t that either. Death has a purpose. A beauty.

Now, I am Death. I’d heard that somewhere before. Mine was a simplified, probably laughable translation, but I was certain of its familiarity, even if it’d been a bit different. A bit off.

I don’t know how long ago that was anymore. Even if I have a working clock, time’s dead without the sun. Didn’t crack the spines on any of my gospel when I was in the desert. Not until after Maine, after New York, after I fucked this world straight to hell and hid my sorry ass away in a hovel. Go figure.

After I read the Bhagavad Gita, I sat on it for quite a while. Something prodded at me from the slick, dark corners of my bunker. I couldn’t shake the sense that I’d almost heard those words before.

Weeks later, beneath the hollow glow of these LEDs, I was reading an atlas-sized American history textbook. I guess I thought there would be something worth remembering. Not much, as it turned out. Lots of wars with lots of weapons for lots of reasons, very few of them good ones. I’m not even sure why I brought it. Why not just forget it all? Leave our sordid history to rot on the vine.

I gravitated toward the World War II section. No surprise there. It’s the last time we buckled up and did our job. Fought fire with fire. Acts of great evil used to extinguish an even greater one. Warriors fought for a better world that they would not live to see. People risked their hearts. Hazarded their souls so others wouldn’t have to. Uncle Sam actually saved the goddamn world.

Then we dropped the nukes on Japan, and my rose-tinted eyeballs shattered like glass. Those words appeared to me again in that textbook, ever so different, printed in slippery black ink beneath a photograph of their speaker: “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”

It was J. Robert Oppenheimer, the father of the atomic bomb. I remembered the quote but never knew it came from scripture. I thought he’d made it up, said it because it was merely true. But then I realized that the only spiritual connection I’d found since hiding in the bunker… I shared with the destroyer of worlds.

Oppenheimer wasn’t Death. He didn’t want to be Vishnu or Krishna. He just wanted someone to tell him that he was only human. To share the burden and face his judgment not alone. We’re two endcaps on the same bookshelf, he and I. Two pieces of the same prophecy.

I put those feelings down for a long time. Shackled them in the cellar of my mind. I never wanted to, of course. I wanted to stare at the consequences and dwell on my role. Be punished for it. Perhaps find some slice of self-respect. But the more I gazed into history, the less I felt an agent of it. Yet I’m not helpless. I never was.

The rat race is indeed over. The maze has broken down and there’s no one left to repair it. I wasn’t running toward anything, only holding on to this thin idea that I could make things a little bit better, but what I really wanted was to stay alive. I’m no Oppenheimer, and I certainly wasn’t trying to save anyone with Project Artemis. None of us were. We weren’t fighting for anything grander than our own ambition. I don’t deserve the reassurance of Vishnu. I’m a broken man who’s since turned to hundreds of gods, worthy of none of them.

I don’t even deserve Death. There’s enough ammo here for Superman to put himself down, but I shouldn’t get to rest. I haven’t done anything yet.

And let’s face it: Those were selfish thoughts for a selfish man. I wasn’t strong enough to bear my own guilt. I wondered if my courage would ever return. Even setting pen to paper still hurts. I tried so many times to get the words out. To say something. Anything. For my own sake. Because if I could write it all down, then maybe I could come to believe that someone might read it someday. I could tell them everything. How sorry I am.

Whatever hope I held on to shattered when the radios finally went silent, and everyone was gone.

The scariest thing in this world isn’t the monsters we brought home. Nor is it the decrepit artifacts and the humans who left them. It’s the idea that I shouldn’t give up, ’cause Lord, all of them, whichever one, knows that I really want to. Gods, I want to give up so very badly. It would be the easiest thing to do.

But that idea. It fights me like a bull. Or like the wildcat scrawny little boy I used to be. That kid who never gave up, not because someone was watching him or there was a promotion on the table, but because he was compelled to by no force other than the strength of his own heart. That’s who’s been fighting me this whole time. And not just since I first hid, or when I sold my soul to keep this world compliant with our bastardized definition of “safe.” He’s been fighting me ever since I tried to forget him—ever since I tried to grow up.

But sometime recently, that buried innocence became an idea, the notion that someone might read the words I’m writing down. They’ll hear my lonely broadcasts and actually meet me in Washington. If I give up now, there’s someone down the line that’s going to pay the price for my cowardice. Anyone left needs to know it’s not their fault. I can still be of some use to this world I have wronged.

I feel it in my bones. I realize I must be halfway insane—and only half so much as I deserve—but something is different now. These words aren’t for nothing. I am sure. There will be someone to apologize to. There will be someone I can help. There will be a reason for me to gather up my guts and leave this cowardly place. I can’t believe it; I must simply know it, as tangible as the sky is blue and the monsters are real. It doesn’t matter if I sound like a madman, because the only truth left in my old, scarred heart resides within the madness.

You heard me. You must have. Through whatever invisible force binds us as a species I know that you did. Something changed. An aberration in the static. A tap on my shoulder. A whisper over my grave. Something was different today. You heard me.

The doubt has already gnawed my courage to the marrow, but I don’t care. There’s that voice within me, one that isn’t quite ready to die yet. I’m already dead so long as I trap myself inside this cage. I constantly tell that voice this is all my fault. I ought to rot or be ripped apart, whatever this dead world should judge the worst for me.

But the voice doesn’t listen. “So?” it asks, as if my crimes against Earth don’t matter. “You still have more to do.”

“But I can’t undo what I’ve done,” I tell the voice, that slice of myself that used to dream.

“But you can still do something, right?”

Yes. That’s right.

I look over my shoulder, to where the waiting door whispers.

And I know it’s time to go.





The one calling himself “L.B.” broadcast from the same station at the same time every morning, and the man was always waiting. He didn’t quite trust what he’d been hearing on the radio; ancient apocalyptic fiction had instructed him not to. That’s the cliché, right? The real monsters are the people. But the guy on the radio didn’t sound like a monster, or much of anything. The man was only sure that L.B. was on the older side, maybe in his sixties. All other points of comparison had atrophied. The voice on the radio wasn’t quite stern, nor robotic, but such were nearly the right adjectives. L.B. spoke clearly with a slow pace that lent his words a sense of patience and thoughtfulness, but there was something off about him too. It was his emotions. They weren’t exactly muted, just… muffled. As if he were holding something back.

The week following L.B.’s first broadcast was uneventful. A lone Scorpion patrolled the vicinity two days in, but it hardly deviated from the main road. The man never even saw it, only heard the clink-clink-gash and felt the foundation tremble, stirring him as dusk fell. Then it moved on without incident.

He took advantage of the downtime, scavenging a surplus of canned goods and ammunition from the neighborhood, as well as getting some much-needed head rest. While he was waiting for L.B.’s scheduled broadcasts, Rockin’ Ray’s playlist kept him company. The signal was still solid, although a bit staticky at times. He showered with bottled water and itched to use shampoo or bodywash again, but he couldn’t chance marking his scent as human. He’d only done it the last time to clean the deer shit off, but even that had been a risk.

The concussion symptoms had steadily waned, and the painful pulses only came with the sun now, but he’d found some extra pillows to stuff in the narrow windows and keep out the light. The nightmarish shades that haunted him remained, guilt clinging, but he ignored them as best he could. It was selfish, yes, but he needed to sleep. There was nothing he could do for those people now. The two from the farmhouse. The Florida man. It was cruel but circumstantial. He had to put the ghosts away if he wanted to make it to DC.

And he would make it to DC. Whether he fully trusted L.B. or not, he was going. He had to. What else was there to hope for?

L.B. spent most of the week talking about preparations for his own hike to the White House. It was obvious that the old man was well protected; he didn’t appear too concerned about being ambushed so long as he remained stationary. His gruff, raspy voice had a sly and aged confidence, almost like a teacher on tenure. As if the stranger knew the answers to whatever plot twist or pop quiz everyone else had failed to grasp. And for someone who seemed to never leave his shelter, L.B. sure knew a helluva lot about the Scorpions.

“It’s the eyes,” L.B. had said during one broadcast. “That’s where you have to hit them. Everything else might as well be brick. Even the skin beneath their armor is tougher than any creature on Earth. Aim for their eyes. But you must know that already, right? If you’ve made it this far, you know.”

On Earth. Did the stranger know something the man didn’t?

Most of L.B.’s advice had that same instructive tone. He was brief, specific, but also… practiced. Falling into something. What’s the angle? The man couldn’t tell. What’s the goal? The stranger could have any number of intentions. He imagined an ex-military doomsday prepper buried deep in the earth, salivating over his desktop transmitter at the mere idea of human touch.

Yet L.B. was undeniably helpful. “Check your map and take the highways,” the radio stranger said. “They don’t like the traffic. The mess we left behind is inconvenient for them to navigate. For us, it’s a fast and relatively safe route. Just remember to leave enough time to find shelter before sunrise.”

After that message, the man had searched the neighborhood cars’ glove boxes until he found a road map, though it took the better part of an afternoon. He was almost glad he couldn’t ask any questions—just had to point himself in the right direction and walk. That part was easy. And if the worst came to pass and the stranger betrayed him? Then only one would come out on top, and it wouldn’t be L.B.

Seven days after first contact with L.B.—seventeen since discovering the radio and Rockin’ Ray—the man packed his things, left the ranch house with the basement bedroom, and began walking just before midnight. The neighborhood was silent, dilapidated cars and crumbling shingles his only audience.

Making his way back to the main road, the man spied the blue POPLAR AVE sign resting flat on the asphalt. In the time between his arrival and departure, the corrosion had finished its work on the aluminum pole. Decay had set it. Reclamation. The man wondered if the world would ever forget his people. If it would ever forgive them.

It felt good to walk again, despite the stuffy night. That mid-Atlantic humidity brewing. A storm was coming. Sooner or later, the rain would fall, and it would draw them out of their shallow pools and lakes. Even at night, some of them celebrated precipitation. Sang in the storm. He really wanted to be in DC by then. Had to be.

But that was okay. He was walking. For the first time in a long while, he was walking, and things were good.

Although he took L.B.’s words with a grain of salt, the man followed the signs toward the interstate. If the horrors truly avoided the endless lanes of abandoned cars, the highways would provide the perfect route to travel long distances. He’d be like a cockroach scurrying about a crumbled building, small enough to slip through the debris unnoticed. Besides, even if L.B. were luring him for whatever nefarious reasons, the man would be no good to him as mandible fodder. There was no reason to suspect the tip was bogus.

Country neighborhoods alternated with long stretches of farmland and small-town strip malls. There seemed to be the husk of a Dunkin’ Donuts on every corner. The man saw no signs of life, human, Scorpion, or otherwise. It was quiet. Pleasant. The full moon watched it all.

Two hours later, the man found a bench beside a seasonal snowball stand on the outskirts of a small Virginia town. The tiny building, little more than a shed with a pair of narrow windows, had already begun to rot and lean. How many winters has it seen? How many days since you were left on your own?

He checked his wristwatch. Nearly two in the morning. L.B.’s hour.

The metal bench was covered in a rubbery coating that had halted, or at least hid, the worst of the rust. The man sat down, unstrapped his radio from his shoulder, and tuned it to 107.7.

After a few minutes, the static hissed and crinkled. The voice spoke:

“Hello again. Today’s the day, I reckon. I’ve got to get going. Don’t have too far to trek, but you and I both know what’s out there. Besides, these mountains do a number on my joints. Not easy ground to cover in just two weeks, but I’ll manage. Got to head out today or tomorrow if I want to welcome you to the sulking capital of our dead world.

“I… I have no idea how many of you are out there. How many of you can hear me, or are even alive to have a needle-in-a-haystack chance of listening. If there’s anyone listening at all… but… but I’ve got a feeling. I’ve got a feeling it’s only you.”

That’s what I used to believe, the man thought.

“You probably won’t hear from me again. Not until we meet at the White House. I’ve got lunch and wine for the both of us. Sadly, all the beer’s gone bad. I know you’ve got no reason to trust me, like I’ve got none to trust you. But we’re both still here, aren’t we? Besides, there’s something I need to pass along to you.

“So, until then, dear listener: Follow the highways. Stay away from the coast. And whatever you do, don’t let them get you. I’ll be okay. If one of those three-legged freaks sets their eyes on me, I’ll poke ’em the hell out.

“But please. Don’t let them get you.”

The man waited a few minutes, and when it was clear that the stranger had no more to say, he stood and shut off the radio. The tin of tobacco appeared from his pocket, and he carefully pinched out a small lip and placed it against his lower gums. A sign pointing the way toward I-95 NORTH TO RICHMOND beckoned him, and he followed.

L.B.’s promise of empty roads turned out to be as good as gold. The traffic was a mess. Cars and trucks with plates from all over trying to flee the inevitable. Wrecks and breakdowns in every lane. Personal belongings scattered. Desperate remnants of hysteria. But there were no predators or cannibals lurking in wait. That was good.

It could have been any old apocalypse. Most of the cars were in fine shape, disregarding the weathering and minor collisions. A few vehicles had been tossed aside or moderately mangled, but those were infrequent. If there’d been any bloodshed, it’d washed away long ago. L.B. was right—they didn’t come to highways, not without a reason. That much was clear.

Then stay quiet and don’t give them one.

Traffic on both sides of the highway was headed south. The man wondered if it was official or mob rule that had made that decision. There were no corpses. Some of the car doors stood ajar, but those that did were propped open by another vehicle or stray debris. The rest had been blown shut, the man assumed. They must’ve all started to run. None of the windows were even broken. How long were they stuck for? How bad could the traffic have been for them to get out and walk?

Ahead, the sky began to hemorrhage color. The man checked his watch; the morning cries weren’t far off. With no exit in sight and rural forest on both sides of the interstate, he began to peer into the cars and trucks, searching for a place to sleep. Even if a Scorpion did come this way, it wouldn’t be able to sneak up. He’d have eight lanes of tin-can noisemakers surrounding him.

But it didn’t take long for the man to realize that his earlier assumption had been wrong. In one minivan, he saw a grotesque half skeleton, the details obscured by shadows, prone in the back seat. A pus-stained blanket had fused to the corpse. The man found a few others like it, the ones who must’ve chosen to hide while everyone else ran away. He refused to dwell on them.

The fact that their bodies remained and had not been eaten or used for any kind of incubation lent L.B.’s words even more credence. Nevertheless, the man decided that he wanted something without windows. The nearest big rig truck was his next target.

The massive vehicle had been hauling an unmarked container. The moment that the man’s hand pressed down on the locking latch and opened the cargo door, a sour stench seeped out into the lifting dusk. Inside were crates upon crates of produce and other groceries, most of them perishable.

Perished, actually.

He let the heavy metal door swing ajar behind him and headed for the next truck. It was a dirty, used-to-be-white semi with New York plates. The side panel bore the logo of a company the man vaguely remembered but didn’t care to try to recall. The cargo doors required three solid shakes before the man was able to break them open. Upon his third pull was a snap and he stumbled backward, nearly tumbling to the ground.

A wooden cane toppled to the asphalt, broken in two, followed by a shower of cardboard and paperwork.

Although the container had been locked from the inside, there was nothing of any apparent value within—just mountains upon mountains of boxes. Not strange, the man assured himself. Someone barricaded themselves in there until help came. There must be another exit.

But as he hoisted himself up, he didn’t see anything at first, his nose the only witness. A tinge of metal in the air. There! At the far end, only a shadow but there, the man could see a pile of boxes silhouetted against the back wall. A neatly stacked pyramid. A shape slumped at the bottom.

He groped for his flashlight and clicked it on.

The LEDs washed the dark cargo in a blinding white, the first light those boxes had seen in years. The source of the foul stench was immediately obvious: yet another half-rotted corpse at the foot of the cardboard mountain.

The man very much wanted to turn back now. His nostrils had had enough decay for one night, and dawn was fast approaching. Yet he was curious. It had taken all his courage just to leave the bunker, but this person appeared to be guarding something. This person had a point. A purpose. Something so important that they had died for it.

The man hadn’t died for anything.

But there’s still time.

He reached over the body, his flashlight sending a small insectoid army scattering, and grabbed the box at the top of the pyramid. Expecting something grand, the man hurried back over to the mouth of the cargo container so he could examine its contents in the approaching light of dawn.

When he opened the box, it fell from his hands at once. The slips of paper within spilled out, each of them a shade of sterile green.

As the man walked away, he spat out his tobacco on the faces of dead presidents.

The third truck was just right. It was a U-Haul, and a big one at that. The cargo latch was guarded by a heavy padlock, but the man found the key in one of the cupholders inside the unlocked cab. This time, when he pulled open the cargo doors, the man was met with only pleasant aromas. Fresh linens. Laundry detergent. Varnish. Familiar traces of a time before. They’d faded, of course, but were present all the same.

It was a moving truck. A family’s worth of possessions crammed into thirty-some feet of cargo. Most of it was boxed up or covered, but there were three bare mattresses stacked alongside one another. The man waded in and tipped the mattresses back onto the clutter. He then dusted off the one on top, cleared away a few odd trinkets that had spilled from boxes, and almost immediately passed out. There were no dreams, at least none that he remembered.

The next night, after a Bic-lit breakfast of nuts and canned peaches inside the cab of the U-Haul, the man continued north. Two or three miles up the interstate, he noticed a change in the abandoned cars. More of them were piled up on the shoulders, as if they’d tried to go around something blocking their way. Meanwhile, the four-lane, bumper-to-bumper traffic wasn’t nearly as orderly as before. It looked like everyone had panicked. There were cars and trucks all over the place, facing in every possible direction, some even resting at the bottom of the grassy hill beyond the narrow shoulder. As if they’d all tried to scatter at the same time. The road was surprisingly clear in some places and totally logjammed in others. Nearly every vehicle was damaged in one way or another. Some of the fuel tanks had even blown, the surrounding asphalt singed with a sickly gray.

Up ahead, a passenger bus was toppled onto its side like a Hot Wheels miniature on a child’s bedroom floor. On the opposite side of the highway was a similarly impenetrable wall of wreckage in the form of a flipped-over semi, mirroring the violent pileups on either shoulder.

He approached the underbelly of the overturned bus, a jagged wall of rusting tanks and axles. A nearby sedan, its bumper crumpled against the massive wreck, served as the perfect stepladder. The man climbed onto its hood, grabbed hold of the tire floating a few feet above him, and hoisted himself up onto the bus’s side.

As he got to his feet atop the twisted metal and broken glass, the man realized what had become of the passenger vehicle. Beginning at the first window and tearing across the entire length of the bus was a deep gouge. From the high ground, he saw the same ragged tear on the moonward face of the trailer on the other side of the highway. His stomach roiled. These were no random accidents spurred on by panic. This was an ambush. This was them.

The highway beyond the pileups confirmed his suspicions. It was a wasteland, a brutal testament to humanity’s futility in the face of a new world order. Military vehicles, tanks and helicopters and Humvees, sat dull and broken. If the bus was a child’s forgotten toy, then the scene ahead was one perfected by a dog left home alone for too long; the entire landscape appeared chewed up, torn open, and spit out. Craters speckled the debris. The nearby woods had been broken and burned… bombed. Matchstick trees stared at him, their branches still blackened and bare.

The carnage stretched as far as he could see in the vast moonlight. The man, abandoning the high ground, leapt down and landed on the highway with a gravelly crunk. He bent over and picked up a chunk of torn asphalt, tossed it back and forth in his hands like a baseball before dropping it again. His mind worked to pick up the pieces: Abandoned cars there, a war zone here, gashes on the bus.

These people were evacuating, and the Scorpions ambushed them. Went for the two biggest vehicles they could find and brought them down as blockades, trapping everyone else. Is that why most of the people farther south made a run for it? Was the military buying them time? Counterattacking? Were they able to clear out the others?

It doesn’t really matter, though, does it? The only story left has been lost in the dust.

He walked on through the wreckage, treading carefully over the buckling asphalt. It wasn’t just the military that had been caught in the chaos. There were passenger and emergency service vehicles everywhere. Limos and lemons alike.

The man steered near the wooded shoulder to avoid a downed helicopter, whose rotor was bent at such a precarious angle that it looked as if it could guillotine toward the ground at any moment. Painted on the chopper’s side, he could just make out the familiar insignia of the Red Cross.

Farther down the hill, amid the tree line, the man could see even more cars. Moonlight sifted through the screen of foliage, spotlighting several vehicles that had been dragged away into the forest and dissected like helpless bugs.

After two or three more miles, the battlefield finally began to disperse. The craters and shattered earth slowly shifted back to a more familiar landscape. Highways and lush forest. Fewer cars, most of them unmarred. The carnage behind him wasn’t even a thumbnail on a map. A blip of destruction. An insignificant instance of obliteration. One of a billion.

The woods thinned and gradually broke, revealing a sprawling farm running alongside the highway. In the middle of an endless field sat a downed fighter plane covered in vines. It was too dark to see if the pilot had survived.

Every few miles, the man checked the highway signs with a flicker of his flashlight to make sure he was still traveling I-95 NORTH TO RICHMOND. For the first time in a long while, the idea of getting lost was frightening. He checked his watch with an obsessive regularity, careful to allow himself enough darkness to find a house off the highway, a safe place to rest. Not even forty-eight hours separated him from the cozy confines of the basement bedroom, and already he missed the comfort and security of four walls and a bed frame.

After cutting across the loose gravel shoulder and making his way through an overgrown vineyard, he broke the back window of the nearest house and let himself inside, nicking his elbow on a shard of splintered glass. With a dinner of canned beans and corn fresh in his belly, he slept on the living room sofa from six in the morning until four in the afternoon. The handful of hours between waking and nightfall were spent listening to the radio and hunched over the map in flickering candlelight. He snacked on salted nuts as he plotted his course through Richmond and Fredericksburg and on into the capital city.

Feeling rested, he left just after sunset and, after two hours of walking, arrived in Richmond by way of the interstate. Progress had been slowed by bumper-to-bumper columns of abandoned cars and trucks. Errant clusters of pileups. There were no stars out tonight, the sky choked with clouds, offering only fleeting glimpses of a suffocated moon. With the James River directly ahead, the flashlight was too risky, so he was forced to maneuver by touch and intermittent Bic-light. It was far from comfortable, but he had scant other choice.

After a while, the metal guardrail bordering the shoulder transitioned into a waist-high concrete barricade as the road began to slope upward. Easing closer to the barrier, the man snuffed out his flame and leaned over the edge, peering sightlessly into an unwavering shield of darkness. The sound of running water beneath him immediately grew louder. Heartbeat quickening, he realized he was standing atop a bridge.

The man ducked down behind the concrete barricade and sucked in his breath. Did they see the flame before I put it out? Could they have seen my silhouette looming above? Are there even any of them submerged down there?

He knew he couldn’t risk it. Shoving the Bic into his pocket, the man scuttled his way between cars and debris like a crab on a crowded beach. Crouching down, feeling his way through the darkness, he scampered over broken glass and shattered plastic and contorted steel, bumping into open doors and side-view mirrors and rusted out wheel wells. Before long, he was bleeding from nicks and scrapes all over his arms, legs, and face.

As he made his way around an overturned motorcycle missing its front tire, a bank of clouds drifted clear of the moon. The sudden shower of silvery light revealed a welcome sight: He had nearly reached the end of the bridge.

Taking advantage of the unexpected illumination, the man quickened his pace and—

KHROOOMSPLSH!

He whirled around, nearly stumbling on his ass, hand shooting toward the pistol in his waistband with cowboy speed. He braced himself for the blinding blue light show to arise from the water… but nothing came. Nothing he could see, anyway. That didn’t sound like a Scorpion, he thought. More like a piece of the bridge sinking, breaking off and splashing into the river.

He saw something then: a vague shadow flitting across the face of the moon. Something huge, towering, like a skyscraper swaying in high winds, standing just beside the bridge.

And then the clouds were back, and the giant shape was gone.

The man rubbed his eyes and then stared into the darkness. Nothing moved.

Had he imagined it? Somewhere behind him, an owl called out, and he idly wondered if it was trying to warn him. Peering over his shoulder one last him, he started to walk again. Just a trick of the light. That’s all. They don’t get that big. Nothing does.

The rest of that third night was traveled without incident. The unseen owl hooted at the man a few times more, and he soon became convinced that it was following him. Guiding, perhaps. He thought about taking an exit and finding an apartment building to hole up and wait out daylight in, but then he considered Larry and suicide and decomposition, and he only wanted to get away from all the ghosts but his own. No need to go looking for any more.

A suburb on the northern outskirts of the city served his needs quite nicely. He stayed up late stirring a stew of last night’s beans and corn and other leftover veggies while studying the road ahead, taking note of the dozens of streams and creeks that the interstate would eventually traverse. Despite his exhaustion, he slept fitfully.

It was the nightmares, of course. Dreams of the corpse he’d left to rot in a Florida bathtub. The novel sensation of a gun firing to life in his hands. The bunker in the backyard that nearly became his own tomb.

The next night—the fourth since the man had returned to his walking ways—while traveling with the radio turned low and pressed up against his ear, static began to infringe upon the music. It started during a stretch of early rock ’n’ roll. Chuck Berry’s voice grappled with the annoying buzz, beating back the void, but in the end, it was no use. He’d gone too far and was losing the signal. But he couldn’t stop walking. Not now.

Perhaps someday, he thought, the world would sit still long enough for him to resurrect the music himself. He mostly doubted it, but it was nice to imagine.

On the fifth night after leaving the house with the basement bedroom, just past three in the morning, the man abandoned the highway and wandered down a winding exit ramp. He felt oddly relaxed. Almost tranquil. The only sounds he could hear were the crickets chirping in the tall grass around him and the tired shuffling of his own footsteps. His friend the owl had yet to make a return appearance. Up ahead, a family of deer scampered across the road, their eyes blinking red in the darkness, and disappeared into a stand of trees.

That’s the closest I’ll get to a good omen.

Not long after, less than half a mile off the interstate, the man stumbled upon a picket-fence neighborhood with plenty of open space and clear sight lines. The spacious homes and attached garages were practically begging for a guest. He knew he couldn’t afford to take a day off, but goddammit he needed a good night’s rest. And this looked like just the place to—

Clink-clink-gash.

What?!

His eyes grew wide in alarm.

Clink-clink-gash.

They’re awake? Now? In the middle of the night?

Clink-clink-gash.

Terror metastasized throughout his brain. His body, like that of a frightened rabbit that smells the stalking fox too late, seized up and froze. Now he was the deer caught in the gaze of that metallic blue light.

The man, gooseflesh spreading over his bare skin like an icy rash, slowly peered over his shoulder. Like a child peeking out from beneath the covers to face the boogeyman in the back of the closet.

Emerging around a long bend in the road was a shimmering blue so deep with current and turmoil that the man believed, in that moment of fearful awe, that he was staring into an ocean storm. A tsunami of glowing devastation.

Clink-clink-gash.

Why the hell is it awake?

Clink-clink-gash.

Jesus. Just. Leave. Me. The. Fuck. Alone.

He sidestepped into the grass to muffle his footsteps and dropped to his hands and knees, clambering behind a row of overgrown chest-high shrubbery. Pulling his knees to his chest, he held his breath, waiting.

Clink-clink-gash.

It was taking its goddamn time. If the beast had already spotted him, it hadn’t let on.

Clink-clink-gash.

Or maybe it was playing a game. Prolonging the hunt. A cat toying with a mouse.

Clink-clink-gash.

The man cursed himself for taking a shower earlier and for failing to procure more animal droppings. Stupid and lazy. Such indulgences had to be beneath him now. Above him. Behind him.

The Scorpion spiraled closer. CLINK! Its javelin legs shaking the earth with each powerful stride. A slat-thin fox erupted from the nearby brush and sprinted past the man’s hiding place, paying the human no mind at all.

CLINK!

The man’s chest felt like it was going to explode. His legs braced themselves to flee.

GRRASH!

Twenty feet away, the stretch of pavement on the other side of the shrubs suddenly splintered and gave way to the Scorpion’s dredging anchor. Up close, the sound was even more hideous, like church bells being dragged through the dirt. A shower of pebbles and small asphalt chunks rained down upon the man in the bushes. As the blue storm swallowed the world, he peered through a gap.

The creature was taller than any house in sight. All six of its eyes were wide open, drowning the road in that labyrinthian blue. It was alone, moving at an almost leisurely pace. Yet it didn’t seem tired. More than anything, with its head sunken into its body and its eyes focused straight ahead, the Scorpion appeared… determined. Thoughtful, even.

As the man watched from the shadows, the alien spun itself down the road and out of sight, taking its glowing blue hurricane with it. The crickets seemed to wait a moment to resume their night song, and only then did the man breathe a sigh of relief.

He’d come across stragglers before, but never this late at night, and never so… alert? No, that wasn’t the right word. He wouldn’t have escaped unnoticed if it was. But it was definitely awake, and that was disturbing enough.

With a pounding heart and a brand-new caveat to contemplate in this never-ending game of survival, the man approached the nearest house, a split-level with matching BMWs in the driveway. A rusty ten-speed bicycle leaning against the porch railing. The man ran his fingers over the handlebars as he walked past and tried the front door. It was unlocked.

Lucky me, he thought as he stepped inside and unshouldered his pack. I run into the one goddamn monster with insomnia.

Then a chill ran up his spine. At least, I hope it’s the only one.

After cooking dinner—more beans and corn—on a fire he’d made in the kitchen sink, the man swallowed three Benadryl to help keep the dreams away. Upstairs, he tucked himself into a canopy bed that had once belonged to a teenage girl named Sara. He knew this because her name was stenciled on the wall above her dresser mirror. Everything in the room was pink. The frilly overhand above the bed, the blanket and sheets and pillowcases, the curtains covering the window. Even the walls were painted pink, as if someone had vomited up a geyser of Pepto-Bismol.

He would’ve slept in the main bedroom, but Sara’s parents were right there, still tucked into bed, cobwebs over their eye sockets and an empty pill bottle on the nightstand. There was no sign of Sara.

It rained the next night, number six since his departure for the capital, a steady drizzle that lowered the temperature by ten degrees at least. Shivering and soaked to the bone, the man stumbled upon an aging farmhouse. It stood guard at the northern edge of yet another cookie-cutter subdivision. Fifty years ago, it was probably all farmland. Even from a distance, the man could make out a patchwork of wooden beams and bricks and plastic siding that told of a very old thing kept new. Multiple additions sprawled out from an ancient center like a living blueprint adorning itself with the latest styles while refusing to relinquish the old ones. It was a mishmash of a dwelling, probably handed down from one generation to the next. At some point, one family member had decided to sell most of the land off to a developer. Not that it mattered in the end. The vines and weeds had reclaimed it all.

Stifling a sneeze with his dripping forearm, the man circled around back to investigate. The meadow behind the house was broad and flat, almost shaped like a doughnut with a pond located at its center. Nearly an acre across, set against a field of untamed witchgrass, the pond resembled an ink spot under the waning moonlight. He crept behind a tree trunk to get a look and confirm his suspicions.

As he’d feared. Nestled between the scattered lilies was a myriad of still triliths. Scorpion legs.

The man backed away, scanning the water for any sign of open eyes or bioluminescence.

Is this where you make your home, Nightwalker?

He was still thinking about the Scorpion from the evening before. He’d never seen one out of its nest so late. Hell, he’d never even heard of such a thing, not that there were any postapocalyptic taverns where travelers could trade stories. The world had turned to shit, but it still had rules. Rules that had apparently changed. If the Scorpions were no longer wary of the dark, if they roamed free at any time of day or night, the odds for survival had just plummeted. He was a dead man walking.

No reason to panic yet. Probably an anomaly, right? A freak among freaks.

With the silent radio slung over his shoulder and the shotgun in hand, the man retreated from the farmhouse, eager to leave the pond and its slumbering inhabitants far behind. Ever watchful, he followed the narrow street out of the neighborhood until it eventually T-boned into a rural highway. A handful of cars greeted him at the intersection, most of them ravaged seemingly long ago.

A leaning signpost read SPEED LIMIT, and below that: 50.

Nearly half the cars had been ripped open, twisted metal flourishes of doors and roofs cast aside like colorful scraps of wrapping paper on Christmas morning. The rest had careened off the road and wrapped themselves around trees and telephone poles. A black van farther down the road was parked diagonally across the double yellow lines, as if the driver had simply gotten out and abandoned it. The vehicle appeared to be the only one that hadn’t been in a wreck or torn apart. There were no other cars immediately nearby.

The man circled the van and saw that he’d been wrong. The vehicle hadn’t been spared after all. The metal bumper was crumpled inward, as if it had collided with some invisible barricade. The silver grille broken and splintered.

He stared at it, transfixed.

There was something sticking out from between the remaining alloy teeth. Long and thin and gray, like a tree branch stripped of its bark. The man took a rag from his pack, wrapped it around his hand, grabbed hold of the object, and pulled. It wiggled a little but didn’t break free. He adjusted his grip and gave it another yank, harder this time, and the limb popped loose with a loud thwunk.

It was a single bone. Larger than he’d first thought. Maybe four feet long. The exposed sections had been picked clean, but there was a sliver of decaying flesh and armor plating remaining where the Scorpion leg had been wedged beneath the car. Sparking his lighter, the man lifted the carnage closer to his face and saw ordinary maggots rooting around in the leftover meat.

He flung the bone and rag to the ground in disgust and feverishly wiped his hands on his pants.

Layers, he thought walking away as fast as he could. Like an onion.

Another mile passed, two, three. The rain slowed, then finally stopped. Another owl, perhaps the same one from before, hooted from an unseen vantage. The man was tempted to turn on the radio, eager for some music to calm his nerves, but decided against it. After last night’s surprise encounter, he wasn’t taking any chances.

Almost immediately, his caution proved wise.

As he crowned the crest of a small hill, the man heard something coming from the darkness ahead.

That hideous sound again—the butcher’s cleaver dragging along a slaughterhouse floor. A broken bumper grinding against a guardrail. A sadistic teacher’s fingernails on the chalkboard. It was as abrasive as it was intrusive. That telltale drag, a heartbeat in the basement, was coming for him. He spotted a faint navy glow from on the road ahead, still distant. There was still time.

The man slid his backpack beneath the closest car. A convertible, the cloth top long gone to tatters. It sat crooked on partially deflated, comically large whitewall tires. The man dropped to his belly and crawled underneath on his elbows. In one hand, he clutched the radio. In the other, the shotgun.

The car’s underbelly was a claustrophobic nightmare. Sharp bits of metal poked at the back of his head and shoulders. Dirty rainwater trickled down his spine. The darkness was complete and utter.

Out on the road, the cacophonous beast neared. The highway beneath the man began to tremble. A tangle of wires shook loose from the undercarriage and tickled his back. Flakes of rust showered down upon him, and then the entire car shifted on its tires with a wheezing groan, as if the whole machine might collapse and crush him. But he refused to budge. Fleeing now would mean certain death.

That vicious navy blue advanced. He felt spokes and bolts bite into his muscles with their jealous hexagonal teeth, the eyes of tanks and pumps as they asked why he had dared trespass into the Temple of the Dead Machine. He felt the tires begin to squeeze, spinning against him, waiting to grip his head between their treads and pop his skull like an overripe grape. All of it was painted in that luminescent blue. He squeezed his eyes shut—

—and felt something rigid wrap around his leg.

He was yanked out from beneath the car, the undercarriage’s bolts and rivets tearing through his shirt, gouging his flesh, the coarse pavement stripping skin from his nose and cheeks. Like an immense whirlpool, the ocean glow surrounded him, inundating his senses with that oppressive alien light. An eldritch typhoon arriving on a whim, come to blow all the helpless asunder.

The man’s fingers snagged the strap of his backpack as he was wrenched out from beneath the vehicle, his belly skidding. A molten metal python constricted around his leg. It burned. One hand held tight to the shotgun; the other to the pack. He refused to let go of either. The radio was still slung over his shoulder, violently bouncing up and down. The asphalt ripped skin from wrist to elbow as he kicked his legs, squirming in his captor’s grip, before finally managing to flip himself over.

Towering above the man was a living natural disaster. The three steel legs were each over a story tall yet floated beneath the stars as if gravity was but a nuisance. Its stinger, the one that held him now, was as long as an SUV. Even at the tapering tail’s most narrow point, it was nearly as thick as the man’s thigh.

Despite his struggles, the Scorpion paid the man little mind. The obelisk legs rotated with smooth, choreographed thrusts, but the head and the torso remained eerily in place. It didn’t even bother to look at him, those six blue eyes focusing on the road ahead. But that didn’t matter. The man could recognize their shine. It was the Nightwalker, same as last night. He was sure of it.

The man scooted up onto his rear as best as he could, increasing the pressure on his imprisoned leg in the process. He looped the backpack around his chest and lifted the shotgun.

If I die here, then I got those folks back in the cornfield killed for nothing. It was the ugly truth and he knew it. Killed a man back in Florida and stole his bunker and for what? The butt of the weapon found his shoulder. He pumped and aimed—

Still, the beast didn’t turn to face him. Was it protecting its eyes? Did it know he had a gun? What a gun even was? The man called out, “Hey! You! Hey, you fucking tripod freak!” but the insomniac did not respond to his taunts. The predator just kept dragging him farther down the road, in the direction from which he’d first come, past the black van parked on the double yellow lines, past the wreckage of the other vehicles…

He kicked at its stinger with his free leg, stomped it with the barrel of the shotgun, and even groped for loose chunks of pavement to hurl at the back of the creature’s head.

The Scorpion acknowledged none of these attacks, not even when a baseball-sized rock struck it on the base of its skull. There was a loud clang! as the rock fell harmlessly to the ground. Even now, on the verge of death, the man felt insulted. The damned beast couldn’t even be bothered to appear annoyed. The Nightwalker merely looked preoccupied as it glided over the asphalt, like a vast eagle deep in thought as it soared in the moonlight. Which left the man to be the mouse clutched in its talons, watching helplessly as the ground fell farther away, waiting for the claws to crunch down on his spine.

He imagined his captor so agitated, so riled with anxiety and frustration, that it couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t help but get up and go hunting in the middle of the night. Did they already take all this for granted… this world that they’d stolen from him? From everyone? The world humanity had fought so hard to hold on to? No. Wait. Not him. All he ever did was cower and hide. At least the dead had risked something, humans and Scorpions alike.

But not him. What did he have to show for his time in the apocalypse, save for his own futile life?

He pulled the trigger.

BOOM!

The metal pellets ricocheted off the back of the Scorpion’s head in a flurry of sparks. The creature didn’t even flinch.

The man’s heart sank. Christ, does it even realize I’m fighting back?

His answer came as the long tail twitched like the snap of a whip, flicking him high into the air and then slamming him back down again. The impact jolted his spine and sucked the wind from his lungs. He wheezed, rolling onto his side, clutching the shotgun to his chest. Am I gonna die how I lived?

The Scorpion still did not deign to look down at him. That’s it, isn’t it? I’m no more than simple cargo… a meal to be transported from one place to another. That’s what you really think of us, Nightwalker.

He closed his eyes and considered never opening them again. Head bumping against the pavement, the man could only wait for the end. Didn’t stand a chance. Wasn’t strong enough. He never had been, truth be told. Even as a child, when the world was right and regular, he’d recognized himself as an unimpressive creature, pouty and futile. Endowed with neither size nor speed nor smarts nor sheer ability, success in school and sports only came in the pursuit of spiting himself. Nothing had changed since then. No matter how many times he resolved to make it to the Chesapeake and find Her, regardless of whether he heard L.B. or the goddamn president on the radio, even if there was a chance his mother was still alive and he was on his way to New York City right now… it was all to punish himself. The final man’s repentance. A self-flagellant wandering the wasteland. That was all he was good for.

You’re wrong, baby. Mom’s voice in his brain again. The man thought his life was beginning to flash before his eyes as the vivid image of his childhood bedroom formed… but then lingered. Mom sat right by his side, still dressed in her scrubs. Came home from work early one Sunday afternoon and heard him crying in his room. Saw him slapping, punching himself in the face. Seventh grade.

There are too many wonderful things about you, Timmy. Don’t give up on them.

Don’t give up.

Don’t. Give. Up.

The man’s eyelids flew open, the hazel irises within aflame. He jerked his upper body upright, sweat and blood misting the air around him. Heart electrified, he scanned the hideous chimera awash in its own unearthly light, and searched for anything that could save him. If his hunch was correct and the Nightwalker called that farm pond home, it would soon turn off the main road and they’d be just minutes away. He didn’t have much time. Doesn’t matter if I’m as insignificant as a mosquito. Use it. His eyes traced its plate-mail tail and lumbering talons, and then…

There!

Where the armored stinger and jointed legs adjoined the central stalk. The armor plates there were… shifting. Faint blue meat shimmered between the narrow gaps. An inner layer.

The man’s free foot scrambled for footing at the bottom of one of the stinger’s plates. With the strength of countless nights spent walking, he ground his heel into the demonic armor. After a dozen seconds of red-faced effort, the plate inched upward, revealing the thinnest strip of pulsing skin the color of a summer sky after a storm. Intense heat swept over him, as if he’d uncovered a flesh-fueled starship.

The man immediately stabbed the shotgun barrel into the fleshy opening and pulled the trigger.

BOOM!

The night exploded with gunpowder and blood. A segment of the tail disintegrated in a burst of lava lamp liquid and biometal shrapnel. The Scorpion stumbled forward, tottered, and then crashed to the pavement, sending shock waves down the road.

The man emptied the final two shells into one side of the Scorpion’s face. Its big blue eyes exploded into glowing raindrops, alien cries echoing in the night.

“KURRAAAA!”

The man rose to his feet and hobbled toward the moon-shadowed shoulder, the amputated stinger still coiled around his leg. He bashed at the tentacle with the butt of the shotgun until it finally relinquished its grip and began flopping around on the pavement like a scaly black eel out of water.

“KRRRAAAAA!”

Moving as fast as his injured leg would allow, anxious to put as much distance as he could between himself and the wounded Nightwalker, the man fumbled in his pockets for more shells. But his palms were slick with blood and sweat, and he dropped one. No time to stop now. No time for anything. He gave up on reloading the shotgun and instead focused on readying his flashlight. Stealth and defense be damned; right now, he needed to run.

“KUKURRAA!”

Behind him, the goliath struggled to stand, three bladed legs rising as one. A fountain of blood leaked from the side of its face, a deep luminous waterfall gushing onto the street, the inner light rapidly fading as it puddled on the pavement. All three of its right eyes had been shredded by the shotgun blast. Nothing remained but flaccid bioluminescent tissue wavering in the breeze.

Towering over the road again, the living tripod slowly pivoted to face the man, revealing three intact and functional left eyes. The Scorpion was wounded, but none of the shots had penetrated its obsidian skull. Instead of slaying the dragon, he’d merely earned its furious attention.

In a show of horrific dexterity, one orb stared at the amputated stinger discarded on the side of the road, and another was fixed on the bloody nub left behind, while the third gazed directly at the man. The brilliant blue color hadn’t faded from any of them, not like the youngling’s had. The Nightwalker wasn’t dying yet. Not yet.

“K’ORK KURRAAAAA!”

A screech of unearthly ire, like a million minerals thrown into a grinder, pierced the man’s eardrums as he fled deep into the woods. Tree trunks soon exploded behind him, sending shards of wood shrapnel into the air. The same thick oaks the man struggled to dodge in the dark, the enraged Scorpion burst through like a children’s piñata. That horrible, undulating glow was gaining. Razor-sharp splinters dug into the man’s back with increasing force as the three-eyed titan with no stinger descended upon him. It didn’t blaze a trail so much as razed one as maples fell upon pines, which in turn fell upon hickories falling upon cedars. It drew closer, leaving total destruction in its wake, ripping through Earth’s giant pacifists with but one purpose in its hellish hearts: to show that it was made of something greater.

The man could feel the sky opening up behind him, the thick, interwoven canopy disintegrating at the monster’s touch. He could sense the cold heat growing closer, like frostbite gnawing at the back of his neck. The whirlpool of blue lightning thirsting for him, hungering for him, drowning him, pulling him down, down, down…

The man kept his eyes forward and chased the beam of his flashlight, stumbling over roots and rocks. He gasped for air. His legs burned, eyes watering, his—

Suddenly, then, the wicked light behind him began to fade. The thunderous shattering of trees continued, but like a dwindling storm, the booming sounds grew muffled and further apart.

Thank God, the man thought, tears of relief staining his filthy cheeks. Finally.

The Nightwalker was slowing down. Bleeding out. Dying.

But it’s still dangerous. It’ll still kill me if I let it.

Head eerily clear, battered body coursing with adrenaline, the man slowed his pace and tried to catch his breath. He needed a second wind, to put as much ground between him and that freak as possible. His leg ached and he was bleeding from a dozen places, shirt and pants torn and tattered, but he was still alive. That’s all that mattered. He was still on his way to DC.

He hurried along. The forest soon gave way to the dirt shoulder of a narrow two-lane road. Across the street was a dilapidated elementary school. Two small brick buildings separated by an overgrown playground and a single blacktop basketball hoop. The pickup lane out front was jammed with the corpses of minivans and SUVs. The man leaned against a black Suburban, its hood wiped clean by tonight’s rain, and took the time to reload the shotgun.

Behind him, in the distance, trees continued to fall. The Scorpion’s speed and power had been diminished, yet still it persisted. How long would it keep chasing him? How long could it stay alive?

The man switched off the flashlight and entered the playground. The clouds had cleared shortly after the rain stopped, and the emerging moon was barely bright enough to light his way. He jogged past deflated footballs and basketballs, rusted-out jungle gyms with insects nesting in the mulch, and vacant, lonely swing sets. His lungs were burning and he felt a dizziness coming on. His body cried out for some Advil, anything to dull the pain in his leg. He needed to tend his wounds, but all he wanted to do was just sleep again. For about a hundred hours or so.

The man forced himself to keep walking. Past the playground and into a weed-ravaged soccer field. Two goals, their nets long lost to the elements, sat fifty yards apart. Beyond the sidelines stood another stretch of wood, this one marked by the yawning dark mouth of a hiking trail. The man sidestepped an old metal bench to investigate.

A wooden signpost, broken at its base, lay in the weeds not far from a faded Gatorade cooler. He stood there in the shadows, listening for the Nightwalker. All he could hear were the crickets and the shrill bellow of a toad. The owl was silent.

The man readjusted the backpack on his shoulders, turned on the flashlight, and entered the forest.

Before he made it even thirty paces, the man understood that the path through the woods had not been a hiking trail at all, but rather a well-traveled shortcut. The flashlight beam fluttered over a crushed stone walkway that wound its way about the trees before splitting off into three separate paths, each one leading to what he assumed would be a different neighborhood. A wood-slatted signpost, this one still standing, marked the juncture and pointed the way with a trio of stacked arrows.

To the left was FOREST HILL.

On the right, WILSON’S CREEK.

And dead ahead waited BROADVIEW ESTATES.

An “estate” with a big yard, a soft bed, and a packed pantry sounded divine right now, so the man soldiered forth on his original path. Before long, the trees started to thin, and he could make out the dim outline of a white picket fence, the shapes of peaked-roof houses silhouetted against the moon.

“Rraaarrkkuuurraaa…”

A distant howl as angry as it was pitiful. The Nightwalker was finally dying.

“Good riddance,” the man whispered. He was shocked by how frail his voice was. He sounded like an old man. Was starting to feel like one too.

A rolling field spread out before him, the kind where horses once galloped as their rich owners picnicked in the shade and sipped wine, gossiping. Grimacing from the pain in his leg, the man climbed over the fence and cut across the pasture toward the nearest house. Feeling exposed now that he was out of the forest, he turned off the flashlight.

“… rakarakaraaa… raaa…”

Even weaker now. Before long, the Nightwalker would be—

“TA’AKAAAR!”

The man whirled around, stumbling in the tall grass, nearly dropping the shotgun.

Another Scorpion had answered the Nightwalker’s death knells. It was to the south, by the sound of it. Probably in the farm pond.

“KREEEEE!”

And now another, this one farther away, screeching from the distant west.

They’re waking up. Shit.

The man broke into a jog. They were still far away, just beginning to realize something was wrong. He couldn’t see those alien eyes anywhere along the horizon, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

The first house he came upon was but a fire-ravaged skeleton. All that remained was a blackened husk of collapsed ceiling beams and floorboards, all charred. A house fire, most likely. Not that it mattered now. The owners were bones and dust.

He didn’t reach another house for half a mile, when he finally stumbled upon a home that was thankfully still standing. Still, it wasn’t what he’d expected. With its thick stone walls and twin turrets facing the tree line, it looked more like a medieval castle than a modern abode. Surprised it doesn’t have a moat, he thought as he tried the massive wooden front door, only to find it locked.

More surprises awaited him around the back of the house. A weathered trampoline and an algae-infested birdbath stood next to a large stone patio, which held the biggest grill the man had ever seen. A pair of old dirt bikes lay on their sides in the lawn, grass growing up between the spokes. Just beyond them, a tattered golf net.

“ORA’KA!” another Scorpion shouted, its gravelly voice sending a flock of birds scattering from the branches of a nearby oak.

The Nightwalker was dead. The death wails had finally stopped, so it had to be. Did the creature’s packmates already know their kin was deceased? Would they realize a human had done it? Could they possibly think it had been another Scorpion? Or would they smell the gunpowder and just know?

The patio door swung open on rusty hinges, the screeching sound reminding the man of the juvenile Scorpion he’d killed in the cornfield. Flashlight in hand, he stumbled into the kitchen and hurriedly closed the curtains above the sink. Then it was on to the family room. It was huge. Thick wooden beams formed a vaulted ceiling, an extravagant chandelier hanging from the center. A pair of couches and matching recliners surrounded a giant coffee table before a massive stone fireplace, a cracked television mounted above. The thick curtains in this room had already been drawn, blocking out the night. All of it blanketed in dust.

The man limped to the nearest sofa, set the shotgun down on the coffee table, and tossed his backpack aside. Groaning, he removed what was left of his shirt and slipped out of his bloody boots and soggy jeans. Sitting there in his underwear, he could finally witness the severity of his injuries. His flashlight illuminated purple bruises blooming all over his body, cuts and scrapes etched into the plum flesh. His leg was the worst. Deep, angry gouges encircled his calf. Like someone had wrapped a length of barbed wire around the muscle and pulled.

He tilted the flashlight down. His torso, so thin. He could play his protruding ribs like a xylophone. His once-almond skin looked sickly without the sun’s nutrients. As if he were turning to stone.

His blood-soaked socks left a trail of wet footprints as he stumbled to his feet and shambled toward a window. After turning off the flashlight, he carefully parted the blinds and studied the nearby wood. No blue alien glow. Yet.

Upstairs in the hallway bathroom, he discovered a cache of first aid supplies in the sink cabinet. Bandages. Elastic wraps. Gauze. A bottle of isopropyl alcohol. A tube of disinfectant cream. There was a stack of washcloths too.

He stopped up the sink and soaked one of the towels in water from his backpack. Sitting on the toilet, he gritted his teeth and began to wipe away the surface layer of blood and grime. The pain was sharp, but fast to flee. The cleaning calm before the cleansing storm.

Then the man took a hand towel and jammed it in his mouth, biting down hard.

Before he could change his mind, he squirted the alcohol all over another washcloth, inhaled deeply through his nose, and began pressing the disinfectant into his wounds.

His toes curled in pain, fingers spasming, face snarling. The man’s entire body began to sweat as he chewed his makeshift gag. He wanted to scream but didn’t dare, settling for muffled huffs and grunts and insults. Blissful venom seeped into his flesh, burning away whatever alien traces remained, along with his own nerves. Bile crept up his gullet as he cleaned his road rash arms and worked toward the scrape on his chest. His belly convulsed as the alcohol dug into his wound, pouring over the carnage like hot lava. He pressed the isopropyl to his cheeks, nose, and forehead, the burn devouring him as salty perspiration rolled into the canyons of his many wounds, the pain renewing itself over and over.

He sat on the toilet for several more minutes, elbows on his knees. The only sounds were his irregular breathes and the drip-drip of sweat and blood and alcohol onto the tile floor. Then he went to stand, but his legs wouldn’t move. They had fallen asleep, given away to static. Circulation needed a few more minutes.

When sensation returned, the man went to the kitchen and found a bottle of whiskey. Disinfectant for the soul. Took a swig, and then he took the bottle back to the bathroom. There, he began to pluck the splinters from his back, using tweezers, his flashlight, and the mirror. It took about twenty minutes, and a few modest pulls from the liquor handle, yet still he finished with a dozen or more wooden shards left embedded in his skin, too small to pick out by himself. It’s fine, he thought. The body will absorb them. The pain is inconsequential.

Back on the toilet, he wrapped his injuries in gauze and tape, nearly falling asleep as he wound an Ace bandage around his skinned elbows. Afterward, he forced himself up and to a teenager’s bedroom at the end of the hall. Beneath dueling posters of Cage the Elephant and Peach Pit, he riffled through a dresser and found plain black sweatpants and a Greta Van Fleet long-sleeve shirt. Socks and some underwear that was one size too small. Running shoes a half size too big. Close enough. He carefully got dressed and returned downstairs in a whiskey-induced daze. He was certainly feeling better.

On the couch, his head throbbed with distant, tiresome aches. The man could no longer tell which pieces of himself were cut and torn. His limbs blurred into his body, numb with hurt. Nerves fried from the disinfection. Alcohol on both ends. Taking a long drink of water, he challenged himself to stay awake and keep watch. It was only four in the morning; there was still plenty of time to make up more ground, get as far away as possible from the stench of all this human blood. Away from the Scorpions who were very likely searching for him. He tried to psyche himself up: C’mon, man, you can do this!

But his body disagreed and disobeyed. Twenty minutes later, he was sound asleep.

The nightmares stayed away, but for a fleeting moment, deep within the haze, the man believed he was back home in New York. He heard the sound of construction. Was that it? Were they finally tearing down that shitty apartment building on the corner? The burned-up one? Had they finally taken a wrecking ball to its charred frame? The same haunted apartments he and Bradley Dean had once snuck into, breathless, terrified, only to be frightened away by a family of bats they believed with all their young hearts were little furry winged vampires? Were they at long last tearing down that godforsaken place?

For one drowsy, dreaming second, he believed so. The sound came again, of old dominoes tumbling and crumbling. The sound of the world moving on—

The man jolted awake on the sofa. For a moment, he forgot where he was. Who he was. Then he spotted the Browning shotgun on the coffee table, and reality clicked back into place.

The clamor of destruction was coming from somewhere outside the house. It wasn’t a nightmare. It wasn’t a dream.

His watch read half past seven. Jesus, he’d slept fifteen hours! More than enough time for them to have found him!

He checked his backpack. Bottles of water. Canned food. Clean socks and underwear. Radio. Extra shells for the shotgun. He grabbed a few of those and stuffed them into the pockets of his sweatpants. Shoes untied, he made for the kitchen.

Shotgun cradled in his arms, the man eased open the back door and stepped into the sunset outside. A cacophony of splintering wood and smashed glass could be heard in the distance. Had the packmates come to help the Nightwalker? No, the man was almost certain that there was only one of them. The tempo of the destruction was much too slow for an entire hunting party. Hell, even two of them had taken down an entire house in mere minutes. As he strode across the field, he counted out the beats in his head.

“Kraaaaaarrrrkkkssss…”

The behemoth howled as it struck a distant foundation. One, two, three…

… nine, ten, eleven…

… seventeen, eighteen, ninet—

“Krrrraaaaaarrkkkssss…”

Another strike. Nearly twenty seconds between them. It was too weak a pace and too near sundown for a healthy Scorpion. It had to be the Nightwalker. The man had been wrong. His tormentor wasn’t dead. If it’s that hard to kill an adult, he thought, then no wonder we lost. Why don’t you just give up, Nightwalker? Go home and lick your wounds. Why are you still chasing me?

More questions arose, and no matter how hard the man tried to quiet his curiosity, they only grew louder. Did the others come to help it? Why is it still alone? Why won’t they help the Nightwalker? Stop this rampage and tend to its wounds?

Don’t ask. Just run.

He fled into the deepening dusk. Past empty houses and abandoned cars and the long-buried corpses of humans and animals alike. It took ten minutes for the renegade Scorpion to bring down another house, signified by a distant roof caving in with an echoing crumble.

The man counted the seconds between the lashes, the minutes between collapses. The gaps between the creature’s attacks were growing longer. Weaker. Maybe it was actually dying now. Or at least tiring.

Yet twenty minutes later, another house fell.

And then another.

The Scorpion with the three whirlpool eyes raged on. He wasn’t sure how it had found him. Probably followed his scent. Breaking everything in its path.

And the man kept walking north. Thinking.

What kind of people wake up in the dead of night and walk in circles? Or sit with themselves in the dark? People with bad dreams, nightmares, anxieties, fears, good dreams, and hopes and disappointment. What was your bad dream, brother boogeyman? Why are you all alone? Did something wake you? Did you dream of home, of whatever planet or place or dimension or hell from whence you came? Do you remember if it was beautiful there? Would you even care if it was? You cried out and no one came. Why? And why the hell do I need to know?

The sun sank below the horizon. The man was thankful for that. The Nightwalker fell silent soon after, along with the distant sounds of destruction. All that could be heard was the breeze in the trees and rusty alien lullabies, those gravelly voices calling each other to sleep.

One foot after the other in medium strides of urgency. For the first time in years, the night felt too long. His eyelids seemed to weigh ten pounds. All he wanted to do was curl up beneath a tower of blankets and sleep forever… but he had to keep walking.

The man was skeptical of Washington’s safety. L.B. seemed to know what he was talking about, but after the monsters had swept through New England, didn’t many of them nest in the Chesapeake? They spread everywhere eventually, but the bay was where She would be. That’s where She fled after the college shut down and the man begged Her to remain in the South, far from the monsters’ Maine origin. But She had a childhood home with a family and a dog and people that loved her. The man had only New York and that didn’t last very long because what ever does?

He had accepted long ago that to wander the brackish waters and tributaries would be akin to suicide, but in a way, that was good. At least he would die trying. Yet L.B. had promised DC was safe, and in a way, that was terrifying. The last static-suffocated official broadcasts he’d heard long ago—before the bunker generator sputtered, spat, and gave up the ghost—instructed survivors to get as far away from the East Coast as possible. The president claimed that he would meet the refugees in Colorado. The same man who’d promised the country safety… only to turn around and tell East Coast America to leave everything. To run like hell. The same man who’d dropped bombs on New York City. And L.B. wants to meet there? At our own mass grave?

The man walked northeast over road and through wood for what seemed like endless hours. A world soaked with the tar of time. Empty skies hovered above, the ancient oily breath of constellations seeping out over light-years. Fireflies dotted the billowing textures, watching him with a thousand golden eyes. Blinking.

Along the way, he stopped twice to urinate, performing both acts on the front porches of neighborhood homes. If the Scorpion was somehow still standing—still hunting him—then that would keep it busy. Let the beast raze its own fruitless path. The man doubted it would return, though. He hadn’t heard it in hours; it had to be dead by now. The Nightwalker was surely dead.

Another neighborhood appeared from the dense darkness on his right flank. He noticed there were at least two cars in every driveway, windshields reflecting the moonlight. Were they that stubborn? Afraid to run? Or had that much scrap to spare?

At half past midnight, he ate two bags of beef jerky. One was plain, bland even. The other was teriyaki and much more flavorful. He ate that package last and left both empty bags on a house’s front porch weighted down by a rock as another olfactory diversion. The rest of the way to I-95 was winding country roads, and he took them in stride.

Why didn’t they come for me, Nightwalker? More importantly, why didn’t they come for you?

As he often did, the man found himself yearning for Rockin’ Ray’s voice, but the posthumous DJ had disappeared into the static after Richmond. He would’ve taken any distraction, truth be told. The only other radio station he’d been able to find was repeating the same emergency broadcast message he’d heard back in Florida. Like Ray’s, it must’ve been running on some heavy-duty batteries. Maybe even solar. He could still hear the robotic voice droning on and on in his memory: PLEASE REMAIN CALM. THIS IS A MESSAGE FROM THE EMERGENCY ALERT SYSTEM. ALL TRAVEL NORTH OF THE MASON-DIXON LINE IS NOW PROHIBITED. FRIENDS AND FAMILY IN THE NORTHEAST REGION WILL BE EVACUATED, BUT TRAVEL INTO THE REGION IS STRICTLY FORBIDDEN. ARTHROGIGANTOCCISOR, OR MACROSCORPION, SIGHTINGS ARE TO BE REPORTED TO 911 IMMEDIATELY. THIS INCLUDES BUT IS NOT LIMITED TO: UNUSUAL ANIMAL TRACKS OR DROPPINGS, UNUSUAL ROCKS OR SCALES, UNUSUAL SOUNDS ESPECIALLY NEAR OR DURING SUNRISE AND SUNSET AND PRECIPITATION EVENTS, CHANGES IN WILDLIFE PATTERNS ESPECIALLY NEAR OR RELATING TO BODIES OF WATER, EVISCERATED OR MASTICATED BODIES, STRANGE BLUE LIGHTS, DEMOLISHED HOUSES, ABANDONED CARS, DEAD MACROSCORPIONS, AND LIVING MACROSCORPIONS. REVISE YOUR SLEEP SCHEDULE, AVOID MACROSCORPIONS AT ALL COSTS, AND ONLY ACT TO DEFEND YOURSELF IF ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY. CITIZENS WHO FAIL TO COMPLY WILL BE PROSECUTED TO THE FULLEST EXTENT OF THE LAW. PLEASE REMAIN CALM. THIS IS A MESSAGE FROM THE EMERGENCY ALERT SYSTEM. ALL TRA—

“Arf! Arf!”

The man pumped the shotgun and spun around, finger on the trigger.

A dog stood before him. Large and black and curly and brown with paws so big it could’ve been mistaken for a baby bear. The man turned on the flashlight and saw the hound was holding one of the beef jerky bags, the teriyaki one, between its jowls.

“Arf!”

Eyes like copper marbles gleamed up at the man, studying him, pleading with him. Pupils shining in the LEDs.

A rustling behind them in the high grass. The man whirled around. The brush rustled again, and he nearly pulled the trigger. There was something in there. Something alive. Is the dog’s owner injured? Is this a trap?

“Whoever’s in there, I have a gun.”

He took a tentative step closer—

—and a single mockingbird fluttered up from the grassy tangle and began to fly away.

A flash of dirty white fur and gnashing teeth erupted from the brush and snagged the bird from midair. It landed hard on the dirt, front paws pinning its wounded prey, and offered a quick death.

The little white dog, fur matted and stomach thin, picked up its catch, briefly met the man’s dumbfounded gaze, then turned and trotted away into the brush. A moment later, the man heard more hungry canine whining, as if there were a whole hidden pack for whom these two dogs were providing.

“I’m sorry,” the man said, turning back to the larger dog, who was still holding the jerky bag in its mouth. “I suppose we’ve let you all down.”

The dog stared at him. Expectant. Waiting.

The man reached inside his backpack and brought out another sealed baggy of dried meat. He tore it open and pocketed the silica gel packet, then plucked out a prime piece and offered it to the animal. “Here,” he said, crouching. “It’s teriyaki. Like the bag you’ve got.”

The dog cocked its head and stared at him. The empty bag fell from its mouth and danced away in the breeze. A high-pitched bark sounded from the brush, as if to say, We need to go now; it isn’t safe here. The dog glanced in that direction, then back at the man again.

“Oh,” the man said, not bothering to hide his disappointment. The dog wasn’t hungry. “You thought I might be someone else.”

Those eyes, like amber medallions beneath the night, told him all he needed to know. The dog turned away and began to retreat into the tall grass. It only hesitated when a sliver of beef jerky landed on the grass right beside it, followed by the rest of the bag.

The man watched as the dog sniffed it. Savoring the scent, tail offering a feeble wag. He imagined the animal thinking: Yes, it’s the same. The very same flavor their old human used to feed them on long car rides to the coast. After long walks off the leash in the endless woods. The matted wolf breathed in the fragrance of nostalgia, then devoured the single strip of meat, saving the rest of the bag to share.

The man pictured the copper-eyed dog looking back for him, perhaps wanting to thank him, even befriend him. Or maybe the dog simply wanted to feel a human’s touch once more, even if only for a second. Even if the stranger wasn’t the old friend they once knew.

But when the dog turned around, the road was empty. The stranger was gone.

The following night, the man awoke in a gluttonous neighborhood far away from the dog with copper eyes. The homes were large and lavishly decorated, each preserved with a sense of ornate pretentiousness. Narrow white windowsills and thick mahogany doors resisted the decay and overgrowth, as if some clan of unpaid gardeners and housekeepers still lurked around the dust. The man knew better, knew their herbicides and sod would not last forever.

L.B. said it would take him two weeks. That was a week ago, and now L.B. was on his own long walk. The man was somewhere south of Fredericksburg; he could make it to DC with time to spare. That was good, but he couldn’t afford another run-in with an insomniac. The Nightwalker hadn’t made an appearance since he’d run across the dogs, but it’d raged a helluva lot longer than he’d expected. He was almost sure it was dead in a ditch somewhere, probably playing host to its brethren already, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

Once the man reached Route 1—NORTH TO FREDERICKSBURG, WASHINGTON—the surroundings began to change, shifting from upper-class residential to commercial. The night emptied. Despite the sprawling shopping plazas and parking lots, the world rang hollow. When he occasionally turned his flashlight on and swept it around the decrepit human habitat, nothing so much as scattered. Crickets and bats had reclaimed many of the ancient structures, yet here in this part of town they seemed absent. All but the hardiest of plants had receded, the decorative garden beds consumed by weeds and wild grass. There were no birds flying about, nor squirrels or rodents running amok. The garbage and litter they’d once feasted upon had gone all but extinct. Scarcely anything useful remained for the living in a land soiled by the dead.

Broken streetlights hung by copper-wire threads, like corpses from the rafters. The half moon hovered over the strip mall hellscape, a starry guillotine waiting to put it all out of its misery. Whatever charm these formerly bustling hubs had once enjoyed was gone now; the concrete sprawl had lost all appeal.

The man yearned for another log of tobacco under his lower lip. His previous tin bearing a silver grizzly bear was empty, so he stopped at the next gas station to grab more wintergreen. That was the flavor he’d always enjoyed in the locker room. Even expired dip tasted nice, reminded him of times when the soft voices of other people spoke and not just his own croaking rasp. A dark Florida dormitory room with three TVs showing NFL, NHL, and NBA games around the clock, rotating as he sat back on a sofa engineered for relaxing and a lip full of coping while surrounded by something called company.

As the man walked, he spat his fragility onto cracked sidewalks and tufts of weeds. The world would not frown at him for doing so; there was no one left to scold him for any bad habits.

The tobacco helped keep him awake. That’s what he uttered to himself with the small voice of a false affirmation. You’re coping.

Is that okay?

Sure. Sure it is. Real men cope.

Wrong brand, dipshit.

The strip malls became smaller and less dense until the road was surrounded by little more than squat offices, convenience stores, and gas stations. Three or four miles of farmland came after that. The cornfields, unharvested after the Scorpions came, renewing themselves year after year, were bursting at the seams.

Beyond the towers of maize, the man came to a faded green signpost pointing toward MAIN STREET. He followed the arrow. It seemed on his way, more or less. After all, what the highways offered in speed and safety, they sacrificed in scenery and opportunity.

An extravagant concrete construct, about three feet tall and twice as wide, greeted him at the junction between farm and town. He parted the tall, unruly grass to read it.

BROAD PARK, VA: WELCOME TO THE FRIENDLY TOWN OF BROAD PARK.

A Royal Farms station. Unleaded for seven dollars a gallon.

A CVS drugstore with busted floor-to-ceiling windows. He stepped across the shattered glass and browsed for medicine, and walked away with vials of pills and tubes of ointments that could halt an infection, along with melatonin supplements and a pack of Utz barbeque chips. The kind with ripples, his favorite. Expiration date be damned.

An Irish pub adorned with shamrocks. Flanigan’s. He peered inside. The narrow stretch of shelf behind the bar was empty and layered in dust.

A dance studio. Shards of shattered mirrors smothered the wooden floor.

A bougie Brazilian steak chain he recognized. FOGO DE something, the rest of the sign torn away. He couldn’t remember. A massive chandelier of hollow fake jewels swayed over the desolate dining hall. Never got the chance to eat at one. Always wanted to.

A real estate office. Tipton & Tipton. The elegant facade of pebbled stone felt smooth against his calloused fingertips.

A bakery. Rita & Son’s. Closed permanently with a poster-board sign that read: THANK YOU FOR 47 GREAT YEARS! WE WILL MISS YOU! It looked old and new all at once, like a glossy snapshot from a history textbook.

Clothing retailers. Jewelry stores. A bridal shop. He wandered into a Lululemon outlet and swapped his black sweatpants for a pair of joggers in his size. He’d find another pair of jeans soon, having grown accustomed to the denim; it clung nice and hung loose. Lots of pockets.

He took a T-shirt too. No one asked him if he needed help finding anything.

A small-town sheriff’s department. Two massive windows of opaque blue glass standing tall and unbroken. The electric sign out front unlit and silent. The front door had been battered down; as to which species was responsible, the man couldn’t say. He went inside and procured more ammunition.

A day care center.

Several offices of financial employment. Brokers and bankers and lenders and accountants. A law firm.

An Italian restaurant. Buontempo Brothers’ Pizzeria. A cardboard sign taped on the inside of the glass door: PRAY FOR US SINNERS.

At the end of the street, a supermarket fronted by a wide, dandelion-choked parking lot. The man crossed it in long purposeful strides, glancing down to spit the leathery resin of tobacco grit. After the third spit, a small metal object caught his eye. He stopped and picked it up. He was no expert in the field, his firearms knowledge born of necessity, but he recognized it right away. A spent casing. A nearby panel van dotted with bullet holes told the rest of the story. The license plate read: CR41G.

The man continued on, and Main Street’s density gradually dispersed to rural sprawl. It went on this way for two more nights, towns of various sizes alternating with farms and fields, until he reached another ramp marked I-95 NORTH TO WASHINGTON. The promised land.

He followed the ramp’s curving shoulder, then traveled along the median between staggered lines of oxidized cars. It was bumper-to-bumper as far as his night vision could see. Unlike most of the Southern highways he’d traveled, many of these cars had been pried open and torn asunder.

A few hours later, with first light creeping up on the horizon, the man settled for a cramped tollbooth at an E-ZPass stop outside Fredericksburg. He drew down the metallic curtains, curled up on the dirty floor, swallowed twenty milligrams of melatonin, and closed his eyes.

Outside the booth, a quiet dawn greeted the motionless machines. The day soon grew hot and muggy, thunder rumbling in the distant west. The man heard none of it. With little fanfare, he slept until dusk. The supplements suppressed his dreams. Eventually, he stirred and rose and walked again.

Two more nights of weaving between scrap heaps on the highway and two more days spent holed up in Virginia Department of Transportation tollbooths found the man sliding down a cracked concrete embankment onto an I-395 ramp in Arlington, Virginia.

L.B.’s promise of safe highway travel had proved true, but crossing the Potomac River would be the real test. If the Scorpions had settled anywhere nearby, it would be right in those muddy waters.

A road sign read by Bic-light told him that the Pentagon was to the right, and Arlington Cemetery to the left. If there was anything remaining of the former, it might make for an interesting expedition, offer a sliver of context to this opaque apocalypse, but his flame and the crescent moon were too dim to make out much more beyond the asphalt, and the river was too close to risk the flashlight. He made plans to return on another night, under a brighter sky, but for now, he had an appointment to keep.

The man soon came to an arched bridge that spanned the Potomac. Finely chiseled lions stood guard on either side of the roadway, each placing a curved paw atop a globe. The guardians mourned in stoic silence, waiting for their caretakers to return and drive the rust away.

The man extinguished his flame and bent to a cautious crouch as he approached the riverbank, ducking in between the dueling southbound lanes. If there were nests in the Potomac, he wasn’t sure how the city or the suburbs could be safe. It probably wouldn’t matter, though. Already survived two close encounters. Three and I’m out.

He poked his head above the bridge railing. Gently extended it like a slow-motion human jack-in-the-box. There were no stalks in sight. No blue glow. No bedtime cries. No carnage. The water level was low, the current sluggish, the river in dire need of rainfa—

Wait! There—ripples! Flashes moving across the water, beneath the surface, their presence revealed only by the thin lunar light. They were fast, direct, moving toward the sandy riverbank at the base of the bridge. He craned his neck but saw nothing protruding from the surface. Can they swim? Like gigantic armored fish? The man heard echoes of the Jaws theme pulse in his memory. He found it amusing how, even amid his dread, the relics clung so tightly.

The man squinted at the ripples, searching for big blue eyes to pop with the shotgun. But there was no visible glow anywhere. Could the creatures control their eyes? Dim or hide their own bioluminescence? The submerged beast moved with such power that the water appeared to surrender to its approach, parting in its wake so that it could go about its dirty business, so that it ma—

What leapt from the water was but a massive fish, at least six feet long, lean and coated with oily scales. It possessed the head of a snake, and between its rows of razor teeth was a bullfrog the size of a softball. The frog erupted in a geyser of dark blood, and then it and the snakehead were gone.

The man lifted his eyes toward the city and let the firearm fall to his side. He crossed the bridge.

Canyons of steel rose all around him as the massive, unlit frames of office buildings seeped out from the darkness. Right in front of him was a towering brick building with twin columns of shattered windows and twisted metal snaking skyward, as if something had climbed it like a jungle gym.

As I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no monster.

The sooty gray titans loomed over him, their immense height only distinguishable against the dark purple clouds blooming in the sky. There were no trees, no greenery, and with nothing to feed them, the insects and birds had fled Metropolis. It was graveyard quiet. The breeze tried to speak, but the rows of thick concrete muffled its voice like a gritty gag. The only cars left were the ones parked curbside or lined up to get out of the city, waiting for their inevitable, impossible reignition.

There was very little litter. The man supposed it had all been washed or blown away by now. No one left to restock it. He peered into the storm drain in front of a small restaurant boasting authentic Ethiopian cuisine. A rotten, soggy mess of garbage sat at the bottom. Only the bottles and beer cans were visible amid the detritus.

As if on cue, it began to rain.

The man was not surprised. It had been warm and muggy and largely rainless over the past few weeks. One night of precipitation had done little to dispel the accumulating humidity. The cloying moisture had to fall eventually.

He walked at a normal pace, the raindrops cool on his cheeks and ears. Soothing upon his dry skin. For the first time since he’d lost it, the man was glad he wasn’t wearing the hat. The rain soaked his curly tangle down to its roots. He felt clean. Awake. Alive.

He poked a finger inside his lip and plucked out the wad of stale dip, then cast it into the swelling gutter. The rain washed away his individual sin, as it had the collective’s. The little things, at least. The infrastructure would take longer. He wondered how much decomposition he would live to see.

He shifted the shotgun to his left hand as he ran the fingers of his right through wet knots of hair, navigating the clotted brambles and freeing them from one another. He never had taken the time to give himself that haircut.

The rain began to fall harder, the breeze picked up, and the encroaching rumbles of thunder told him that it would soon get even worse. He tucked the scattershot beneath his jacket and ducked below a nearby awning. The man began to towel off the weapon with his undershirt, the same one he’d taken from a shelf in Lululemon. It made for a good rag. He groped behind his waist for the pistol and dried it off as well.

The storm had become a force. The city was no longer quiet. The roofs and roads thrummed with the watery echo of ten thousand drums, and a brisk wind howled through the concrete canyons. Thunder crept closer. Shards of lighting smashing through the sky.

“Kkkkkrrrrraaaaaaa!” distant Scorpions cried, those woken by the storm rejoicing in its arrival. “Kkkkkkkkkkrrrrrrrraaaaaa!” the sleepy voices sang. “KkkkkkkkkkrrrrrKrarKkkkkkkrrrraaaaa…”

The man’s head twitched. It wasn’t unusual for the armored creatures to celebrate heavy rainfall, even in the middle of the night. Probably wouldn’t inspire them to leave their nested waters, but they would certainly be more alert.

The reverbs of the Nightwalker’s pained cries lingered in the back of his mind. The rain was washing away his scent. Good. Hurricane Eyes wasn’t coming for him anymore. Hurricane Eyes was dead. Nothing was coming…

“KkkkkkrrrrrrKRAARKKkkkkkrrraaaaaa…”

Wishful fuckin’ thinking. It sounded louder. Closer. Not the Nightwalker, but still a Scorpion to be sure.

The man glanced at his watch and saw that it was almost five o’clock. There was still time, but not much. His heart pounded against his rib cage, goose bumps festering on his arms, the anxiety infesting his flesh. One of them must’ve seen his flame before he crossed the bridge. Should’ve laid low.

“KkkkrrrraaaaaKRRAARRKKKkkkrrrraaa…”

Even closer now. Moving fast. Sweat dripped from his pits. Three strikes and I’m out.

He scanned his surroundings. None of the nearby storefronts or apartment lobbies looked in decent-enough shape to withstand an assault, and any number of them might lead to a locked door. Locks were rarely a problem in the sprawl—he usually bypassed them by breaking a window—but even if he did get into an apartment, what was stopping them from finding him? If they had caught his trail, they would be relentless. It didn’t matter if it was the Nightwalker’s ghost or another youngling out to prove itself or a whole hunting party. They would come for him. They always did.

The streets in this part of the city were mostly empty, flat ground. He could try to make a run for it, but a metal spider with three legs would easily outpace him in a footrace. He’d had a head start that time at the waterfall and probably would have died were it not for the overhanging creek shelf. In the cornfield, he would’ve been killed by basically any other Scorpion; only a young, naive juvenile like the one who’d stalked him could’ve been defeated so easily. And he’d escaped the adults’ fury purely by selfish chance. By the unwitting sacrifice of a human parent and child to whom he could never properly thank or repay or apologize.

The Nightwalker in turn had underestimated the man and allowed itself to be wounded. Lady Luck on his side, time after time. If he tried to run again, he would die. If he tried to hide or fight, the same would occur.

His only choice was to go where they couldn’t.

His eyes settled on the cavernous mouth of the Metro entrance across the street. The locomotive crypt called to him.

Before he could change his mind, he took off running and descended into the underbelly of the city. It was like stepping straight into the pits of hell. Pitch-black. Oppressively hot. The pouring rain above sounded like the crackling flames of an enormous fire. The wavering beam of his flashlight barely penetrated the inky malaise.

The corridor floors were slick with heliophobic algae and grime. The ceiling, boxed and layered like an egg carton, dripped and sagged under its own filthy weight. His light passed over something shiny on the wall, then swung back and found it again. It was an old rail map, hidden beneath the various algal and fungal growths that had sprouted on the fiberglass casing. He broke the glass with the butt of his shotgun and cleared it away.

The map itself was in sorry shape, marred by insect nibbles and liquid stains, but it was still legible. The man scoured the iconography until he located the biggest star on the map: the White House. Finally.

All he had to do now was take the Blue Line to the Federal Triangle stop, which appeared to be the next one over. So long as the YOU ARE HERE indicator was accurate and the subway architecture had held up, he had a straight shot to the grave of good old Uncle Sam.

After negotiating his way down an escalator frozen in time, the man squeezed through a rusted turnstile—sorry for fare beating—and entered what appeared to be another long corridor. Feeling like a rat in a maze, he lifted the flashlight and examined the walls beside him, then raised it to the ceiling… but the ceiling wasn’t there. All he could see was an empty hovering darkness. Cement swallowing the world.

Disoriented, he dragged the flashlight beam back down to his feet, reminding himself the floor was solidly beneath him. It’s the boarding platform, he told himself. A few more steps into the vast subterranean chamber and he could see the rails. There was even a sign pointing toward the Metro Center, the stop immediately after Federal Triangle.

A little calmer now, he pointed the light up again and held it steady. The ceiling was there… faint, but indeed there. The tunnels accommodating the boarding platform must’ve been three or four stories high, more than enough room for a Scorpion to pass, but the man felt almost certain that none would. The train entrances were definitely too small for something as large as a Nightwalker, so why did he feel so damn nervous?

Like a mouse terrified to step out from its crack in the wall: It’s just my habit.

He navigated the dark in slow, careful steps, keeping a careful eye out for hungry rats waiting to pounce. Even before the world ended, there were stories of subway rats the size of dogs attacking unsuspecting urban explorers. Once or twice, he thought he heard them rustling around in the dark, stealthy squeaks and squeals calling out to one another.

As he approached the Blue Line, he clamped the flashlight between his teeth, sat on the edge of the platform, dangled his legs, and carefully lowered himself onto the tracks.

His pulse quickening, he removed the light from his mouth and shone it ahead. Only steel rails reflected the glow. There was no Scorpion waiting in ambush. No horde of rabid rats with buckteeth bared. Good enough for me. He began walking, fancying the twin tracks as his very own runway to salvation or damnation, whichever one awaited him.

The daunting ceiling, which the flashlight had barely been able to reach, suddenly lowered again as the Blue Line entered a smaller tunnel enclosing a handful of other parallel tracks. The man didn’t have far to go now, a mile at most, so he took his time walking easy.

Not long after, he came to a small red tent standing off to the side of the tunnel.

“Hello?” he called out, his voice echoing through the vast black tube. “Anyone there?” And then, almost as an afterthought: “I’m warning you. I’m armed.” It was the most he’d spoken in months. Maybe years.

He waited a near minute for someone to answer, and when nobody did, he approached the tent. His right hand was clasped around the shotgun grip, the barrel resting on his left wrist, left hand holding the flashlight. He thought he might look stoic—like how the last man on Earth was supposed to look. But he had no movie makeup. His hands were invisible in the no-contrast tunnel; hair a blooming bush of unkept tangles; muscles a combination of bulging calves and slate-thin ribs. But still, he thought he looked stoic.

“L.B….? Is that you?”

Something crunched beneath his left foot, announcing the man’s arrival. He poked the barrel of the shotgun into the folds of the tent and swept them aside.

Inside was a pile of bones. Human bones. Picked clean. Nothing else. No supplies save for a few old rags. No weapons. Not even a pair of shoes. The man guessed whoever this was had died of dehydration or the like. Lack of sustenance. Or maybe it was the rats. The bones weren’t scattered as one would expect. Instead, they’d been jumbled together in a clumsy pile.

Scavengers. Just like me.

He backed away from the tent, sweeping the light behind the red shelter, and a small dark shadow detached itself from the wall, skittering down the tunnel. Speak of the devil! Beating back panic, the man spun around with the flashlight, certain he would find a hundred of the feral fiends ready to pounce.

There weren’t a hundred, but at least a dozen. Their slick, shiny hides caught his whirling beam, demon-red eyes glaring back from the darkness. Hideous pink noses twitched and sniffed at the man’s boots.

Without a word, the man reeled back and kicked the nearest rat—not dog-sized, but still as big as a cat—sending it hurtling into the opaque darkness with a wounded squeal. He punted away another one of the rodents, and the others made a hasty retreat to the opposite side of the tunnel.

The man took off down the tracks. They’re nocturnal, he thought as he jogged away from the tent. Probably just woke them up. After he gained some distance, he slowed his pace to a steady walk. Every fifteen or twenty steps, he’d turn around and walk backward, tracing the flashlight along the floor and walls. Five or six steps like that, and he’d pivot forward again, shotgun raised all the while.

He saw plenty of rats—and heard five times as many—but none seemed interested in bothering him. As if word had already gotten around. Most hugged the walls as he passed, watching him with their putrid jack-o’-lantern eyes. They seemed as wary of him as he was of them.

Were the rats praying that the long-legged fiend would ignore them? They pressed their greasy bodies together, glowering at the flesh-faced human of old, swelling into swarming shadows of more serious size. The beast of a dozen backs scowled at the extinct villain, warding it back, but the long-legs scarcely turned to them. There were no shoots of sulfur, no pompous gas to root them out, no traps or cats. The human and his bright beam simply came and went. Chittering questions seeped from the walls as the rats watched him walk away, wondering where he’d been all this time.

The man thought of the tent-man. Which wasn’t quite accurate—he wasn’t sure if they’d been a man or a woman or if they’d cared for neither. He knew not what they cared for at all. The dueling monosyllables in “tent-man” simply sounded the best to him, though he had no one to speak them aloud to.

Yet something bothered him. Food and drink had never been an issue, not in this apocalypse. Humanity had left behind enough consumable waste to fuel whatever paltry portion of its population remained. So then why’d you die all alone in the dark? What was it? Infected leg? Rat bite? Didn’t bring enough food down here? Water? Does it matter? The only story left was the rat-stack of bones and a lonely red tent in the windless dark. This person had died of fear while the man walked the countryside. That was good. That told the man that he wasn’t a coward. Not in his totality. That told him it wasn’t all luck.

The Metro tunnels held few other interests, but he kept his pace slow and steady all the same, feeling the native rodents’ eyes upon his back. Every ten minutes or so, he’d come upon another boarding platform only for the track to narrow into a tunnel soon after. All the dark-dwellers, rats and roaches and raccoons, hid from his presence the moment it was felt.

A few trains rested on the tracks, but none appeared to have been attacked. The man fantasized of them running on autopilot for months past the end, even though he knew they required human operators. The cobwebbed cars looked as if they’d just up and stopped at some point, got tired of rolling the routes with not so much as a single passenger. Called it quits. There were no signs of survivors in the cabs. No more tent-men. Only a few discarded suitcases and endless trails of rodent droppings. He briefly stopped to fill up a Ziploc baggie with some of the feces. Just in case he needed to conceal his scent when he emerged from the underground.

With little stimulation in the featureless tunnels, the man’s mind wandered. He wondered if he’d made the right call sneaking down here into the subway system. There was no risk to it, so long as the critters stayed away, but there was something undeniably horrible about the endless shadows. The tunnel, widening to accommodate another track, now appeared to be without walls. Only the floor sat below him and only the ceiling floated above. Two flat planes of endless gray sandwiching him in between, forever.

But forever wasn’t long. The man soon found his flashlight beam shooting past the ceiling again, illuminating yet another vast station platform. He spotted a sign fixed on the egg-carton wall, facing the passenger walkway. FEDERAL TRIANGLE.

He hoisted himself up onto the pedestrian walkway and looked around for anything resembling an arrow or a map. He needed to rest for a little while, preferably somewhere comfortable.

Up the motionless escalators he went, a part of him wishing he was back in New York. Back in a place and time where he could find a cozy restaurant booth to curl up and die in. Anything but the dark, lifeless tubes of the Metro.

He found no shops or restaurants within the subterranean tunnels, but he did find a Washington, DC, Department of Transportation break room. Alas, the couch was moldier than the last loaf of bread he’d come across, and the room reeked of fungus. He searched for a bench, but all of them had some sort of sleep-preventative measure installed. A bar across the middle. Curved ever so slightly so that his back ached after five minutes lying down. Metal chairs and stools with no room to stretch out on any longer than it took for the next train to arrive. The man remembered similar things from home, engineering as cruel as it was clever just to keep folks down on their luck from catching the most literal of breaks.

With hours more of waking sun and wandering Scorpions, and no other safe place to turn in, the man slumped down against a wall. The night’s adrenaline had faded, and sleep barreled toward him. He reached for his backpack, for the bottle of melatonin, but only managed to finger the zipper before he fell asleep.

Though he would not remember when he awoke, the man dreamed of his childhood night-light, the Casper the Friendly Ghost bulb flickering to a staggering brightness, as claws caressed the frames of his open closet door. Forks of jagged lightning illuminated his bedroom windows as furious thunder howled and the hungry horrors groped for the boy beneath the blankets.

Then he awoke, his back aching and mind empty.

When the man finally emerged from the subway, he was startled to discover he was forced to shield his eyes from the meager light provided by the crescent moon. It was ten o’clock at night. The rain had subsided, the sky crystalline with stars. Royal buildings rose and curved all around him, their facades drained and leaking. He made sure that he was on Twelfth Street—he was—and headed north for Pennsylvania Avenue. The LED flashlight guided his way once more, for he was too deep into the city to draw their ire. At least, he hoped so.

To his right, tattered nylon flags fluttered, the fraying strips reaching for him like wanting fingers of the past. Vacant apartments, most with their blinds drawn, glared at him with unblinking eyes. Down Pennsylvania Avenue, at least an entire block had been reduced to a pile of rubble. The man imagined a troop of the devils performing the demolition ritual on a twelve-story apartment—moving in synchronized fervor, linked by their rage—and shuddered.

The few open parks he passed were blanketed with the remnants of camping and military equipment. There were National Guard camps with toppled tables and empty beds. Guns and ammunition rendered inoperable by the elements. A few civilian tents remained. The man assumed they’d belonged to refugees from New England or New York, the ones who thought Washington’s streets would be safest of all. He wondered if their deaths had been any more dignified than the subterranean tent-man’s. More painful, probably.

By the time he reached Pennsylvania Avenue’s end, the remnants of the military presence changed. A few smaller blockades paved the way to a larger barricade that cut off the entirety of Fifteenth Street. Instead of medical tents and ration stations, there were sandbags and watchtowers. Stationary guns and barbed wire. Army stars replaced the minutemen logos.

Dull paint coated the masoned walls, slogans of protest and fear too washed-out to properly read. In one window, a homemade sign asked: WHY DID WE TRUST YOU? There were others: JUSTICE FOR NYC! YOU KNOW MORE. RIP JUSTIN MASELLA, 1997–2023. THE USA LEFT MY BROTHER TO DIE ON 11.22.23, and, written in a ground-floor window in sun-faded crayon:


PLEASE KEEP THE MONSTERS AWAY.



He put in a lip of tobacco. Savoring the dopamine.

The unmanned road blockades bore no threat, and he slipped between the chain-link gates with ease. Ahead, he could make out the familiar silhouette of the White House above the treetops.

The streets and lawns surrounding the presidential residence had been converted to a defensive grid. Three layers of thick fencing cordoned off a battle zone. Crow’s nests of metal scaffolding dotted the landscape in rigid intervals. Some had collapsed, but just as many stood firm, creaking in the breeze. Trenches lined the lawns. Each and every window facing the White House resembled a makeshift pillbox.

All that preparation, only for it to be ripped apart like a children’s toy. The tall black gates encircling the overgrown lawn had been enhanced and then toppled. The nearby buildings, as fortified as they were, each bore a quarter-dozen scars running across their facades. The trenches were too old and weedy to tell whether man or monster had dredged them, and every Humvee and helicopter was but a burned and battered husk of its former mechanical genius.

Enough ogling. Enough gloating.

The fence ringing the perimeter of the lawn was partially intact, but there were plenty of trampled segments. The man surveyed the length of bent metal before him, searching for any jagged edges that might rip a chunk from his ankle. His eyes stayed low as his boots trampled the crumpled iron, slipping on the slick surface ever so slightly. He stumbled forward and caught his footing on the dirt—

Two small trenches ran parallel to one another, dense mud choking the weeds. They lined up exactly with the divots in the fence. Two Scorpions? A two-tailed Scorpion?

No. Tire tracks.

The White House swam into view, a pearl-rot palace. There was a wide, shallow fountain at the foot of the rolling lawn; the sight made the man miss Rockin’ Ray even more. Maybe one night he would scrounge up some CDs and a Walkman from a pawnshop and come down here and listen, listen, listen. That would be nice.

Yeah, despite the ghosts, that would be really nice.

The night remained still. Silent. Just the breeze mingling with the trees on the lawn. He glanced over his shoulder. The only thing watching was Washington’s monolith, not yet limp.

He kept his shotgun ready as he approached the high columns, treading through a primitive tangle of weeds and grass. Should he be disarmed, by intimidation or force, his pistol was tucked into the back of his waistband. When he awoke, he’d slipped a pocketknife into his left sock, just in case. The preparations reminded him of his old rituals, the care and caution he took when he still believed there were others. He’d clung to those fears for far too long. He’d abandoned the hope far too quickly.

Something strange was happening. The twin staircases appeared to draw close with unnatural speed. The man was walking at a moderate pace, yet the marble porch seemed to hurtle toward him. It wasn’t moving on its own, for that was impossible, but somehow every step the man took seemed to cover the distance of twenty. Time tripped over itself. His heart raced. Sweat soaked his forehead. It’s a trap, he told himself, wiping a slippery trigger finger on his shirt. It’s bait and I’m the fish. He spit a leafy brown loogie onto the steps and began to climb them. Has to be. I’m the frog and he’s the fish. Why else?

Yet the man walked on anyway. His mind recoiled at the stark logic of it all; this risk wouldn’t help him fulfill his ultimate goal, whatever he eventually decided that was, and might only get him killed. Or worse. His mind screamed at him, protesting every step, but his legs dragged the rest of his body forward. It was his thighs that sprinted for his life, his calves carrying him all these long miles, and his soles that trampled what was left. It was his legs that had fed him and suffered for it; they would not be denied now.

Denied what? But no answer came.

He neither raised nor lowered his shotgun as he scaled the stairs. He didn’t make his presence known or attempt to hide it. When the man finally stepped onto the grand porch that spread before the opulent doors, he appeared only as he was: ragged, exhausted, covered in scars and bandages.

A minute passed. Nothing happened. This isn’t smart. Not worth it. What was the best-case scenario? He and this doomsday John Doe join hands and sing “Kumbaya” all the way to Greenland, just like in the movies? Realistically, what the hell was there to gain by being here? Only made it this far because I’m alone. Because I stayed sane and everyone else didn’t.

Another minute. He considered turning and fleeing. He could be gone, out of sight, like he was never even here. It would only take a minute. Even if L.B. was trustworthy, what if someone who wasn’t heard the same message? And they were already here? Waiting for him? For anyone to wander into their web? This is nuts. I got rocks in my brain, just like the damn Scorpions. There’s nothing here. Not for me.

Another several moments went by. If his arms possessed the same spirit as his legs, he might’ve reached out and knocked on the great door. But that wasn’t the case, and so he never did.

The man turned away from the tall windows, their curtains fast closed, and spat some tobacco residue out over the railing before descending the staircase. Something welled in his eyes as he trotted down the slick steps, something old and forgotten and embarrass—

“Wait.”

He stopped cold in his tracks. The voice was familiar.

The man took another step forward. If he kept going, perhaps the voice would go away.

“Please. Don’t leave.”

Holding his breath, the man peered over his shoulder.

Standing in the open mouth of one of the glass doors was another, much older man. He carried no weapon in his open palms, though his broad shoulders and muscular build suggested he might not need one. Despite the stranger’s senior age, he was clearly a physical force. A kerosene lantern rested between his feet. Work pants and military boots adorned his lower half, while a dark olive jacket clothed the upper. His nose was jagged but short, broken once or twice in his younger years. Bagged and hollowed eyes, sunken with strain but bristling with a bronzed fire. Those pupils, wide and warm amid their burning irises, defied the tired face they were set upon. Defied the tired world.

“I’m not…” The stranger’s voice was the same voice from the radio. “I’m not armed. Swear it. I left all that inside.” It was really him. L.B.



The man at the foot of the stairs was in rough shape. His arms were covered in bandages and bruises, clothes filthy and torn as if he’d just crawled out of a dumpster. A Browning shotgun rested by his hip, but both hands were clasped tight around it, ready to strike. The knuckles on his right hand were fading white because of how hard he squeezed. Only half of his swollen, unshaven face could be seen in the flickering lantern light as he gazed over his shoulder.

My God, Lane Buxton thought from the White House doorway. How far have you come?

Lane stepped away from the door, hands reaching for the sky. He shrugged his shoulders, lifting his shirt above his waistline, and rotated in a slow circle.

“See?” he said as he let his shirt drop and gestured to the pistol clearly concealed in the ragged wanderer’s rear waistband. “Like I said, I’m not armed.”

The stranger, doused in dirt and loneliness, turned to face Lane, a blank, listless expression staring up at him. Without a word, the man reached down and pulled up his pant leg to reveal a concealed pocketknife. His eyes never broke from Lane’s.

Lane did the same with his own trousers, showing off nothing more than saggy socks and pale, hairy legs. He took another step forward, away from his lantern.

The voiceless man raised his shotgun.

“Easy,” Lane said, coming no closer. “Or did you journey all this way just to kill me?”

At first, it seemed that the visitor would remain silent, holding his own ground, but then he growled from beneath the dark tangle of hair. A feral voice, tone so guttural and armored that it gave both men momentary pause. The words were simple: “What do you want?”

Lane groped for a response and found none.

The man began to back down the staircase, his barrel still trained on the old man’s torso.

“Stop?” Lane said as if it were a question.

“Tell me.”

“I… I…”

The man pumped the shotgun and took another backward step.

Lane once again lifted his hands above his head. “It’s me… L.B. I don’t want to hurt you. I promise.”

“Then what?” the man asked.

Lane looked away into the horizon, far beyond Washington’s pillar. “I… I d-don’t know,” he stammered. “I really… don’t.” He wasn’t searching for the words because he needed to fabricate them; he was searching for the words because he was truly lost.

They stood there, both quiet and still, until the man from the wasteland asked in that same elemental voice, “Why did you call?”

Lane cleared his throat but didn’t speak. He’s seen this before. Matted drifts of hair, scum seeped into his clothes, soaked gauze, gnarled fingers threatening the trigger, and that disastrous look in his bloodied eyes. It was the madness of someone who’d scraped and scrapped beyond the limit of human grit. Someone from whom everything had been taken, save for their own sorry life. Someone like the man Lane himself once was.

Lane took another step forward, keeping an eye on the man’s impending trigger finger. “Why would you turn back now? Why come all this way just to leave?”

“How do you know how far I came?”

“I don’t, but…” He took another tentative step. “Look at you. You… you need rest. Worse. You need help.”

The stranger stared at him.

“You’ve fought them, haven’t you? You’ve fought them and won. I can tell.”

“How?”

Lane laughed; he couldn’t help it. “Let’s just say it takes one to know one, okay? Besides, there’s no one else to fight now, certainly not each other.” He offered an earnest sigh. “I was hoping we could help one another out, but I’d settle for just being heard out.”

For the first time, the visitor took a breath and seemed to try and compose himself. “I changed my mind. We’re better off on our own.”

“You can’t believe that.”

Starting to back away again. “I’m bad luck, and you seem like a decent person.”

“You’d be surprised.”

The younger man continued down the stairs.

Lane followed, still reaching for the sky. His hands were starting to get heavy. “What makes you think you’re such bad luck?”

“It’s nothing to you.”

“It’s nothing to everyone now, pal. Everything and everywhere.” Lane took several stairs at once, catching up with the broken man. “Nothing’s all that we have left. Nothing’s all that matters to me anymore. Hell, I’d die for it.”

The wanderer shifted the shotgun from one hand to the other, his haggard face draped in shadow as the men moved farther from the lantern. “Then why are you still here? Why haven’t you given up like the rest of them?” There was something softer in his voice now. Something so heretically curious that it could no longer be spat out by the creature he’d tried to become.

“Because…” Lane said, lowering his hands and taking hold of the man’s shoulders. Up close, he could see the man for the child he really was. Beneath the maelstrom of violent paranoia, the man was afraid. “Because I’m not ready either. I’m not ready to give in…”

Lane trailed off, his voice brittle as he searched for a way to translate his soul into the proper vibrations. “I have words that I need someone… that I need you to hear. That’s all I want. That’s all I’ve ever…”



Tears streamed down the wrinkled canyons on L.B.’s cheeks, and the man found himself hugging the stranger. Not just a comforting, performative hug, but actually holding this knot of scarred muscles. It was almost as if the man had blacked out for a second. He saw the old guy start to break down and… his body just… moved.

What am I doing? he wondered. He’d set the shotgun on the ground, out of reach, but the pistol was still tucked in his waistband, where the stranger could easily grab it.

But L.B. wasn’t reaching for the pistol. He was reciprocating. Holding the man too.

And Jesus, it was nice. Like hugging your grandfather. The man hadn’t done that in maybe twenty years.

Then he felt a tickle on his nose and realized he was crying too. Perhaps he had been for quite some time.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

“Me too,” Lane said. “Me too.”

The men held each other at the foot of the White House porch for a wide, stretching moment that felt as nebulous to them as their half decades of isolation. Their visions and phobias poured out of them, dribbling down onto the grimy sandstone path. They sobbed. They wobbled. They muttered questions the other didn’t understand. They met each other’s reddened eyes and began to laugh, cackling like two witches of a coven long since lost. They grasped each other by the shoulders, touched their foreheads together, and began to scream out all the maddening joy and terrible hope writhing within. They expelled their anxieties in the form of spittle and insane tears, two fallen gods lauding their ruined kingdom. Two fading scars. Two boxers who’d done no more than go the distance, but they’d gone it alone. They’d gone so very far, so very alone.

But no longer.

When those amorphous minutes passed, the two found themselves once again at arm’s length. Dry tears stained on their cheeks. The hostility had been blown away by the breeze, along with the laughter and sadness. Neither knew what to say, and both felt quite embarrassed, despite the total dissolution of any society or culture or any sort of pressures that could have induced such a sensation. On the surface, they appeared as dismal as the world, slick with a ragged film of scabs and dirt.

Yet their eyes, two olive and two bronze, seemed to shine just a bit clearer.

L.B. broke the silence, reaching out his calloused hand. “I’m Lane. Lane Buxton.”

The man took it. “It’s good to meet you… Lane. I’m sorry again for before. For, well…”

“A little gunslinger diplomacy?” the old man named Lane asked, sounding almost chuffed about it. “Don’t be. I would’ve done the same in your shoes.”

“You didn’t.”

“No, but I’m not in your shoes…” Lane trailed off. “Sorry, what did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t.”

His new ally raised an eyebrow, waiting for the man to continue. When he didn’t, Lane changed the subject. “Okay, well… what’d’ya say we head inside to catch our breath? Get a bit to eat. That little, er… emotional catharsis winded me. No offense.”

“None taken,” the man said, following him up the porch steps. He’d picked up the shotgun, and made sure to keep it pointed at the ground. “Has anyone else come?”

Lane shook his head. “Nah. You’re the only one. Whoever you are.”

“That’s what I used to think.”

“What’s that?”

“I used to think it was just me. That I was the last one. The only one. Then I saw… well, then I heard you on the radio, and I guess I knew better, y’know?”

L.B. bent over to pick up the gas lantern and adjusted a knob at the base of the handle, empowering the flame. “I think I always knew better.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m not sure, to be quite frank… I just… knew someone else was out there. Maybe I’ve gone crazy, probably we both have, but I felt it. It gave me a reason to keep goin’.”

The interior of the White House had been ransacked. Lane’s shimmering flame revealed golden embroidered curtains dancing through shattered panes of glass. Tables toppled and used as cover from gunfire. Portraits of Benjamin Franklin and John Quincy Adams were sprawled on the ground, stomped and torn, riddled with bullet holes. The lone survivor remaining on the wall was a painting of Independence Hall, Philadelphia. The beam of the man’s flashlight lingered on it for a moment.

“It’s a sad sight, I know,” Lane said, “but who can blame them? We were supposed to protect them, and we didn’t.”

“I saw tire tracks outside. Fences rammed down. It was us… people?”

“Sure was,” Lane said with a nod. “Not sure how much you saw on television or online, but after the central government announced its move to Denver, the East Coast just… collapsed. Total anarchy. Survival of the fittest and all that jazz, but the goddamn fittest were thirty feet tall and bulletproof. People were scared at first, and then they got angry. Real fucking angry. Turned on the few folks that did remain behind to protect them. The Scorpions came ’round eventually, of course, and tore through whoever was left. Sons-a-bitches didn’t stick around once the fighting was done, though. Seems like they prefer undeveloped land, if they can find it.”

The man thought back to his days in the bunker. The bunker he’d stolen. “I remember. Denver, yeah. That was the last big news before my internet went down. Did they make it to the Rockies? The president? Do we even still have a… a government?”

Lane grunted. “Oh, they made it to Denver, all right. Didn’t last very long, is all. Nobody did.”

“What about the evacuations?”

A grimace. “Ugly. Infrastructure wasn’t built to handle that degree of traffic. The Scorps had a field day picking apart the rubberneckers. I wager most folks eventually gave up and ran for it all on their own. Didn’t you see all the abandoned cars on your way here?”

The man nodded. “Yeah. I did.” He leaned over and examined a spray of bullet holes in the wall. “What about the ones who did get away?”

“There was no away. Not unless you counted space stations, though I’m sure that experience was a nightmare in its own right. People fled, sure… but the monsters always followed. There’s… I’m sorry to tell you this… there’s nothing left.”

“Anywhere?” the man asked, already knowing the answer.

Matter of fact. Not even a sigh. “Anywhere.”

“Right. I didn’t think so.”

Lane cleared his voice, as if to change the subject. “It would help to know your name, friend.”

“ ‘Friend’ is good, if it’s all the same to you. Nothing personal.” Now he wanted the subject changed. He looked around the ransacked hallway. “So, where are you sleeping?”

“Uh, downstairs, there’s a few safe rooms,” Lane said, brow furrowed. “There’s plenty of space for both of us. I’ll show you the way whenever you’re ready—but hey, come on, you got to tell me your name.”

“I don’t remember it,” the man said, his face still as a statue’s. “Call me whatever you want.”

Lane looked like he was going to keep pushing, but only said, “Okay. Fair enough. Friend.” Lantern in hand, the old man continued into the next room, which was cluttered with folding tables, office chairs, and paper shredders scattered all about.

“What is this place?”

“Temporary burn center. Too much dirty laundry to leave behind. Not that it matters now.”

“And before?”

“Reception room.”

Lane walked with confident intent, as if he’d been in this room and traveled these halls a hundred times before. The man followed closely behind, wondering just how long his new friend had been holed up in one of the world’s most famous buildings.

“When did you get here?” he asked.

“Last night,” Lane said, stopping in front of a closet door. It was one of the few doors they’d run across that was closed. “The journey was… pretty darn peaceful, believe it or not. Only ran into one Scorp.”

The man looked at him in alarm. “What’d you do?” L.B. looked like he was in great shape, but he still had to be in his sixties, maybe even seventies. The idea of him going up against something like the Nightwalker was brutal.

“I hit it in the eyes… just like I said to do on the radio.”

“You killed it?”

A laugh that wasn’t joyful. “Killed lots… once upon a time. Anyway…” He opened the door. “Here’s our stop.”

The closet on the other side of the door wasn’t a closet at all. Instead of moldy buckets and dusty mops, there was a narrow descending staircase.

Stunned, the man glanced at Lane, then back at the staircase. “This is some serious Men in Black shit.”

The old man grinned, staring into the pitch-black descent. “The sun’s not long off. I’ve got plenty of rations if you’re hungry. Figure we’ll save the wine and turkey for tomorrow, though, huh?”

“Turkey?” the man asked, cringing at his own excitement. “You’ve got canned turkey? And it hasn’t gone bad?”

“Try again. Shot it myself on the way here. That’s how the Scorp found me. Gunshot woke the damn thing up.” They came to the bottom of the hidden stairs and were met by a long hallway lined on both sides by heavy metal doors. No windows. “Safe rooms. They built them back in ’21, but anyone who knew about them skedaddled west when New York got the bombs. They’ve stayed untouched ever since.”

“How do you know about them?”

“That’s another story… one I’m happy to share, if you’d like.”

“Tomorrow. I need to sleep.”

Lane glanced at his bulky wristwatch and raised an eyebrow. “Listen, if you’re planning on slippin’ out, just say so. Won’t hurt my feelings none.”

“I’m not, promise. Just need a good night’s rest. I… I’m not myself right now.”

Lane gave him a wary nod and pushed open the nearest door, revealing a sparse room. “These are my quarters. Take any of the other safe rooms. They’re all identical and lock tight from the inside… just in case you still have trust issues.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Do you need a lantern? What about your injuries?”

“I’m all good,” the man said, brandishing his own flashlight. “Cleaned the wounds myself.”

“You sure? There’s plenty of fresh bandages if you want to redress them. Should be a first aid kit in your room.”

“After sunset. First thing.” The man knew Lane was stalling, but why? Loneliness? He could understand that. Whatever it was, the old man was building up to something.

A patient, almost patronizing smile spread across Lane’s face. “All right, if you say so. Let’s just get some sleep, okay? Tomorrow’s a big day.”

“Thanks again… for everything.” Not knowing what else to say, the man turned around and walked down the hall. After such an emotional introduction, it felt lacking, but his tongue was as weary as the rest of him.

He heard Lane’s door close behind him. After glancing over his shoulder, he selected a room near the far end of the hallway. The interior was as mundane as he’d expected. A plain bedspread, sink, mirror, cabinet, toilet, mirror, shower, and a bare desk.

The man held his flashlight between his teeth as he carefully engaged each of the locks on the door. There were three in total: one sliding, one dead bolt, and one chain. Once he was satisfied, he began poking around.

There were a few surprises waiting for him. Beneath the bed were several changes of clothes, plain but in multiple sizes and totally untouched by moths. In the cabinet beneath the sink, he found a supply of water and canned food. His stomach felt stony and obstinate, but he grabbed a plastic water bottle anyway.

He stood over the sink and uncapped the water, sniffing at it. Probing. Then he held the flashlight to the bottle and examined the liquid within. Nothing seemed unusual, so he took a sip. Then another. The man was thirstier than he’d thought. Hell, he was downright parched.

He took another swig, the plastic crinkling in his hand as he sucked the water down. When the bottle was empty, he let it fall to the floor and looked back at the mirror…

And the man in the mirror was staring at him. A nameless stranger.

Startled, the man staggered backward.

Who are you?

He stepped closer, studying the stranger in his reflection, shining the flashlight at his doppelgänger. The LEDs bounced off the glass, scattering photons about the room.

The mirror-man was almost identical to the real him, to every other reflection he’d seen in every other mirror amid this apocalypse. They wore the same pants, and when the man took his off, the mirror-man followed suit. Their wounds were identical, their gauze the same shade of burgundy. When they faced one another shirtless and unwrapped the bandages on their torsos, the texture of their bloodied brown skin held the same grooves and gouges. Their opposite elbows had swollen into the same disjointed shape. The man and the mirror-man were near the same, but when the man looked up…

He saw someone else’s face staring back at him. The wild nest of tangled curls was there, but it sat atop the countenance of another man. A mirror-man with the same gaunt, oblong cheekbones. The same wide butt-chin and blocky jaw.

“Who in the hell are you?” asked the real man in a sour and accusatory tone.

“Who in the hell are you?” the mirror-man retorted, the voice softening as it bounced off the drywall. Each echoing iteration seemed to drop the question’s original animosity, something more kind and curious rising in its place. Something genuine.

The difference was in the eyes. The dull, listless orbs that had appeared in every single mirror—all the way back to the Floridian bunker—were gone now, replaced by dark ivy fervor. The mirror-man’s hazel eyes seemed to shine amid the swallowing LED light, unlike anything the man had imagined possible in his apocalyptic life. They weren’t the man’s eyes. They couldn’t be.

They were someone else’s.

They belonged to the boy the man used to be.

“You’re Tim,” said the man.

“You’re Tim,” echoed the mirror.

The man’s shaky fingers clicked the flashlight off. The unlit device clattered to the floor and rolled away somewhere unseen. He couldn’t see anything, actually, not even his hand held mere inches from his face, much less the man in the mirror. But that was the point, wasn’t it?

In the total dark, he felt his way to the bed against the opposite wall. His fingers found the mattress, and he climbed aboard. Nestled himself beneath the soft blankets. Relishing the warmth.

The man rolled onto his side and closed his eyes, and then a slideshow of memories began to flash on the backs of his eyelids. Visions of the Nightwalker wandering deserted neighborhoods. Roaring waterfalls. Blue searchlights peeking through the blinds at high noon. Burned-out buildings and traffic jams and “friendly towns” like Broad Park. Crossing moonlit bridges on his hands and knees. Ever sifting through the relics of his peers. Passing bathrooms and lobbies and parlors, each cracked mirror reciting the same story of the same haggard traveler. A listless creature wandering from one decaying home to the next in eternal search. The self-proclaimed final man.

Time swirled backward, like liquid rushing up a drain and flooding the basin. The past six seasons blurred together, watercolors mingling. Everything he’d lived through since the bunker bleeding into one liquid picture. Mossy Carolina forests encroaching on wide Georgia fields. Florida swamps painted between the rolling forests of Virginia. The only constant was the moon high above, a shifting time lapse of shapes and phases.

And then time ran out, and the man was back in the bunker. Tucked away beneath twenty feet of gritty soil. An obscure passage of years in opaque darkness. How long had it been? He first stole away the week they dropped bombs on New York. That was Halloween 2024. How could he forget? It was a fact, yet he could scarcely picture it, could not even fathom what had come before. Pre-Scorpion society was like a fairy tale in a story or a chapter from a history text, not something he’d actually experienced. That was someone else. That was Tim. The man saw only the dank void that conceived him. The circumstances that birthed him.

By 2025, the monsters had made it down to Florida. All connection to the outside world was lost. Internet. Cell service. Landlines. Everything. Tim was terrified. Tim didn’t want to die, but he didn’t want his mother to die either. Tim didn’t want anyone to die, yet the world’s willpower seemed utterly against him. The earth had deemed humanity unworthy, flooding the land with locusts. How was Tim to resist? To make a difference? What agency could a twenty-year-old kid claim over the world if he couldn’t save just one person?

How much fragile hope did he hide away before he lost himself? When did Tim dissolve, only for this hollow outline to take hold? What year was it now? 2028? 2030? The man couldn’t ask Lane, but maybe Tim could. The man could endure the solitude and walk the long miles, yet only Tim remembered how to speak. To mourn and be merry. To be kind. Merciful. To feel something beyond anger and resolve. The man could only move forward. Such was his destiny. Such was his curse.

And his purpose? The man was no longer sure. Once upon a time, it was to protect Her, a woman that wouldn’t even recognize him anymore. Changed so much, but is it my fault? Running as fast as I can and I still can’t keep up.

He rolled onto his other side, eyes still closed. Sleep fast approached, and he was nervous. Afraid. When his eyes opened tomorrow at dusk, he would be a different man. A real man, with a name and a soul and skin in this twisted game, while the shabby reflection faded back into the reptilian abyss.

But what if this callous cloak was all that was keeping him sane? What if the only way he could go on was if he had no name? Wasn’t that why he’d wanted to forget his in the first place? So that he might walk under the moon without the weight of his memories and joy and love and hope? Without the impending comparison of the endlessly present brawl?

Then that’s all right, thought the man. Because I’m tired. Thought I could hold it back, but grief and sadness and guilt and longing and wanting and desire all draw me to quarter. Need to cut them free and hop on for a ride, but only Tim knows the reins because it’s his heart, not mine. I’m a pantomime. A ghost fading. Don’t think I’m living. Haven’t been in a long time.

But at least Tim’s still here. I kept him safe, so that’s something.

At least I’m still here.

At least I’m… Tim.

I’m Tim.

Timothy Cassius Wheeler.

A lighthearted snort escaped his nostrils, almost like a chuckle.

That’s right. I’m me. Who else?

He rolled onto his back again, hands clasped over his stomach. Tears swelled through the gaps of his shut eyelids, escaping out the corners, trickling down his cheeks, and leaking behind his ears. Sleep was coming, but the man no longer felt fear. Foolish and ashamed, yes, but not afraid.

Because Tim wasn’t alone. He never had been.

He could see them again. The faces once forgotten, the ones he forced for so long to not appear in his mind’s eye. It had been too painful to mourn the sheer totality of what was lost. Who was lost. Bradley Dean and the whistlin’ gap between his two front teeth. James Kim’s wide smile and Messi haircut. Uncle Dwayne sitting on the tailgate of his beat-up Chevy, watching over the cookout like a family sentinel.

Amira’s hair blowing in the dense heat as She led Tim over abandoned rail tracks. The sound of Her laughter mixed with an old record spinning in the background, the scratches in the vinyl whispering through the speaker.

Mom’s eyes. Like fossilized amber. The smell of chocolate chip cookies billowing out from the kitchen. Sitting in her well-loved peach-colored recliner, a stack of Octavia E. Butler paperbacks on the side table. Her smile as she sees him, rushing to stand. Hands reaching out to hug him.

The man ran toward those dreaming memories, and they welcomed him with open arms. As if he’d never walked away at all.



Lane sat on a foldout chair before a foldout table, atop which sat a portable Coleman grill with a cherry-red hood. Propane flames flickered below a sizzling pan. A handful of large white eggs sat idly in a plate resting on the table. There were ornate salt and pepper shakers and a bottle of hot sauce with a surprisingly recent expiration date. Beside those, a glass of whiskey with no ice. The liquor bottle was on the floor, surrounded by strings of shredded paper.

He did not know when the young man would come to breakfast, nor if he would come at all. Perhaps he’d already left.

Not that I’d blame him, thought Lane. What reasons had he given the stranger to stay? What did he have to offer? Food, shelter, and firearms were plentiful. Whatever information he knew might as well be folklore by now. A creation myth. But neither the fox nor the hare had any need for fairy tales.

The stranger seemed sane, but Lane had no way of knowing where he’d come from or what he’d been through. The last two years had been quiet, so quiet. There was hardly anyone left in North America by Lane’s estimate. For all he knew, they might be the lone and final two. Even in the old days, that kind of isolation was dangerous. It may have been a miracle that Lane’s own mind had not totally bent and shattered, but he thought it more likely to be a punishment. The universe wanted him to face his crimes with a clear, conscious, crying mind.

Haven’t even told him why I’m here yet. Who I am. If the young man didn’t run for the hills at that moment, it would be a blessing. If he was furious, then it would be righteous.

Lane had no way of knowing if his housemate was still there, not unless he went back downstairs and checked every room. All fifty of them. Maybe later, when his knees weren’t so sore. The hike from the Appalachians had been hell on his body. The daily body-weight workouts of the past six years had done little to prepare his charred, aging lungs and dry, aching bones for those midnight inclines. If Interstate 66 hadn’t been there, he’d still be tripping over tree roots.

Lane pressed a cold palm to his warm forehead, elbow resting on the table. The veins and arteries around his heart were tangled, asphyxiated. He took a sip of his morning whiskey, swishing the liquor around before swallowing. Savoring the burn. It was the first drink he’d had in three years, since whenever his bunker booze ran out. Not that he’d needed it back then; the solitude had warped perception enough. Hadn’t bothered to stop by a—

“Lane,” a somewhat-familiar voice said from behind.

He whirled around to face the once-hidden staircase. In the open doorway stood the nameless young man who’d nearly left last night, but he looked… different. Posture straighter, standing taller. Scruffy chin held high. His hands were still covered in cuts and scabs and scars, but they seemed at ease. Thumbs casually stuffed in the pockets of his safe-room sweatpants as the other fingers rested over his thighs.

The unnamed man was neither smiling nor frowning, lips pursed as if waiting for some unknown cue to speak. Yesterday’s perpetual scowl had faded, making him appear at least five years younger. Even his breathing registered as more regular, his chest rising and falling in a relaxed rhythm, no longer heaving like cornered prey.

“Good morning, Nightwalker,” Lane said, unsure of how else to break the silence. What else to call someone who had no name in a world with no day?

But the man recoiled at the nickname; he looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“What? What’s wrong, kid?”

He exhaled. “Nothing, just a coincidence… and… it’s Tim, all right?”

Lane stood, a little shocked at this sudden turn. He wasn’t even sure he’d heard him right. “Tim? As in Timothy?”

He smirked. “Yeah. What else could it stand for?”

“Wiseass,” Lane said, splitting a grin of his own. “So? What does this mean? You trust me now?”

The man, Tim, walked into the room, his boots kicking up stray strands of shredded paper. “I want to trust you. Beginning to think that’s good enough.”

Lane stepped forward and extended his hand. “Okay. Then we’re on the same page, Tim. How ’bout it?”

They shook. “I’ll hear you out,” Tim said. “Whatever it is you’re selling.” He had a stronger grip than Lane expected. Maybe he was just getting old.

“Not selling anything. Just my story, and some breakfast if you’re interested.”

Tim made no protest, peering at the grill. “Where did you get that?”

“The representative from Alabama’s office,” Lane replied, rocking back on the heels of his dusty hiking boots. “Rolled it over in a shopping cart the night before you got here. Capitol Hill’s worth a field trip.”

“Yeah, I thought the same thing about the Pentagon on my way in…” Tim’s nose twitched at the air as he continued looking at the makeshift kitchen. “Are those… eggs?”

“Yessir. Don’t get too excited, though. I got ’em from a goose.”

“Is that safe?”

Lane shrugged. “Should be fine so long as we cook them all the way through.”

“And should you really have a… a portable grill in here? With so much shredded paper around?”

A wily chuckle. “What’s the worst we can do? Burn it down?”

They shared a moment of uneasy laughter, and then it was on to breakfast. Lane cracked two baseball-sized goose eggs over the pan and cast the yolky shells into the paper mountains, while Tim watched from a chair. Nothing stirred outside, though Lane noticed every time the young man looked out a window or over his shoulder. As if he were expecting someone—something—to be chasing after him.

Lane was about to ask about that when Tim broke the silence. “Why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?” he said, genuinely puzzled.

“Helping me.”

“Helping others is helping yourself.”

“You truly believe that?”

Lane did a sweeping gesture to the room around them. The framed newspapers faded into inkblots. The forgotten photographs and nameless portraits, each crooked and askew. “We can believe whatever we want at this point. Doesn’t really matter anymore.”

“But I almost shot you.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Why’d you come out unarmed?” Tim asked. His tone was still friendly, eerily rational. “I could’ve killed you.”

“But you didn’t. Why not?”

“I asked first.” He picked up an uncracked egg and held it in his hands, gazing into it like a crystal orb.

With a fork he’d borrowed from the White House kitchen, Lane scrambled the yolks. “I suppose I thought it was worth the risk.”

“What risk? What exactly do you want from me?”

“I wanted to meet you,” Lane said, the grill’s heat pressing up against his forehead. “You. A survivor of… of all this.”

Tim furrowed his brow but did not look away from the goose egg he held.

“Your turn. Why didn’t you shoot me?”

He looked at Lane, then back to the shiny white shell, firelight glinting off the calcium. “It didn’t feel right. That’s all.”

“That’s all? Give yourself some credit.”

“For what?” Tim smirked. “Not gunning down an unarmed old man?”

Lane scoffed. “It is a low bar, but here we are.”



Lane’s eggs were goddamn delicious. Nothing had tasted that good since Tim was still himself, since the time before monsters and evacuations and bunkers. The scramble was seasoned with salt and pepper and even some hot sauce that had only just started congealing. They ate on ornate delicate plates and used fine silver utensils stolen from the presidential dining room. The only thing missing was…

“Fuck,” Tim said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “Pour me a glass of OJ and this would be perfect.”

Lane nodded as he chewed the last of his breakfast. “It’s all expired, and a damn shame. We could both really use some vitamin D. Although, I’m more of a cranberry guy.”

One of Tim’s eyebrows rose. “Cranberry juice?”

He shrugged. “What else are we talking about?”

“Nothing. It’s just kind of an old-person drink.”

“A what?”

A sly smile touched his lips. “Y’ever see anyone under the age of sixty-five drinking cranberry juice? I haven’t.”

Lane snickered. “Y’know who drinks orange juice?”

“Who’s that?”

“Little baby toddlers and senators. I rest my case.”

The joke made little sense to Tim, but he didn’t much care. Any reason to have a laugh seemed good enough, and so he did. Lane joined in as he turned off the grill and shut off the propane valve.

“Want one?” Lane asked, producing a pair of shiny red apples from his knapsack. “I grabbed them from an orchard on my way over here. Just outside the city.”

“Thanks.” The first bite brought a wilder, more earthy taste than Tim had expected, but it was a treat all the same. “So, were you a… politician, I take it? Before all of this?”

Lane didn’t answer right away, and after a while, Tim wasn’t sure he would.

“Military,” he eventually said. “Took a desk job right here in Washington once it was all said and done.”

“Vietnam?” Tim asked. His history was rusty, but the age seemed about right.

Lane nodded and took a seat.

Tim eased back down on his same chair from breakfast. “Were you retired? When everything… happened?”

“Nah. I was due—2025. As soon as I turned seventy, but… Look, I hope this doesn’t change your opinion of me. I know what we did. We left people to die. We let people die. Hell, we killed them. Blasted New York into marsh flats. I wouldn’t bla—”

“No, no, it’s not that… I was just wondering how old you were. What year it was. How old I am. That’s all.”

“It’s 2030,” Lane said after a long beat. “The thirtieth of August, by my count. Which makes me seventy-five. What about you?”

Tim did the math. “Twenty-six. I guess I turned twenty-six last month.”

“Christ, you were just a kid when all this started.”

“College, but yeah. Same thing.”

“What were you studying?” Lane asked. He sounded like an estranged father trying to make up for lost time.

“I thought about a law degree, but I don’t know. If we’d made it to junior year, there was a program where you could teach English abroad for a semester, and I was going to give that a try.” Tim’s voice grew increasingly at ease, the old ways of blinking and breathing and speaking falling back into place. Is this really what I was so afraid of? “Another part of me was just starting to see how big the world really was. A voice in my head wanted to just run away, y’know? Find an empty place to take care of. Be a park ranger or a fire tower watchman or something like that.”

The old man was grinning. “A what watchman?”

“You know, a fire tower? Where someone camps out in the woods and looks out for wildfires?”

Lane was trying to suppress his laughter.

“What?” Tim asked. “What’s so funny?”

“It’s nothing, just… nice. To listen to someone other than myself for once.” Lane sighed, as if that confession had been a great burden. “You can still do that, y’know? I bet a lot of park infrastructure is still in one piece.”

“Who would put the fires out?”

“Who would start them?”

Tim snorted, amused. He has a point. “Do you want to talk outside?” he asked. “I hate being cooped up when I don’t have to. Force of habit, I guess.”

“I understand.” Lane got to his feet. “Spent more than enough time in a hole myself.”

“Thanks.”

Tim followed as Lane and his lantern shuffled down the debris-riddled hallway. A marble bust of Lincoln rested on its side on the floor, half of his face crumbled to rubble.

“Y’know? It’s just kind of hitting me now,” Tim said. “We’re in the White House.”

Lane shrugged. “I needed someplace that was easy to find for whoever heard my message.”

“But it’s the end of the whole fuckin’ world. How did you know I wouldn’t be—”

“Looney? A nutjob? Insane?”

“Yeah… something like that.”

“Look around. Take in all the pomp and circumstance. The decor. Doesn’t all this feel a little crazy to you?”

“It feels gaudy and impractical. Utterly unnecessary.”

“Exactly. A reasonable response from a reasonable young man.”

Tim grunted. “That’s how you describe the guy who almost put a hole in your chest?”

“Well, it’s like you said. It didn’t feel right to you.” Lane grabbed hold of the door handle. “That makes you good in my book.”

Outside, the midnight metropolis awaited. Tim expected darkness, but the sky was so dense and cloudy that even a wide harvest moon would’ve been lost behind the brewing cumulonimbi.

“It’s going to rain tonight,” Tim said.

“Yes, I think so.”

Side by side, they strode down the stairs.



They walked in silence for a few minutes, following a paved trail that wound its way around the White House grounds. Heat lightning scratched the distant sky. Muffled thunder rumbled.

Tim had made a remarkable turn since yesterday. As far as Lane could tell, the young man hadn’t seen another human in years. Yet, despite all the isolated time Lane spent pondering and preparing for this moment, Tim seemed to be slipping back into the old ways with admirable ease.

“What happened last night?” Lane asked as he swept his light over the slimy green surface of an ancient water fountain. “It’s like you flipped a switch.”

Tim didn’t answer. Just stared into the algae.

“We can skip that question, if you want.”

“Is this an interrogation?”

Okay, Lane thought, still a little on edge. “Trying to get to know you, is all. You’re the first person I’ve seen in nearly six years.”

“Same for you. Living, anyway.”

“It must’ve been a long and gruesome road.”

“I guess so. This winter will mark my second year.”

“Since?”

“Since I stood up and started walking.”

They left the fountain, winding through lush gardens of overgrown shrubbery.

“Where was that?” Lane asked. “Your starting point?”

“Florida. Everglades University.”

“Jesus, you came that far?”

“I was sick of sitting still. Weren’t you?”

Lane thought about it. “No. I’m looking forward to a moment’s rest, just not until my work’s done.”

“And what’s that? I still don’t know.”

“I’ve got a story to tell. That’s all. For whoever’s willing to hear me out.”

“But you want to hear mine first?”

“I think I’ve just missed listening. Learning. Been worrying too much about what I was going to say.”

Tim smiled. “Y’know what? Me too.”

“Make a trade then?” Lane asked. “A story for a story.”

The young man stopped and reached out his hand, eyes soft and wanting in the flame. “Deal.”

Lane shook it. “Let’s find someplace to sit down then. My knees are killing me.”

Tim’s eyes widened in concern. “You’re right. Let’s sit.”

The elder man waved him off. “It’s fine. Just getting old, that’s all. Here, these’ll do.”

A pair of wooden benches faced one another, flanking either side of the overgrown path. Lane took the left, Tim the right.

“How’d you survive?” Lane asked. “Said you’ve only been out here two years. What about the other three or four?”

Tim sat down, stretched his arms over the back of the bench, and gazed skyward. “It was four years, I guess. November 2024. After New York. That’s where my mom was, so… I don’t know. I felt done.”

Lane’s heart dropped. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said that earlier.”

“It’s okay. Long time ago.”

“It wasn’t right, no matter how long.”

“The Scorpions were already in the city. In the East River, the Hudson. It was a matter of time once the mayor assured everyone’s safety,” Tim said with a coldness in his voice. “Mom said she believed them. Said the northern blockades would hold.” A sniffle. “I didn’t believe her, of course. She wasn’t telling me the truth. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have told me to stay south. She would’ve asked me to come home.”

Lane tried to meet Tim’s eyes, but he was still looking for stars between the clouds.

“Thank God you didn’t listen.”

“Didn’t have much of a choice. Or a car. Or money for a flight. Had a train ticket, but it left the day after they shut down the Mason-Dixon. Nobody could pass north of Maryland. Didn’t even get a refund.”

Lane didn’t want to say anything. There was a storm swelling inside his new friend. Best for Tim to let it out at his own pace.

“After New York, I was… just lost. Classes had already shut down by then, and the school was about to kick out the few who remained on campus, mostly international students or folks like me from the Northeast. Everyone who’d lost family was kinda manic. Planning one-ways to Colorado and California, Europe if they were rich, job hunting as far from the swarm as they could, people trying to be normal. But… I just couldn’t, and there were plenty like that too. Just dazed, y’know? I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. Where I was going. All of a sudden, I was just… alone. Couldn’t withdraw from the bank since it was based back in the city. I couldn’t drive, and even then the traffic might’ve gotten me killed, not that I knew that. I thought…”

“You were desperate.”

“Yeah. I was. The Scorpions had footholds in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, even Delaware by then. New York was going to slow ’em down but… it seemed like just a matter of time.”

Lane nodded. “So what’d you do?”

No response. The wind picked up. Scaffolding creaked.

“Tim?”

“I had a soccer scholarship, but it didn’t cover housing. Food. I still needed to work as much as I could in the offseason. The local Home Depot manager was poker buddies with one of the Everglade U football coaches, so athletes had part-time jobs waiting for them if they wanted. Spent the weekends of my first summer preseason pouring concrete… Well, more like lugging bags of mix.”

“Work is work,” said Lane.

Tim took a deep breath. “Sure, but one of the gigs was… different. This was 2023, just a few months after Maine got locked down. Most folks thought the military would handle it, but plenty were scared. I guess that’s my way of saying nobody was too shocked when we found out we’d be working on a ‘storm shelter.’

“Everyone in town knew the guy who hired us, or his car anyway. A beat-up Chevy with conspiracy theory stickers plastered all over the windows and bumpers, most of them related to Scorpions by the time I got there. A big yard outside of town where he shot live ammunition.

“I only ever talked to him once, when I went inside his house to piss. He was sitting at the kitchen table, with a goddamn arsenal of pistols and rifles laid out in front of him. But… he seemed nice enough. Big guy. Bald, sunburned head. Said his name was Ron and showed me to the bathroom.

“The shelter was nearly finished by then; my shift just had to pour the top layer and enclose this sort of… entrance shaft. A ladder in a tube that went straight down into the dirt. We buried the whole thing and went about our lives, but even a year and change later, I hadn’t forgotten about Ron’s bunker.”

Lane folded his hands in his lap. He thought he knew where this was going, and it was his responsibility to listen.

“I don’t know if that’s context or an explanation or an excuse, but it is the truth. When the shit hit the fan, I was all alone. Afraid. I just needed direction, y’know? I didn’t know where to go. What to do. The world was ending, and all I wanted was a dark, safe place where I could hide out and process it all.

“So… I thought, Fuck it, what’ve I got to lose? I needed help, and everyone else was gone. If this Ron guy was taking the Scorpions seriously from day one, maybe he could point me toward a safe place. Give me an idea of what the hell was going on.

“I walked to Ron’s house from the dorms. Nobody answered the door, but it wasn’t shut all the way. The trunk of his car was loaded with supplies, like he was running them inside. I didn’t want anything. Just advice. Just something. Even a vague idea of what I should do. It all just happened so fast. What were people supposed to believe after New York was just… gone? What were they supposed to think after Boston before that, where a whole damn army couldn’t stop the Scorpions? It didn’t matter if we threw everything at them; all we could do was delay. By the time everyone realized that, no one wanted to realize anything. They just wanted to pretend like nothing was happening or run for the hills.”

“But not Ron.”

“No. Not Ron. He was taking the rumors seriously before most people had even heard of a Scorpion. I thought he might know something. Anything. I nudged the door open and peeked inside. There was nobody there, and the place looked kind of bare. Most of his things were boxed up. I remember the television was showing helicopter footage of Scorpion nests in Ontario and Quebec, and the Canadian prime minister was screaming about our failure to contain the ‘Macroscorpion menace.’ ”

“Fun times,” Lane said. Tim gave no acknowledgment, save for a slight upward curve of his lips. “Sorry, kid. Go on.”

Tim continued. “I heard water running upstairs, so I yelled up there. Asked if anyone was home. I didn’t hear an answer but… I definitely heard something. It wasn’t quite a word, more like a baby babbling. I didn’t know. I didn’t know what I would find.”

“What was it?”

“I went upstairs. The bathroom door was open and I could hear this faint moaning. Eugheugheugheugh. Like that. Soft and weak.”

The impression reminded Lane of a tongueless person trying to speak.

“The first thing I saw was the handgun. This one,” Tim said, pulling his pistol from his waistband. “It was on the counter next to the sink, and there were two empty bottles of beer. Then I saw the glass, two more bottles broken on the floor. The noise was louder. Then I saw an arm, flopping and flailing for a handhold. Too weak to pull the rest of himself up.

“Ron was lying in the bath, hot shower beating down on his face. Bloody water spilling from the back of his head. There was a crack on the back of the tub—a dent, really—from where his skull had hit it. He must’ve slipped. I guess he was pretty drunk. Maybe celebrating, maybe coping. I don’t know. I couldn’t ask.

“He was hurt really bad. His eyes were all bugged out darting around, looking everywhere and nowhere and seeing me and not seeing me. Sometimes he would reach out to me, sometimes he’d shrink away, and sometimes I was just a ghost dangling over him. I watched as his brains leaked out and the shower washed it all away. That was all I could do. Just stand there and watch.” Tim rested his head in his hands.

“How long were you there?” Lane asked.

“I don’t know. It couldn’t have been more than five or ten minutes, I don’t think, but it might as well have been an hour. I wanted to run. Get the hell out of there as fast as I could and never come back; fuck his bunker, I’d take my chances out here.

“I would’ve left. I would’ve called 911 and given them the address and left forever and for all of time. But nobody picked up. The local fire stations and police departments went straight to voicemail. Only place to answer the phone was the hospital, but they said…”

“What?”

“They said, ‘You’ve got to bring him in yourself ’cause all the ambulances are in use. Sorry, little buddy, it’s called triage,’ so I tried, but when I tried he started to slip out the back of himself and I tried to keep it all in, but I couldn’t and he was bleeding and leaking and whimpering and… and he asked me to. That’s what I tell myself, at least. I tell myself that his eyes were pleading with me. I tell myself that he was asking me to help him the only way I could. Asking me the only way he could, Eugheugheugheugh, through a mouth of perfectly fine teeth that was incapable of speech, so I set him back in the tub and the bullet didn’t go through him, Lane, it exploded him, all of him, and I can’t stop seeing him, Lane. I wake up and tell myself it was the right thing and I’ve never believed it once.”

“It was.”

“Then why do I still see him?” Tim asked, his gaze locked over Lane’s shoulder, as if staring at someone else behind him. “Why do I still see the ghosts?”

“Did you think they would go away?”

“Wha—?”

“They don’t,” Lane said. “They don’t go away. The ghosts. The devils and the demons. The sins. The things you carry. They never leave you.”

“They have to. I kept the bullet casing, and then I buried it. So they would go away. So we could all rest.”

“It gets easier,” Lane said. “I promise you it does.”

“You said I did the right thing.”

“That doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.”

“That’s not all,” Tim said. He told Lane about the waterfall. About his shortcut through the forest and out into the cornfield. The youngling he’d killed and the fully grown terrors that followed. He described the demolition ritual and the two humans, including the child, dredged out from the debris.

“It’s my fault,” the young man finished, tears puddling below him. “I killed them.”

“Now I know you’ve lost it, Timbo, because just about any sane man would be gratitude incarnate right now. And rubbing the deer shit on yourself? Genius!”

“Aren’t you listening to me? I killed them!”

“No. The Scorpions killed them. Just like they killed the person at the top of the falls. Ate them alive from the inside out.”

“Sure, bu—”

“But nothing. You did your best. How the hell could you know?”

“There was one Scorpion I called the Nightwalker,” Tim went on, ignoring Lane’s question, spilling the tale of the massive beast that had nearly captured him. “I swear to God, I still see it when I close my eyes. Still hear that horrible, grinding screech of pain some mornings. Even the monsters haunt me.”

Lane stroked his chin, thinking of the nickname he’d randomly conjured this morning. What a coincidence, indeed. “A nocturnal Scorpion. I can’t believe it. They aren’t as uniform as we thought.”

Tim said nothing.

“And it held a grudge? All that time, it still chased you?”

Tim let off a nervous laugh. “I guess so. It kept up as long as it could, but with three eyes it couldn’t have gotten that far… right?”

The old man nodded but didn’t look convinced. “Probably got ousted from the pack for starting fights. I heard about that happening on the radio. It’s host to another already, I’m sure.”

“Probably,” Tim replied, “but I still hear it. The ghost.”

“And you always will! You did what this cruel world asked of you. Nothing more. And that’s all right!”

Tim refused to meet Lane’s eyes, and the old soldier was getting a feeling that they were much more alike than he’d originally suspected. He’s been close to his breaking point this whole time. He should have given up long ago. He’s chasing something. Just like me.

Just like me.

“You started in Florida,” Lane said. “Why come all this way?”

“What else was I supposed to do? If I sat still any longer, I would’ve killed myself.”

“You walked north, straight toward Maine, where all this began. Why?”

“I wasn’t going to Maine; I was going to Maryland. I was nearly there when I heard you on the radio and decided… that she was probably dead.”

“She?”

“Her name was Amira. Without my family in New York, she was pretty much the only person who would’ve really cared if I survived or not.”

“Fiancée?”

Tim finally met Lane’s eyes. “No. We had only known each other for a year and a half. But she still asked me to come with her. After New York. Said her house had a storm shelter. That her parents would be happy to have me. I told her that I’d come once everything had settled down. Once it was safe.”

“If you did that,” Lane said, “you’d still be waiting.”

“I shouldn’t have waited at all.”

“You kept yourself alive. That’s more than everyone else can say.”



The old man had stopped prying a few minutes ago, and they’d fallen into a comfortable silence. There was more lightning in the sky, thunder approaching. The breeze had strengthened.

Tim was waiting for Lane to explain how futile his quest was. The chances of any specific individual surviving were infinitesimal. And Amira’s house? On the Chesapeake Bay? He might as well go back to New York and sift through what was left of the Bronx.

But Lane said no such thing as he stood up from the rotting wooden bench. He merely reached down to the small black knapsack he’d placed between his feet, unzipped it, and pulled out a sheaf of manila folders stuffed with loose-leaf paper.

Tim leaned closer for a better look. “What’s all this?”

“It’s my turn,” Lane said, offering him one of the folders. “My story.”

Tim hesitated for a moment, and then took the folder. Lane gave him the gas lantern too.

Taking out the first page, Tim began to read:


The Anthropocene ended on July 5, 2022, when an over-the-road Volvo day-cab hauling a mustard-yellow shipping container swerved onto Interstate 95’s gravel shoulder, swallowing the mile 148 signage under its snarling grille…



“What’s this word?” Tim asked, pointing to the manuscript. “I recognize it, but I can’t remember.”

“Which one?”

“ ‘Anthropocene.’ What’s it mean?”

“Oh, that’s the, uh, era when humans could make an impact on the world,” Lane replied. “The time when we were worth a damn.”

“When did that start?”

“Depending on who you ask, anywhere from the agricultural revolution to the Trinity test.”

Without acknowledging the answer, Tim turned back to the hand-scrawled pages and began to leaf through them. He read slowly at first, but his pace quickly gained momentum. Before long, he was flipping through them as fast as he could.

From the corner of his eye, he could see Lane watching him. Pacing back and forth. Shards of lightning crashing down on the horizon. No rain yet.

When the folder was empty, the flashlight holding down the loose pages resting on the bench beside him, Tim looked up at their author. “Can I read the rest of it?”

“Of course,” Lane said, his tone impenetrable.

“I mean right now. I want to finish it.”

Lane took two more folders from his knapsack and handed them over. “Take all the time you need.”

So, he did. It took the better part of two hours.

By the time Tim finished the old man’s testimony, it was just past two thirty in the morning. He stared at the scribbled words on the last page, trying to sort his thoughts, trying to find the guts to look up and face what came next. Intrigue, sympathy, and rage all swelled inside his chest.

The old man, unaware that Tim had finished, paced back and forth in front of the bench. Disappearing and reappearing in the circle of lantern light. His knees must’ve been killing him.

He’s right to be nervous, Tim thought. This isn’t a backstory; it’s a goddamn confession. A trickle of sweat tickled his spine. Been the executioner, now I’m judge and jury too.

Part of him wanted to stand up and throttle his new friend, to thrash him senseless and leave him out for the Scorpions to find. He’s a villain straight out of The X-Files. Isn’t that how a story’s supposed to end? The bad guy gets his beatdown. What else?

But no matter how hard Tim tried, his legs wouldn’t budge. His feet wouldn’t move. Even his throat grew coarse and uncooperative when he tried to speak, reminding Tim of his long, silent walk. Of the nights when he spoke to only himself and the bats, if he spoke at all.

Lane’s a friend, Tim’s mind whispered in a voice that sounded like a stranger’s yet he knew was his own. When was the last one of those?

Besides, aren’t I tired? Don’t I want to take a break?

And this hate is oh so draining.

“How do they rotate without twisting their limbs and joints?” Tim finally asked, his mouth moving before he even realized it.

Lane stopped walking and sat down on the bench with an exhausted wheeze. “I’m sorry… what did you say?”

“When the Scorpions walk… their legs spin but their heads and tails don’t. How is that possible without their limbs or joints getting all tangled up?”

The old man didn’t say anything at first. He seemed confused by the question, and Tim understood why. He expected the other stuff first. The anger. The recriminations. The fists. To be honest, Tim was a little confused himself.

“It’s… it’s because of their bones and muscles, I think. Their exoskeletons grow from the skin underneath, then split off, because their bones and muscles are almost the same thing. Like living rock. Tectonic plating. It melts and reforms. Their blood too. It… crystallizes, like making a scab.”

“Is that why they eat each other?” Tim asked. Another question out of his mouth before he could stop it. “Their bodies have a special mineral or enzyme or something?”

Lane shook his head. There was relief in his eyes, and voice. “That sounds about right. I really don’t know. Like I wrote, I rarely understood the science behind it all.”

“What about their food chain? They couldn’t have been solely cannibals on their home planet, right? Not enough energy’s conserved.”

“Our experts claimed the same thing, but we never found any evidence to the contrary, and we cut open a lot of Scorpion stomachs. There were a few hypotheses, one being the presence of hyper-nutritional water on their world, but… like I said, that was Dr. Brown’s realm.”

“And what happened to him?”

“Can’t say where he ended up. There was chatter about him being used as a scapegoat, along with yours truly, but soon after there weren’t any courts to charge him in. Rumor had it the Russians offered the good doctor safe haven in exchange for his research. But who the hell knows how long that lasted.”

“What about Weisbrot? How’d you even know you would need him?”

“We didn’t. That was just Brown playing the college lottery. He recruited two or three prodigies every year. New Mexico had other ET biologics for Weisbrot to work on, but that genetic material was decades old. Fresh Scorpions were the only viable test subjects he ever found.”

“Other ETs? You mean…”

“Don’t get too excited. It was all very faded. Like finding an antique Buick Roadmaster with a pair of skeletons for passengers.”

“And them… the Scorpions. If they were mutated with human DNA, why’d they turn around and hunt us?”

“Who can say? Humans used to hurt each other all the time, and we didn’t evolve to be cannibals. Maybe our genetic meddling gave them a taste for Homo sapiens. Maybe they were just pissed off.”

“That’s what I mean! They seem so… alive. Intelligent. But there’s lots of smart animals. Elephants and dolphins. These things are capable of real emotion… of hatred. I’ve seen it. But they talk to each other too. They hurt, cry, scream. They fear. Maybe even love.”

“Dogs can love too.”

Tim thought of the discarded bag of beef jerky and reminded himself to tell Lane about that later. “Sure, but there’s something more to the Scorpions. Don’t you think?”

Lane stared down at the ground in shame. “Yeah, it’s quite the goddamn achievement.”

“What?”

“To fuck over two sentient species at the same time.” The old man looked up, tears in his bronze eyes. “I truly outdid myself.”

“You were doing your job.”

He sniffled. “I should’ve gotten another one.”

“You tried to stop it,” Tim said, picking up the loose pages and flipping through them. “Right here… look! You said all of this would’ve happened, with or without—”

“It doesn’t matter. I was complicit. Think about New York. Your family. Your mother. I shoulder a share of all of it… all that blood.”

A tornado of dueling emotions touched down inside Tim’s chest. His head was spinning. “Maybe you do…” he said. “Maybe you do. But you also stepped up and blew the whistle! You tried. And even if you could’ve stopped what happened to New York… my mom wouldn’t have wanted you to. She didn’t want to be alien food. Nobody wants to die like—”

“None of this happens without me!” Lane barked, startling Tim. “Don’t you understand that? None of it. The efforts to right my wrongs were too little, too late. And even if you’re right… even if only part of this was my fault… I should’ve stopped it! Even today, that’s still my responsibility.”

Tim’s voice was soft, brimming with empathy. Humanity. “There’s a difference between responsibility and blame.”

“No. I’ve already made whatever peace with it the best I could. You don’t have to coddle me. That’s not why I asked you to come here.” Their sunken eyes met in the lantern light. Lane looked much older than he did two hours ago. His wrinkles ran deeper, the discoloration of his flesh more vivid. “I know what awaits me on the other side.”

“And what’s that?”

“What I deserve.”

“How old were you?”

“What?”

“When you enlisted for Vietnam, how old were you?”

“Eighteen.”

“Why’d you go?”

“Huh?”

“Why?”

“Because we had to.”

“You said you enlisted. Why?”

“I would’ve been drafted anyway.”

“Tell me the truth, Lane.”

“The truth?”

“Yeah… why’d you go?”

He wiped away the tears with his shirtsleeve. “I didn’t want to at first. I wanted to go to college. Maybe even earn myself a football scholarship. And doesn’t that sound like just about the silliest thing in the world now that…” He lifted his palms to the crumbling horizon.

“No. Doesn’t sound silly at all.”

“It just didn’t sit right with me that others had to go and I could stay. Not right in the slightest. Perfect world? We all stay home…” Lane coughed into his closed fist. It wasn’t a healthy sound. “We all stay home and nobody dies. Nobody kills. None of my friends lose their arms or legs or their whole fuckin’ head. We don’t lose ourselves, we don’t… we don—” Another violent bout of coughing.

Tim got up, went over, and sat down next to Lane. Put a hand on his knotted back. “Let’s get back inside, what’d’ya say?”

Lane looked up at him. “Why?”

“ ’Cause you sound like you’re coming down with a cold, and I’ll be damned if I let you get sick on my watch.”

“No, I meant… why aren’t you angry?”

Tim sighed. He held his breath for a few seconds, letting the encroaching thunder fill the gap until he was ready. “I don’t know, brother. I think I’m sick and tired of being angry. Been pissed off and scared shitless for so damn long… but it hasn’t gotten me much of anywhere.”

“Got you here,” Lane said.

Tim shook his head. “I hope not. I want to think it was something else that did that. Something… good. Like whatever’s keeping you alive. I think it’s a good reason.”

“I’m no good,” Lane said, his voice cracking.

“Pretty sure the jury’s still out on that one.”

They were both quiet for a while after that. The city around them breathing for the dead. Somewhere, far away, a night bird called. Nothing answered. Finally, Tim asked:

“Why’d Weisbrot do it?”

“Do what?”

“Set the Scorpions free.”

“That’s…” Lane hesitated. “Officially, he was trying to kill them. Before they could escape onto the highway.”

“Well… why do you think he crashed the truck?”

The weary soldier thought about it for a moment. “Sometimes, it was like we were the only two people in the room who thought about the future, Weisbrot and me. He said something once. It wasn’t during the usual corporate chitchat or a scientific debriefing. It was just the two of us, and I think he let his guard down. Just for a second.”

“What did he say?”

“It was a few hours before the first scheduled mutated birth trial. Everyone was so excited. A fever had spread through the desert campus. But Weisbrot stopped by my office that morning out of the blue, and he told me he would sign any program-cancellation proposal that I drew up. Somehow he’d seen right through me, all my doubts. He knew. He fucking knew.”

Tim waited for him to go on.

“At first, I didn’t say anything. Hell, I didn’t know what to say. And then before I could get the words out, he started laughing. But… the thing is… his eyes weren’t laughing. They were dead serious.”

“What did you do then?”

Lane looked away into the dark, remembering. “That’s the worst part, I think. Weisbrot started to laugh, trying to pretend the whole idea had just been his stupid idea of a joke… and then I started laughing right along with him. You get what I’m saying, son? I never said a word. It was our one chance… our last chance to stop all of this. And all I did was fucking laugh.”

“You think Weisbrot came to your office to—”

“I think he knew deep in his heart the same thing I knew in mine. That our work belonged dead and buried. With such amazing progress, why were we the only ones wondering what would become of us once the monsters actually belonged to us?

“I tried to justify it to myself after he left. I thought he was just scared. Cold feet, y’know? But all I could really think was Nobody has to die anymore. If our soldiers were replaced by Scorpions, then no more boots on the ground. No more cold war euphemisms or mutually assured destruction. All I could see were my own ghosts—Jeffy, Doyle, Jorge, Carson, Petey, Timbo, Bob-O, Louie—the friends this country sacrificed on an altar of bullshit.

“Maybe if I had just acknowledged that he was trying to help me, help all of us, he wouldn’t have had to do what he did. Be all alone in the end. Maybe there would’ve been no end. If I had been a good soldier, I never would’ve let him on that truck. Not anywhere near it. He should’ve been flown to Portland first class but instead he volunteered himself to go along for the ride and I didn’t protest. Didn’t object. Didn’t know how fucking far he’d go.

“Weisbrot did it because he was more afraid of us than he was of them. Jeremy loved his Scorpions like the Grizzly Man loved bears. He knew they were born powerless, slaves destined to become mindless weapons.”

“Did you think he did the right thing? At the time?”

“Oh… yeah,” Lane said, wiping away another tear. “The world would have ended one way or another with the Scorpions as our war dogs. We would have seen to that, I’m sure. It would have all turned out the same in the end. But that was when I still believed we could beat them.”

“And now?”

“That all depends. Will they keep making our same old mistakes?”

A crack of thunder, right over the top of them, heralded the opening sky. Fat raindrops came splashing down all around them, playing a staccato rhythm on the hard pavement. Tim grabbed Lane’s papers and hurried to shove them back into the old man’s knapsack, then zipped it shut tight.

Lane snatched up the lantern, and they started making their way back to the White House.

KRRRAK!

KRRAARRK!

KRRRAK!

KRRRRAAAARRRRK!

They stopped and turned to each other, suddenly oblivious to the rain.

“Did you hear that?” Tim asked, raising his voice above the storm.

“I heard something…” And then Lane was pointing over Tim’s shoulder. “Wait… look!”

Tim pivoted, eyes searching. There, between the columns of silver-white lightning that bridged the gap between heaven and hell, was a second tempest threatening to devour the city. Maybe two hundred yards away, illuminating several blocks of a westward street, a storm of whirlpool blue. Scorpion eyes.

“KRRRRRAAAAARRRRRK!!!”

“Timbo, we need to go!” Lane shouted. “Now! Did you leave anything downstairs?”

“I brought my pack and shotgun upstairs, but they’re still inside.” Tim raised his stolen pistol. “This is all I’ve got.”

“Trust me, you’ve got a helluva lot more—take it all and go.”

Tim started toward the White House, but after only a few strides, he realized Lane wasn’t coming with him. He turned back and shouted, “What are you waiting for?”

“Just go! I’ll catch up!”

“We need to get back to the safe rooms. Or we should try to reach the Metro! They can’t—”

“Stop it!” Lane charged right at him, took him by the shoulders. “Think, kid. You know any other Scorps that go out at night? Look at it, dammit, it’s coming straight toward us. Beelining it. It’s gotta be your three-eyed friend.”

Tim stared into the hurricane glow. “Can’t be. The Nightwalker’s dead.”

“If they died that easy, we wouldn’t be here.”

“So what? We can outrun it. I—”

“That thing is a goddamn bloodhound from beyond the stars! It has your scent memorized and can smell for miles. It’s not going to give up, not until it’s satisfied. Especially since you did a number on that fucker. It’ll just keep on coming. Again and again and again. Until one of you is dead.”

“We can hide, we can—” Tim froze mid-sentence.

Lane had drawn his own pistol. It was leveled at Tim.

“What the hell are you doing?” He was more insulted than alarmed.

“Saving your life. Now go! When I’m done, I’ll come find you in the Metro.”

“What’re you gonna do by yourself? Let me help!”

“It’s hard enough sneaking up on a six-eyed bastard… damn near impossible with your smell sticking to me. How do you think it found us?” With his free hand, the old man reached into his pack and pulled out a small round object, which he quickly stuffed into his pocket. He tossed the knapsack to Tim. “Take care of that for me. I’m gonna want it back later.”

“I can’t just leave you.”

“God, you’re stubborn!” He lowered the gun and took Tim’s arm. “Listen, friends have a way of finding one another again. Just trust me.”

Tim opened his mouth to respond, but made no sound.

“Grab your gear and get out of here. I’ll catch up. Make sure you take your radio.”

Lane started to turn away, readying himself for the coming storm, but hesitated. “Tim?”

“Yeah?”

“Find your fire tower. And when you get there, make sure to save some room for an old friend.”

And then Lane was gone, swallowed by the darkness and rain.



Lane, alone again, crouched behind what remained of a stone wall a hundred-some yards from the White House’s porch. He prayed that the kid had listened to him and would soon be on his way to the Metro. He prayed that the rain was enough to conceal Tim’s presence, just long enough to give him some time to slip away.

Oughtta save a few prayers for myself, he thought. I’ll need them.

He knew it was the Nightwalker approaching. Even from a distance, he could see that the glow of its eyes was asymmetrical. As if one side had been blinded.

“Come and get it,” he whispered to the rain. The Scorpion was only a few blocks away now. Before long, he’d be able to see it. And vice versa. Then he could set his trap.

“KRRRRRAAAAARRRRRK!!!”

The iridescent blue light suddenly exploded above the skyline. Flickering wisps of its navy-black body appeared and disappeared into the stormy turmoil above. The whirlpool glow dispersed, glinting like a shower of coins between the clouds as the unseen beast hurtled through the storm, a hell-metal reindeer guiding the Reaper’s midnight sleigh. Lane watched as the ocean-dark rage pounded from one rooftop to the next, illuminating the gray heavens above in a thrumming alien ire, until finally it launched itself from the tempest with such meteoric fury that the earth itself trembled upon impact.

At the intersection of Pennsylvania Avenue and Fifteenth Street, in a crater of its own making, stood a Scorpion stripped of all beauty and pride and peace. The right side of its head was draped in a jewellike scab, as if the blood that had spewed from its eyes then clotted, coagulated, and crystallized. A similar growth covered the clipped end of its shortened tail, which possessed no stinger. The looming tower reared back onto a single powerful leg, stretching over two stories tall, and let out another reverb of grudge and hate.

“K’ORK KURRAA!”

It was the Nightwalker, come to finish what it had started.

Its remaining three eyes scanned the White House lawn as it lumbered forth, drowning Lane and the meager ground between them in that deep ocean blue. The light seemed to permeate the rainwater, illuminating the stretches of trampled security fencing and fallen watchtowers. The creature kicked aside the husk of a burned-out helicopter, sending the scrap-metal hunk skidding over wet grass. Another step. Thirty yards away now. Another. Twenty. Any closer and Lane would be in range.

Yet he stood his ground, weapon at the ready.

What remained of the beast’s tail hovered between the gun and its eyes. It was a familiar defensive technique, one that most Scorpions had adopted by the end of humanity’s futile struggle, but guarding three eyes was a much simpler task than the full six. I’ll have to get close, Lane thought. Inside its legs. Make it swing with the tail, open itself up. Blam. Blam. Kaboom.

The Scorpion tasted the air for a moment, sampling Lane’s scent. Raindrops sluiced down its curved leg blades, which reflected the lightning strikes so that the whole of the Nightwalker lit up in a golden explosion each time. The thunder bellowed, and the living weapon replied, “KKKRRRAAARRRRKKKK!!!” drowning out everything save its own iridescent vibrations. Dominating the sky itself.

It’s time, Lane thought, and he made his move. In one swift motion, he stood and stepped up onto what was left of the stone wall, exposing himself to the killer.

The rigid illithid cocked its head and gazed at him from behind its weaving cover, sizing him up.

Lane lifted the pistol, squeezed off two shots, both on target—

—but the Nightwalker easily deflected them, same as ever. With a gravelly growl, it leapt at the old man.

He flung himself into the overgrown grass, rolling onto his back. The Nightwalker’s scythes whipped out just shy of his ankle, mowing down a patch of weeds. Lane scrambled to his feet and sprinted for the gap between the creature’s legs. The Scorpion lunged with its skull before he could get there, the crystalline scars grazing his shoulder as he barely dodged the alien’s headbutt. Lane feinted an escape, then pivoted and dove directly beneath the monster’s neck stalk, his teeth rattling on impact.

The three navy eyes above him widened in surprise. Its tail lashed to strike, and—

Lane ripped off three shots in quick succession. The first ruptured the middle eyeball, a spray of dazzling blue blood jettisoning into the rain, liquid fireworks lighting up the sky. The second ricocheted off its temple, while the third traced off into the blustery night.

He sat up, readjusting his aim, but before he could pull the trigger, the Scorpion’s stub tail hammered into his stomach, sending him careening through the air. He had just enough time to think This is what flying feels like before he crashed to the ground like a discarded rag doll. Something snapped in his left forearm as the wind fled his lungs. The pistol skittered away into the darkness, jarred loose by the impact. He gasped for air and tasted blood.

He figured he had two, three seconds before the Nightwalker struck again. Fleeting time to save his own damn life. Gritting his teeth, he sprang to his feet, prepared for fight and flight alike. His injured left arm dangled limp at his side as he raised his right hand in a fist.

But the Scorpion was gone.

Lane stood there in the falling rain, blinking his sweat-stung eyes, certain that he was hallucinating. Maybe he was already dead. But then his neck did a slow, painful turn over his shoulder, and he spotted the turbulent blue glow bounding off behind him, toward the White House.

Goddammit, he thought. It’s hell-bent on finding Tim. Can smell that we were inside even through all this rain. Just incredible.

Not bothering to search for the pistol, Lane sprinted across the lawn and into the bioluminescent wake of the three-legged serpent. Even in his prime, he’d have been pitifully slow compared with the injured titan. The Nightwalker had covered the length of a football field in just a handful of seconds; earthly creatures were not meant to keep up. By the time Lane was a third of the way there, the Scorpion had already begun to work.

It leapt for the Truman Balcony, leading with two poised claws and an open maw. The obsidian missile vaporized the stone columns on impact, then exploded into the building. The roof tumbled down in minivan-sized concrete chunks, but the creature brushed them off as easily as if it were the rain.

If Tim’s still in there…

No. He can’t be. He got out. He’s safe. He must be.

Because I have a job to do.

The Nightwalker marched forward, eviscerating the presidential residence, shoveling out heaps of furniture and drywall as it dug deeper, deeper, searching for the wicked scent that had wounded it. Searching for the creature it could not forgive.

Lane ducked as a metal filing cabinet soared over his head, its contents scattering in the breeze. To his surprise, Lane felt pangs of regret and anger as the hallowed building was picked apart. Plucks on heartstrings he thought he cut loose long ago.

“KKKKRRRRAAAAAAARRRRRRKKK!!!” the Nightwalker roared as it threw a piece of foundation into the Oval Office, erasing it in a matter of seconds. Zeus hammered the boulders of Olympus together, yet even his best efforts faltered compared with the raging beast below him. That old god of thunder would have fared better had he two Scorpion skulls instead; he may have deafened the world.

Lane limped toward the destruction, dust rising in the rain. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the round object he’d taken from his knapsack earlier.

Hidden in the overgrowth, shielded by rubble and rain, Lane crept beneath the obsidian tower that dwarfed him. Its leg alone must’ve curved twenty feet into the air. Despite the rest of the body’s rampage, the leg remained eerily still. In awe, he reached out and ran a hand along the sharp inner edge, tracing it as a chef would a cutting knife. The Nightwalker paid him no mind, as if it didn’t even notice him. A gnat on its back. Invisible. Inconsequential.

Rivulets of steaming rain streamed down the creature’s leg blade, trickling onto the back of Lane’s hand. An immense, pulsating body heat radiated out from the beast’s exoskeleton, like waves of warm ocean wind over a sun-blasted shore. He thought he could see his reflection in the shell. An equal and opposite reaction. Hate. Fear. Love. Beauty. Like directions on a compass.

Lane took another step beneath the beast’s underbelly and lifted the round object in front of him. His injured arm slowly reached for the grenade pin, and just as it was halfway there…

“LANE!”

Both he and the Scorpion whirled around in time to see a pistol flying through the air. Lane lunged forward and snatched it with one hand, only able to catch it thanks to the Nightwalker’s jack-o’-lantern eyes.

In front of the derelict water fountain, standing fifteen feet away, his clothes smeared in rat shit, shotgun in hand, stood Tim. “Don’t even think about it, old man!”

The Scorpion let loose a furious screech as it set its gaze on Tim and worked to free its javelins from the wreckage. “K’ORK KURRAA! K’ORK KURRAA! K’ORK KURRAA!!!”

Ears ringing, Lane ran out from under the anchoring leg as it began to spin and contort. The biological armor plating connected to the stalk turning and twisting as the molten flesh beneath it moved.

Tim fired at the Nightwalker’s head, buckshot haplessly exploding against the biometal.

“What’re you doing here?” Lane shouted with equal anger and confusion. Kid must’ve circled around the Treasury building. Concealed his scent with that same trick. “I told you to run!”

“Like you said…” Tim boasted a grin that was deliriously human. “Old friends have a way of turning up again.” His eyes suddenly flashed wide. “Duck!”

Lane hit the dirt as a scatter of pellets flew overhead and blasted into the crystal scabs over the Scorpion’s right eyes. The wound shattered, oozing with an alien ocean shimmer that lasted for but a second in the downpour.

The now-two-eyed alien swiveled and fixed Tim in its gaze… then it yanked itself free from what debris was left of the White House… and attacked.

The Nightwalker closed the gap in seconds. Tim sprinted away and threw himself to the ground as the Scorpion’s bladed leg clawed over his head, missing by mere inches.

“Run, dammit!” Lane shouted. Tim was maybe thirty yards away now, the Scorpion and the old fountain standing between them. “Just get the hell out of here!” Lane screamed, emptying the pistol’s magazine toward the final eerie lantern eyes. It didn’t matter if the tail deflected every bullet; he just needed to divert its attention.

Tim sat up and pumped another shell into the chamber. His presidential sweatpants were streaked with mud and wet rat feces. Long, soaked hair nearly covered his face. The wounds on his arm were bleeding again, red blossoms blooming in the bandages. But his hands were steady. And that was good.

The Nightwalker bounded toward him, triple jaws opening wide…

… and before Tim could pull the trigger…

… Lane sprinted toward the boggy fountain, strode onto its crumbling concrete wall, and launched himself into the air.



Lane landed on the monster’s spine with a sickening qqrrsshh as its dorsal spines gouged into his soft belly. His right arm coiled around the writhing neck, while his swollen left clutched the pistol. His pained face was awash in the aqueous shine.

“K’ORK KURRAA! K’ORK KURRAA! K’ORK KURRAAAAAA!!!”

The Scorpion swung its neck around, as if trying to get a glimpse of its hijacker, the mosquito on its back. Lane held fast as the Nightwalker reeled, bucking and hollering like an intergalactic rodeo of which the old soldier was the finest, if lone, contestant.

On the other side of the fountain, Tim watched in terror as his friend was whipped back and forth like the helpless passenger of some sadistic carnival ride. He knew the Nightwalker would have killed him had Lane not intervened. Time to repay the favor.

He stumbled to his feet and raised the shotgun, but there was no clean angle. The scattershot could go anywhere, and Lane was being whirled around in a maelstrom of flesh and steel and storm. Even though the beast’s tail was preoccupied with prying him off, leaving the whirlpool eyes unprote—

“TAKE THE SHOT, TIM!” Lane shouted, as if he’d read his mind. “TAKE IT!”

But Tim didn’t move. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t force himself to pull the trigger.

Lane, having used the Scorpion’s own bucking momentum to inch up its neck, thrust the pistol toward the creature’s face and fired three times in desperation. Another bulbous eyeball popped into a cloud of turquoise mist.

“KKKKRRRRAAAAHHHH!!!”

The old man let the pistol drop from his bruised hand, and at the same time, his other hand’s grip around the Nightwalker’s spine loosened, and then he was falling to the ground like a child slipping from the monkey bars.

Tim was free to take the shot.

And his aim was true.

The buckshot whistled through the night and found the final ocular orb, tearing it into neon ribbons.

“RAAAKAAAW!”

“It’s blind!” Tim shouted, running toward where Lane was sitting on the ground. “C’mon, we just have to—”

The words died in his throat when he saw the blood soaking his friend’s shirt. The Scorpion’s jagged spine had torn into his chest, and his left arm looked downright broken. “Jesus, are you—”

“Get down!” Lane bellowed, springing from his knees only to tackle Tim to the dirt.

Seconds later, the tip of the Scorpion’s amputated tail whipped past them. It was flailing blindly, either in the throes of full-fledged panic because someone had turned the lights out… or because it was finally dying. For good this time.

Tim sat up too fast, and the tail caught him in the back of his skull upon its return trip, crystalline scabs rupturing on impact. He cartwheeled through the dirt for a good ten feet, losing his grip on the shotgun.

The Nightwalker turned toward the sound of his gasping breath. The creature’s mandible mouth opened wide, and a host of long, slick blue organs slithered out, wiggling toward him. Tasting the air.

What the fuck? Tim thought. Are those… tongues?

Lane grabbed the fallen shotgun and emptied it into the belly of the beast, a spray of pellets bouncing off harmlessly, ricocheting into the grass. “Lookie here, you big bastard! It’s not just him anymore! I beat you too!”

Tim sat up, confused. “What are you—”

Out of ammunition, the old man crawled closer and began pounding on the alien’s shell from beneath.

The Scorpion’s blind, bleeding grimace turned away from Tim and pointed its writhing bouquet of tongues toward Lane.

“NO! STOP!” Tim cried out.

“C’mon!” Lane screamed, his eyes locked on the descending maw. “You’ve taken our world! Taken it all away, just to make the same cowardly mistakes! You’re no better than the rest of us! WHO THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?”

Tim scrambled to his feet and staggered forward. He had to do something. He had to—

“Who… who do you think you are?” Lane repeated, his voice rapidly fading. There was a minute click! like the pull of a pin. And then, almost in a whisper: “I know who I am…”

The Nightwalker’s mandibles parted as its legion of oily tongues sniffed at Lane’s face, ready to snap…

And then the old man’s hairy knuckles plowed through the slimy tendrils, ramming into the back of the Scorpion’s throat with a fleshy slam.

The monster gagged. Bit down.

“Death,” said Lane.

A blinding flash of yellow and blue erupted from the Scorpion’s neck. A metallic ringing as foul and pervasive as any sound Tim had ever heard pierced his eardrums. Fibrous scales burst off the Scorpion like popcorn shrapnel, each trailed by a shower of purple viscera. The legs, with no body to hold them, blindly circled each other for a moment and then collapsed to the ground, where they wriggled and writhed like dying fish. The disembodied tail followed suit as steaming chunks of skull and stalk rained down about the lawn. Glowing blood speckled the grass.

Tim, covered in rat shit and alien gore, rushed to Lane’s side. “It’s okay,” he said. “It’ll be okay.” But as he pressed his hands down on Lane’s chest and felt the warm ooze of human and Scorpion blood intermingling, Tim knew it wouldn’t be. “It’s okay.” He could feel his heart breaking into pieces, the shards stabbing him from within. “We’ll get you someplace nice and dry and—”

One of the Scorpion’s massive scythes had fallen atop Lane’s legs. “Oh God.” Tim bent down, curling his hands around the bottom lip of the dead alien’s tremendous limb. He took a deep breath. “I got you, buddy.” These were forgotten muscles, but they could be remembered. Staring at Lane’s bubbling face, smoldering brow, he had to remember. “I got you.”

The coarse exoskeleton dug into his hands, dredging cuts in each palm and finger. His legs rocked lower, searching for the strength to free his friend, and finally the loose limb began to tremble. It felt as if every blood vessel in his brain would burst, but he pressed on, drawing in oxygen with every desperate breath as the dead rock lif—

“Shhh.” The old man reached up toward Tim’s mouth with a hand that no longer resembled anything human. Most of the flesh had been blown away. What remained was torn and blackened, flapping strips of skin like flypaper in the night breeze.

Tim ignored him.

“s’ok,” Lane whispered, swallowing the rainwater pooling in his open mouth. “s’ok, bim.”

He lowered the titanic leg back down, unable to lift it beyond an inch. “I’m sorry,” he said, falling to his knees by Lane’s side and taking his friend’s mangled hand, exposed and splintered bone rubbing against his skin. He choked back a sob. “I’m so sorry.”

“s’ok bubby. s’ok.”

Tim shook his head. It wasn’t okay. It really wasn’t.

“im,” Lane said, head lolling back and forth, eyes no longer seeing. “Tim.”

“I’m right here, buddy.” He touched his free hand to Lane’s gray hair. Brushed a piece of grass from behind his ear. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“ake s’long s’you need.”

“What?”

“take s’long as y’need. find y’firewash. ere waitin’ f’ya.” A bubble of blood burst from between his lips.

Tim wiped it away with his fingers. “Wish I had some cranberry juice to give you.” He was crying harder now.

Lane suddenly lifted his head off the ground, just an inch or two. “er ay are.” His eyes had regained their focus, staring past Tim into the clouds above.

“Who? Who do you see?”

“s’everyone.”

Tim tried to follow his eyes, but there was nothing there. Just the night and its storm.

Lane rested his head back on the grass and closed his eyes one final time. “’ake y’time bubby. ’en we go. waitin’ f’ya.”

“Where?”

“wherever’s next.”



Eight days later, the 7th of September, 2030, by his count, Timothy Cassius Wheeler was ready to go.

He awoke at dusk on a folding cot in cavernous darkness. The silence was so complete that even the muffled click of his lighter seemed to echo throughout the room. The dim flame illuminated his quarters, a grand ballroom staged with ransacked blood-donation equipment. Scarlet Xs embroidered everywhere. The old headquarters of the American Red Cross.

He made a small fire at the center of the tile floor and poured some canned beans into a pan borrowed from the staff kitchen. Then he held the beans over the open flame, mouth watering.

When he was finished with breakfast, Tim snuffed out his makeshift cooking pit and gathered his belongings. Just his backpack, really, which seemed bulkier and heavier than usual. He’d buried his own weapons with the fallen. Lane’s pistol was all he had left. Found in the grass by the benches they’d been sitting on while Tim read his friend’s confession.

Outside, there was one last thing to grab, and then he could go.

After passing through Red Cross HQ’s grand foyer, Tim pulled open the door and stepped out into the night. Marble columns flanked him on either side. A half moon grinned down at him, and he grinned back.

On the staircase sat a small solar panel no larger than a laptop. It was wired to a portable CD player, its battery indicator blinking green. The solar charger was from an REI outlet. The Walkman, along with the half-dozen compact discs tucked away in his bag, came from a pawnshop.

He opened his knapsack, which was nearly overflowing with manila folders and plastic CD cases, and stuffed the solar charger inside. Then, before he zipped it shut, he carefully took the Jimi Hendrix Experience’s Electric Ladyland out of its case and slid it into the Walkman, which in turn went into his jacket pocket.

He left the headphones dangling around his neck. There was one more thing he had to do. And then he could go.

Holding the lantern out in front of him, Tim descended the marble staircase and crossed the desolate street. The White House lawn waited just beyond. He hadn’t wanted to sleep too far away.

On either side of the derelict water fountain at the center of the grounds was a door planted in the earth. One door faced north, toward the White House building ruins, while the other gazed toward the Washington Monument and all that lay beyond. Neat, careful letters had been carved into their surfaces. Makeshift headstones.

The one facing north read:


HERE LIES THE NIGHTWALKER

MAY THEY FINALLY

REST IN PEACE



It had taken Tim the better part of the week to bury the Scorpion. What was left of them, anyway. The grenade had torn the alien’s body apart from the inside out, but there were still scattered chunks and fragments left behind. By tying together spare bedsheets from a nearby hotel, Tim had been able to drag the heaviest pieces into the waiting grave. He’d finished filling in the hole just two days earlier. The shotgun and Ron’s pistol were placed there too.

No other Scorpions ever came to help the Nightwalker. Not so much as an undertaker sent for their corpse. Tim wondered if their packmates had even tried to stop them, or if those Scorpions in the farm pond were happy to see the Nightwalker go. He’d never know for sure, but he thought the alien who had hated him so much had been a lonely creature. An outcast. He felt they deserved something now that it was over, if only to somehow atone for humanity bringing its kind here in the first place. For the sheer hubris it took to mold and warp them.

Lane was buried on the other side of the fountain. Tim wanted to do it later the same night he’d died, but even searching for a shovel proved too much for his own battered body. After he’d collapsed and gotten some sleep, Tim spent the entire next night making sure the old man received a proper interment in a grave deep enough for no scavenger to ever disturb.

The doors he used for headstones had been plucked from nearby row houses, and each had to be dragged several blocks. It’d then taken him hours to carve the letters upon them last night. Not just because he wanted to be sure the grooves were deep and tidy, but also because he couldn’t figure out what he wanted to say. What words to etch into the wood.

Looking at Lane’s grave now, Tim felt at peace with the job he’d done.


HERE LIES LANE BUXTON

A GOOD MAN

A BETTER FRIEND



Beside the overturned pile of dirt that marked Lane’s final resting place was a YETI cooler. A cardboard sign wrapped in a clear trash bag, Tim’s feeble attempt at waterproofing, was taped to the ice chest. It read: TAKE ONE, PASS IT ALONG.

Inside, there were twenty manila folders, each one containing a handwritten copy of Lane’s final testament. The scribe work had been a nice way to pass the hours when Tim wasn’t shoveling dirt or scavenging supplies or sleeping. He had already decided that he would hang on to the originals.

Kneeling down, Tim slipped off his backpack, and beneath the stacks of papers and CDs, he reached for a container.

A plastic bottle of cranberry juice. Courtesy of the break room at the Art Museum of the Americas.

He twisted the cap off and poured the expired liquid over the fresh grave.

Tears swelled in his eyes. He didn’t bother wiping them away.

“I’m sorry, Lane. I’m so sorry.”

He knelt there another minute or two, then stood. Pocketed the trash.

“Thank you. For everything.”

The wind whispered through what trees remained in the capital. Tim felt the gaze of the starry sky upon the back of his head, billions of bright lights shining in anticipation. Burning crystals among the void.

“I love you, old man. Always will. Won’t ever forget you. I promise.”

Tim’s tears stained the soil, intermingling with the cranberry extract. Seeping into the depths of the weary earth. He didn’t want to go, but it was time. His heart told him so.

Eyes to the sky, wondering if he would ever return to this place, Tim turned toward the moonlit street. He donned the headphones and powered up the Walkman, Jimi Hendrix’s ominous “… And the Gods Made Love” spinning to life beneath the plastic cover. Thunderous drumbeats—like gunshots over an open battlefield—gave way to voices distorted by the veil.

Timothy Cassius Wheeler let the introduction play through, then skipped ahead to track 15, “All Along the Watchtower,” and once again began to walk, feeling that he was somehow stepping into this strange yet familiar world for the very first time.




ELSEWHERE: A ROUGH TRANSLATION

December 2031



Before today, Rkrkat has been awake kor’ket’kor’ket’ket times. In plain English, that is two-three-two-three-three. 23,233. Rkrkat’s native tongue only has words for one, two, three, four, five, and six: kar, kor, ket, tek, rok, and rak. To count any higher, Rkrkat must combine the words: kar’kar, kar’kor, kar’ket, kar’tek, kar’rok, kar’rak, kor’kar, and so on. They think their kind counts in sixes, in rak, because they only have their eyes to count with.

There are kor’kar in Rkrkat’s pack. Rkrkat distrusts that number, but they do not know why. It just seems like bad luck.

On their 23,234th morning, Rkrkat rises from their vast pool. The water is growing colder, as it does with every spin of this world. They themself do not mind the temperature, but it makes their family slow and groggy. They all wake up later in the chill. Even the young ones sleep softly when the minuscule white crystals fall from the sky. That is bad. The young ones are all who keep watch. Everyone else sleeps too soundly.

But it is worth it.

Rkrkat steps out of their pond nest with a turning gait. More frozen water crystals fell last night. They are crisp yet soft under the weight of Rkrkat, who imagines that this is what it feels like to walk atop those billowing moisture beasts roaming above, the same ones that expelled the frozen whiteness, or liquid water when it was warmer. The same ones that come and go on a whim, no matter if the daystar or the nightrock is present.

Could such a gaseous thing even claim life? Rkrkat isn’t sure, but they prefer to imagine that such is the case. Then they might find a way to one day thank the moisture-laden behemoths for all the falling water they’ve brought. Rkrkat loves when water spills from the sky. Liquid or frozen, it does not matter. The moisture in the air lends their voice a pleasant reverberation. When the whole pack speaks as one in the falling water, it makes a beautiful sound.

Rkrkat’s six pupils gaze downward at the shallows of the water surface. They can see themself. The morning light turns the water into something else, something reflective. Rkrkat thinks that they themself are quite beautiful. Rkrkat is proud of their big eyes and the curve of their stalk, but do not like the shape of their head. They wish it was more angular, more like a kettork—a three-sided shape—like some of the others’. Kettorks are Rkrkat’s favorite. Their own head is oblong and elliptic.

Rkrkat scans the pond. In the shallowest cove lay two bodies, both other Rt’uk’rt, now deceased. In these two bodies, the fourth generation of their descendants will nest until they are tall enough. That is good. There, they are safest. They do not brood within those small fleshy creatures anymore, the Kurraa, not that there are any left to be found. The children born in those strange animals never grow as well. They die within the cycle one of every tek times.

Farther, in the depths of the valley pond, are the larger ones. First, their third generation, the ones who sired their fourth. Beyond them are the second and first. The first generation came directly from Rkrkat’s stinger, but Rkrkat would die for any of them. They have killed for their family before. Probably they would be forced to again.

Rkrkat thinks they themself belong to the second generation to be born in this new place, sired from one of only two original progenitors. They have not seen their parent in thousands of wakings.

Rkrkat turns away from the pond and stalks into the motionless herd of waiting plants, themself now almost as tall as the oldest of the immobile giants. Many starshines ago, their pack worked to clear a way through the plants to connect their pond to the hard path so that they could walk easier. Rkrkat likes the hard paths. They lead to interesting places. They are one of the few useful things the Kurraa left be-hind.

Those old creatures. They had done something to Rkrkat and their kind. The Rt’uk’rt are not the same as they should be. Rkrkat is not sure what. Something inside. Something displacing. Every Rt’uk’rt knows this, not only because of the stories passed down, but in the very rock of their bones. If Rkrkat closes their eyes, sometimes they can see those inherited visions. They dream of the underground place where the stars could not reach, the cage their parent was born into. When Rkrkat was but a child themself—their own memories few and far between—they could see glimpses of another world, the lives of countless ancestors blending together.

The older Rkrkat got, the harder it became to see through the eyes of the old generations. But that is acceptable, because now Rkrkat can walk the hard paths and visit interesting places and make their own memories in this beautiful world.

As they leave the pond, Rkrkat turns their head and whispers, “Rooooroooooroooo.” It is a message of presence and reliability. It is their way of telling others that they will be back for them, always, if any are awake to hear.

In the herd of plants, Rkrkat passes their pile of metal pieces. Once, long ago, they found a strange thing. It was a box. A tektork in all three dimensions. It was hard, but also fragile. That was surprising to Rkrkat, but even more so were the sounds it could make. It was resting on a ledge inside one of the Kurraa nests, discovered when Rkrkat was still small enough to fit inside such places. It made wonderful sounds that made Rkrkat want to move without purpose, for the sheer joy of movement. Alien tongues spoke in beautiful tones that seemed to slip and slide and float. They took the contraption with them and promised to carry it forever. Rkrkat wishes they themself could make those sounds. They are beautiful sounds.

But one day, during the height of the Old Fight, the beauty turned into a harsh noise. It was the sound of fuzzy needles piercing Rkrkat’s auditory canals. They stopped and began to prod frantically at the small hard box. There was a small circle on the front that made the needles go away and the beautiful sounds come back. But each careful turn of the circle seemed to flee quicker than the last. At the end of the Old Fight, it was all needles. The entire circle was needles.

The Old Fight. Why did the Kurraa detest Rkrkat’s kind so? Does understanding lie opposed to difference? The small creatures that shot sharp fire did not want to understand. Difference is a creek that flows into the lake of fear. Rkrkat hopes that isn’t always the case.

Rkrkat gazes back at their pile of metal pieces. They try to find and fix the sound boxes, but they are too big and the boxes are too small. It never works. Rkrkat does not think they will ever hear the beautiful alien noises again. A deep, wistful melancholy stirs within.

At the end of the wood, Rkrkat carefully coils their tail around one of the larger plants, pulls it up, and sets it aside, pointing toward the rocky peaks nearby. That would tell R’tokuk, their oldest spawn, that they have gone to the Favorite Place.

They never found use for the tall, barky plants. Rkrkat lets the children chew on them. They seem to like that, but Rkrkat does not think they need any use. Rkrkat thinks the tall plants are beautiful, and that is enough.

Rkrkat spins down the hard path without fear. Any other Rt’uk’rt large enough to challenge them would be older and therefore a friend. They would remember each other well, or at least Rkrkat hopes they would. Rkrkat worries.

They follow their chosen path to their most Favorite Place. They only go there when there is thinking to be done.

Difference feeds into fear. Is there no way around that? Rkrkat supposes the small, fleshy Kurraa are nearly gone now, but they have so many questions for the forerunners of this land. They want to know what it means to inherit.

The pressure inside Rkrkat’s head is harsh. It seems to push against their eyes from the inside. Yes, there is much thinking to be done.

After a walk that lasts kor’ket shifts of the star, they come to the bottom of a great slope that leads to the sky. An enormous pile of rocks covered in white frozen water crystals. Rkrkat first discovered it with their dearest friend, R’tok, before the Old Fight began. It was the most beautiful place either had ever seen.

It used to take twice as long to climb. Now it takes Rkrkat only ket’ket shifts. They think about how much they have grown since they first began to exist. They make the climb slowly. The rocks cannot support their weight as easily as they once could, but their legs are long, so they make excellent time. That is good. That gives Rkrkat more time to think.

At the top, there is a small plant-piece with peculiar and particular lines carved into it. Rkrkat cannot understand the meaning of such mysterious patterns. They think the old creatures could communicate with these silent words. Rkrkat knows that sounds like magic, but it is real. They believe it is, in any case.

Rkrkat wishes they could decipher the Kurraa glyphs atop the great slope. They lean down to examine the small relic, brushing off the frozen whiteness with their tail. Strange patterns form K A T A H D I N. They wish they could properly interpret their meaning. Such a special area must have a name, and surely this is it. Rkrkat just calls it the Favorite Place.

There is a pile of rocks at the top, also covered in cold crystals. Rkrkat knows it must have been the Kurraa that put them there, just like they made the silent symbols. The frail creatures must have undertaken a great struggle to come so close to the sky. Rkrkat imagines that the greatest of their adventurers must have placed these rocks here. Perhaps one stone for each journey made. Rkrkat always follows suit.

Balancing themself carefully, Rkrkat bends their stalk to the ground to search for a good rock. This is always the first thing they do at the Favorite Place. It must be a good rock. Some are beautiful but too big. They could not fit on the rock stack.

Finally, after sifting through the coat of whiteness, they find one. It is small enough, about the size of a young one’s head. More importantly, it is beautiful. It is in the shape of a kettork, and when Rkrkat pinches it with their mandibles, places it atop their tail, and holds it up to the blooming daystar, it seems to speak with light. Little pieces of rock within the rock appear to shine and speckle. It is a good rock. Rkrkat is curious what is inside it. Sometimes they break the bigger ones open to see. But not this one, for it is a good rock.

They take it back into their mouth and begin the intricate process of placing it on the stack. Rkrkat likes to place them on the very top. It is hard to balance the rock pile that way, but it is more beautiful. Their friend R’tok also liked to balance the rocks.

Rkrkat turns away from the rocks, back toward the world. They feel like they can see forever. They see their pond, the closest body of water that could fit them and their young ones. They chose that on purpose. They came back here after the Old Fight was over. It felt right. It felt like it was supposed to be.

It is a sprawling land. Stretches of branches reach up toward Rkrkat as far as their eyes can see, an endless world of sticks and stones and lakes drenched in the relaxing cold. Rkrkat can see the nests of other Rt’uk’rt, where others have broken through the frozen water to make space for sleep. None have come to challenge Rkrkat yet. Perhaps one day they will. Rkrkat’s hard shell may fade by that day, but that is acceptable. Rkrkat is strong.

Rkrkat closes their eyes and thinks of R’tok. They try not to think of R’tok’s very last moments. Those were bad moments. The old creatures killed R’tok with their contraptions. Their squat iron box that spewed comets of fire.

The squat iron box that was aimed at Rkrkat. The deafening roar of the meteor shooting out the long snout. R’tok leaping in front…

No, they try not to think of that. They try to contemplate where R’tok might be now. They try to talk to them. They do not respond. They never do. Rkrkat attempts it anyway. Rkrkat thinks of when they first discovered the Favorite Place together. That was so long ago. Rkrkat has grown so much since then.

Since the bad days. When the Kurraa still dropped death from their flying perches, taking so many Rt’uk’rt away. No, you must remind yourself, Rkrkat, so did you. So did all of us. Both sides ripping and tearing until it was done, done. Done.

Why? Because they were all angry. Because they were all afraid.

Sometimes, on the happy nights, Rkrkat sees their dead friends when they sleep. They all look down at Rkrkat, watching. Helping. Waiting.

On the bad ones, they see the fragile things they have broken. They do not sleep well on these nights. The water feels cold and piercing and drains them of their everything. The young ones ask Rkrkat why they walk during the night. The young ones do not like the dark. It is too different from the daystar, but that is of little concern. Rkrkat knows that the little ones do not know what they know.

Are there other Rt’uk’rt who brawl with sleep? Who wrestle with their own dreams? Surely, there must be. Rkrkat would not wish such turmoil on anyone, but they wish they were not alone either.

Their eyes turn back to the expanse. It is a beautiful place, even if it is not their own. They do not think their own place had such plants. Usually, these plants are green. Now they are brown and covered in the whiteness that falls. Rkrkat’s favorite time is when they are red and orange and yellow. They do not think their own place had those colors. There were whispers that all Rt’uk’rt came from a very gray place.

Rkrkat is glad they cannot see any gray, except for some puffy, scattered streaks in the sky. The sky is getting grayer now. They fought at many tall, gray places. They fought because the old creatures did not like them. Kurraa did not like the Rt’uk’rt because the Rt’uk’rt were not Kurraa. The old creatures liked gray. Rkrkat does not know why when colors like green and red exist.

Rkrkat thinks about the old creatures, the Kurraa. They were food, too, just like other Rt’uk’rt. Rkrkat wishes they all ate other things. They themself do not eat other Rt’uk’rt anymore; there are so many different animals in this world, of all shapes and sizes. Rkrkat tries to tell their family to eat only the other animals. The tek-legged ones with horns are plentiful and easy to capture, but the family does not always listen. Rkrkat’s children are strong fighters. They always win.

Rkrkat does not want to win. They want more than kor’kar. They want everyone. They miss their parent and the other first one, the two who escaped the cages where the sun could not reach. Rkrkat tells the story often as the children creep into their shallow pools, the story of the first two who were birthed into imprisonment yet grew to become titans. They want their children to know where they came from.

The animals that roam the new place do not taste as good as their own kind or the near-forgotten Kurraa, but they are just as filling. There are very few of those old fleshed ones left. Maybe even none. It has been many seasons since they have last seen one. That idea makes Rkrkat very sad. They have so many questions. They wonder if any Kurraa would answer them. If one could forgive a Rt’uk’rt for all that has occurred. Rkrkat hopes.

Not fighting other Rt’uk’rt is worth it, Rkrkat thinks, because they believe this new place can become an old place where they come up with new words and new stories. Where they do that together. It would be frightening; to not eat others of one’s kind is to lose the hardness of one’s shell. Chewing on rocks, the shedding scales of the great slope, is a passable but poor substitute. Others will be afraid, but that is acceptable. Rkrkat can see a new world, a new Favorite Place, but they know they must lead the way.

They wonder if anyone else yearns for the same. They think there are others. They think they are not alone in their dreaming. They hope.

Rkrkat stands on the top of the Favorite Place, stalk held high and eyes wide open to the white crystalline powder that covers everything. It is a beautiful place. Rkrkat thinks that they would like to give it all a name.

Rkrkat decides that they must give the frozen water crystals their own name. Something so beautiful deserves that respect, just as all their children have their own names.

The looming alien at the top of the world looks out onto the wilderness with wonder. They whisper a thousand questions out into the ether, sounding like no more than a single stone tumbling down the vast precipice. No one ever speaks back. Not with words.

After dozens of shifts of the star, Rkrkat moves their weight and begins their descent from their Favorite Place and back to their pond. They will bring home some of the creatures with mighty horns for themself and their brood.

The sky grows darker as a chorus of ice begins to flitter about the sky. More gaseous, billowing gray creatures move in overhead, but Rkrkat does not care. Their aqueous eyes are set only upon the falling r’tok, those small angels that melt when they whisper of what lies beyond.





AFTERWORD
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JOSH MALERMAN

I’m going to start with the obvious:

When you read a writer’s debut novel, there’s a sense of standing on the threshold of that writer’s career. Everything about it screams of this: Every word, every decision, every turn in the book begins to look like “signs of things to come.” But when that debut reads like a volume taken from the apex of a seasoned novelist, you start thinking other, bigger thoughts:

Exactly what sort of career are you getting a preview of here? What sort of writer has just stepped, wholly intact, onto the scene? Where are the frayed ends, the sloppy but earnest passages, the signs of a true beginner?

In W. H. Chizmar’s THEM, these signs have been flattened. By giant alien feet.

The book’s dual narratives roll out with absolute confidence in pacing, in mood, in voice. The grip Chizmar has on the story is hermetic. There’s even my favorite element, that being the playfulness all great writers cannot resist, no matter how (in this case) horrifying the story is meant to be. That playfulness can be found in sudden word salad, in clear (almost rock ’n’ roll, four-on-the-floor) rhythm, or even in the story’s most profound moments. But sometimes it also comes out in the form of a Grateful Dead baseball cap.

It’s tempting to compare THEM to Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend (apocalyptic, a man alone) until you realize it’s not the framework of the story that has you thinking of Matheson, but the writing itself. The Matheson book that emerges organically is The Shrinking Man. Part of this is because of our protagonist’s (telling you his name feels like just enough of a spoiler not to do so) minute size compared with that which the handful of progress-drunk American scientists brought down to Planet Earth. The Scorpions (Chizmar’s name for the aliens) are various sizes throughout, but they dwarf our (increasingly isolated) man just as the black widow that nearly ended the life of Scott Carey dwarfed him. Here, the bulk of the Matheson thing has more to do with heart. Not the hearts of our main man, and not even the heart of our second main man (he whose narrative we read, the confession of an almost reluctantly well-read military man who has survived the Scorpions’ initial wave as well; I love this character and this confession, by the way). No, it’s the hearts of the aliens that carry this story beyond the confines of “debut,” no matter if it’s Chizmar’s first or not. In one of these confessional bits, we read: They eat us because we told them to. They move in packs because they love each other. It’s a small enough detail to be missed, as a litany of observations on the Scorpions drifts past. But if you caught it, it’s the sort of notion that informs the entire novel henceforth. Yes, the aliens love, and feel, and think. Even if their metallic shells and angular mobility don’t give off the warmth we’ve come to expect from lovers.

In THEM, the humans might be the monsters, or they might not, but the aliens are just as difficult to pigeonhole. Have you ever heard of monsters falling upon their slain brothers, even as man-made machinery rains down upon them from the sky? I don’t think I have either. Aliens who sing in the rain? Aliens afraid of the dark? Yet Chizmar never crosses the line into sentimentality (which wouldn’t be the worst thing, just saying; I like a lot of different stuff), never revokes the horror they wield. At some point I started wondering… Wait, could we coexist with these things?

Therein lies the sorrow of this novel. For an end-of-the-world scenario must, by nature, be sorrowful (or maybe not?). Questions arise: Did we humans do all we could to stop this from happening? And did the aliens, now that we know their philosophical capabilities, do all they could to stop this from happening? Who’s to blame here? And, just like when the smoke settles after confrontations of any size… does it matter?

The desire to press on feels less like survival and more like the need all people (and aliens) have for contact, for interaction, for a pack. Our main man navigates this new (dark) world with the practicality of a young professional, but the radio station he listens to for a week straight illuminates the desire to be moved. Still. Despite the carnage, the destruction, the danger. Yes, our main man wants to be moved even as he keeps moving. The wonders of this old world are not forever lost to him. And if one were to hold up a mirror to his feelings, they could see there the feelings of the Scorpions, experiencing this new world for the first time.

That’s maturity. I don’t mean in W. H. Chizmar himself, but in the novel. It’s knowing that in a novel, anything goes. The page starts blank for everyone. And the wind I felt throughout wasn’t the wind our main man feels upon exiting a bunker, or the rush of air as a Macroscorpion stinger sails inches from his face.

It was the wind felt when standing at the threshold of a very exciting career.

—Josh Malerman

Michigan, 2024






AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I began writing THEM in the spring of 2020, in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, though nobody would read the story until the summer of 2023, after three years of editing and revision. THEM was then released in monthly ten-thousand-word chunks to a small but devoted audience on my Patreon page, among whom was Brian James Freeman, a former Cemetery Dance employee and current purveyor of Lividian Publications.

Brian graciously and generously believed that THEM would fit into Lividian’s line of limited edition novels, and we set to work on preparing the manuscript for a small print run of several hundred copies. In 2024, Lividian Publication’s THEM released with additions, edits, gorgeous artwork from Vincent Chong, and a blush-inducing afterword from author Josh Malerman, both of which still leave me speechless.

This edition from Gallery Books features even more extensive revisions and refinements, but I’m far from the only source of these improvements. Throughout the book’s half-decade journey, dozens of people have blessed myself and THEM with their kindness, wisdom, and generosity. None of this would be possible without:

Ed Schlesinger, my iron-sharp editor, whose patience is outpaced only by his kind enthusiasm.

Kristin Nelson, the best agent a guy could ask for, and her persistent faith in me.

Brian James Freeman, and his invaluable mentorship.

Vincent Chong, who brought the Scorpions to life.

Josh Malerman, a man who moves my heart whenever he sets his pen to paper.

Lucy Nalen, the guardian angel of every book tour.

Fallon McKnight, the marketing extraordinaire who convinced you to buy this book, whether you know it or not.

Johanie Martinez-Cools, who helped me do right by Tim.

My Patrons, whom I hope I can make proud.

Emily Rucci, the best athletic trainer east of the Mississippi, who helped me and many others through concussions and worse.

My coaches, who believed in a scrawny stubborn kid, if only because he had some guts.

My friends and teammates, who still put up with my weeks of radio silence when I’m writing, and have been there for the best and the worst.

My teachers, especially Professors Mohammad Shabangu and Chris Walker, whose coursework directly inspired THEM and challenged me to think beyond prescribed possibility. And Professors Adrian Blevins, Sarah Braunstein, Cedric Bryant, and David Suchoff, whose lessons are a daily inspiration.

Noah, my little brother and my world.

Mom, our glue.

And Dad, who taught me that the magic is real, and so are the monsters.

—Billy Chizmar

Waterville, Maine

Baltimore, Maryland

2020–2025
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