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Chapter 1
 
Selah stared out the shattered window and watched the slums below the hospital convulse. The sun had barely cleared the San Gabriel Mountains to the east, but its wash of thin, honey-colored light across the shacks and tents and pre-War buildings had galvanized the residents into flight, promising them thirteen hours of safety until the vampires arose once more. From where she stood, Selah watched families stumble out of their homes into the alleys and narrow streets, their pitiful belongings stuffed into pillowcases and trash bags. Fights were breaking out, and the sound of yells and children crying reached her distantly up on the sixth floor. She watched panic stalk bloody-handed through the crowds, and though her face showed no emotion, her right hand was white-knuckled where it gripped the window frame.
She lifted her gaze and scanned the skies. Would they come? The clouds had been sooty crimson when she had alerted the military as to her location, and now, an hour later, they had lightened to tarnished yellows and creams. The sun had burned away the dawn fog and left behind a vast pall of smoke, and it was through this that she expected to see the helicopters approach. Would they come? Up until last night, until the vampires had broken the Peace Treaty, she had been the military's primary concern. Did they care about her now?
Gunfire dragged her eyes back down to the streets. The throng below ducked down, dropping belongings and hugging babies and small children to their chests. A moment later, they were back up, pushing and shoving toward the interstate only a half mile away. And then where? Where did they hope to go? It had to be like this all around the Core. The San Bernardino and Fernando Valleys, through all of Anaheim and down to Huntington Beach. Millions of people panicking, fighting to get out. Flooding the highways, moving into the hills, the mountains, north toward San Francisco, south toward San Diego. Selah shook her head. How many would die?
Turning from the window, she rubbed her face. She was exhausted, worn out. It was too much. The events of the night before--the week before--had only just come to a close. She was human once more, she was free to live her life, but at what cost? Theo had become an inhuman monster. Cloud was gone. And the Peace Treaty... The War had begun anew. The vampires had broken free of the Core. She took a shuddering breath and then froze.
A distant scudding sound came from behind her, faint at first, but rapidly growing louder. She turned and darted back to the window, scanned the horizon. There. Two helicopters, coming fast and low toward her. They gleamed black in the morning light, their surfaces shiny like beetle shells. The military. They'd come. Selah took a step back, away from the window. She reached up and touched her shaved head tentatively, the planes and angles of her skull alien under her touch. She rubbed at the fuzz that was left and then looked up. The roof. That's where they would land. No sense in making them hunt for her through the building. She might as well go up and greet them.
Selah strode over to the door and then looked back. The shadows were growing thin, and the only evidence to the violence that had taken place here was the broken desk, the shattered window, and the thick pool of coagulated blood on the carpet. She shivered. It took little effort to recall Padrino Machado's face as she had hurled him through the glass. She thought of Theo, looked at the pool of blood, and then turned and hurried out the door.
The emergency stairwell was pitch dark. She tried to peer up and down the stairs, and then rushed in and up, footsteps echoing loud in the concrete throat of the stairwell, sprinting to the top and shoving open the heavy fire door with an immediate pang of relief. She turned and pushed it closed, and then backed away, half expecting it to open. To disgorge Theo, his face inhumanly cruel, his chest bloodied where he had torn out his heart, his clawed hands reaching for her throat. No. It was past dawn, he was gone, and she had to get a hold of herself.
The sound of the approaching helicopters grew ever more deafening, and then they swooped into view, beautiful and deadly, their shape almost organic with their smooth curves and tinted windows. They swung around the hospital's flat roof, their rotor blades sending violent gusts of wind whipping past Selah, who raised her hands and squinted up at them as side panels slid open to reveal heavy machine guns pointed down at her.
"Lie face down and lace your hands behind your head!" The voice was sharp over the loudspeaker, a snarl that caused Selah's stomach to knot. She immediately dropped to her knees and did so. The smooth cement floor was granular against her cheek. She closed her eyes against the dust as one of the helicopters lowered onto the helipad. Soldiers jumped out, their boots loud, and immediately her hands were yanked from behind her head to the small of her back, where they were bound together with flexcuffs. Hands patted her down even as a black nylon hood was yanked down over her head and tied off around her neck. She was grabbed under the arms and hauled to her feet.
It happened so fast. Selah tried to stay calm, to not panic, but it was hard to breathe in the hood with it sucking into her mouth every time she inhaled. They hauled her along roughly, dragging her when she tripped, and then without warning, three people grabbed her by the legs, waist, and shoulders and threw her up and into the helicopter. She landed with bone-jarring force, her temple cracking against metal, her left shoulder spasming in pain as her arm wrenched beneath her. She struggled to turn over onto her back, but hands grabbed her by the ankles and cinched them cruelly tight with another flexcuff.
Panting, sweat prickling her scalp, Selah drew her knees up and lifted her head, trying to see through the fabric mesh of the hood. Nothing. The floor suddenly swayed alarmingly out from under her and they were up, arching through the sky in one long curve that caused her gorge to rise as she slid a half inch along the floor before a foot pressed down on her side and held her in place. Then the front of the copter dipped, they smoothed out of the curve, and flew out over the city.
Stay calm. They haven't hurt you. They're just taking you in. She had been met with disbelief when she had called the Forward Operating Base just north of LA and told them that she was surrendering. The two men had stared at her with incredulity and impatience while she had sworn that she wasn't a vampire, wasn't the gang leader, Arachne, but just Selah Brown, a regular human. They had seen the whites of her eyes, but that had only confused them further. She'd been on the military's most wanted list for the past forty-eight hours for murdering a Colonel and butchering the convoy that had been escorting her out of the Core, but that had been as a vampire. The fact that she was up during the day must have registered with them. It was probably why they hadn't filled her with bullets when they had flown over the hospital roof.
She lay still and tried to listen, to overhear their conversation, but it was impossible without earphones. She was carried across the skies of LA as if in the heart of a hurricane, blind and in a state of constant near-suffocation. When they finally touched down, she was on the verge of lashing out just to be free of the hood.
Hands gripped her again and carried her out of the chopper. Her feet touched the ground and she staggered and tripped along as they dragged her. Her hands were numb and swollen, and her shoulders felt as if slivers of glass had been slipped into each joint. Her breath was loud, magnified within the hood, which was now slick and damp against her skin.
They entered a building. The acoustics around her changed, the air temperature dropped, and they went from walking on grit to some smooth, hard surface. Down a hall, across another, then finally they stopped and she was dumped down hard into a chair, nearly falling right out before a hand grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her back up.
"Here she is, Sarn't."
"Any trouble?" A woman's voice, hard and impatient.
"No, ma'am."
"Any signs of vampirism?"
"No, ma'am. Eyes normal, pulse, and she's breathing. As far as we can tell, she's human."
A chair scraped back as somebody stood up and then Selah heard footsteps approach. Impersonal fingers pushed into the side of her neck. "Pulse. Interesting."
"I'm human. My name's Selah Brown. Listen--"
But the Sergeant wasn't interested. She moved away and spoke over her. "Take off her hood."
Hands pinned her once more, and the tie around her neck was loosened. The hood was yanked off, catching roughly on her lip and nose. Selah blinked as her eyes teared up, the white electric illumination harsh, the people around her blurred.
A hand caught her by the chin and twisted her face up to the light. Selah blinked rapidly, trying to clear the tears away. Two soldiers stood with rifles ready, a third by her side and holding her by the chin. A woman stood before her, staring down into her face. She was tanned, her blonde hair tucked away under a green military cap, the words US ARMY written over her heart with MCKNIGHT on the other side of her chest. She had hard green eyes, the color of river stones, and the tip of her nose and ears were peeling from sunburn.
"Normal eyes," said McKnight. Selah tried to shake her head free of their hands, but they only held her tighter. "Obviously, no reaction to daylight." The woman was musing out loud to herself. "You are Arachne?"
"No." Selah did her best to not spit out the word.
"You look just like her."
"I know. Bad luck?"
"No such thing as luck. You Arachne?" The woman's voice was inflexible.
"No, I told you!"
McKnight looked at one of the men. "We don't have time for this. Take her to a holding cell. Run her biometrics. If they start being able to walk around in sunlight, we're screwed."
"I'm telling you, I'm not her!" yelled Selah, struggling furiously to break free of the hands. "My name's Selah Brown. I'm human! Look at my eyes!"
McKnight looked coldly at Selah. "So you say. That means nothing until we decide it does."
"What?" A cold shaft of fear pierced her belly as she stared up at McKnight's green eyes. "But... I'm human."
"We're at war. We've got full scale rioting across the entire city and only ten or so hours before the vampires wake up. Do you think we really care whether you're some kind of new vampire or just a murderer who pretended to be one?"
Selah shook her head and looked from the Sergeant to the other soldiers. "That's crazy. You can't do that."
"I'll be the judge of that. Take her to her cell."
McKnight strode out of the small room, and before Selah could protest, the hood was yanked back down over her head and she was plunged once more into darkness.



Chapter 2
 
They threw Selah into a cell and slammed the door shut. She lay panting on her side, the hood making it hard to breathe, hands still tied behind her back. Grunting, she forced herself to sit up. For the first time, she felt a longing for Sawiskera's power, that dark vampiric might that would have allowed her to snap the flexcuffs, claw off the hood, bend the bars, and escape this cell. She took a deep breath. Closed her eyes and allowed her thoughts to still. She waited for calm, fought for balance, and when she found it, she lowered her chin and rose to her knees, then her feet.
All right. Think. What is the best thing I can do right now? Nothing came to mind. She wanted to laugh. Here she was, hooded and flexcuffed, and she was still trying to figure out the best course of action. More out of stubbornness than any real plan, she walked tentatively forward until she bumped into the wall. No, not a wall. Bars. She gently rubbed her cheek against them, trying to get a sense of what she was being held by. Bars about an inch thick, with three inches between them. She turned and walked along the inner perimeter of her cell, brushing her shoulder against the bars as she went. She bumped hard into the first right angle turn, but was prepared for the second. A square cage, bars all the way around.
She stopped by what felt like the door. Silence. She had to be in a larger room if she was surrounded on all sides by bars. "Hello?" Her voice was muffled by the hood, but she strained to hear an echo, gain some sense of the room's dimensions. Nothing. Louder this time, "Hello?"
"Quiet," came a voice. Male, nasal, young. Selah turned toward the speaker. He had sounded nervous, annoyed.
"Hello? My name's Selah. Who are you?"
She heard whoever it was shift in what sounded like a cheap metal chair. "I said quiet."
"Is there any way you can take this hood off? I'm having trouble breathing." That and the inside was once again slick with her breath's condensation.
"Are you kidding me? You think I'd just open your door and take off your hood because you asked me to?"
"Maybe you've got a heart," said Selah, hope sinking. "I'm a seventeen-year-old girl. What do you guys think I can do in here?"
"A seventeen-year-old girl, sure." He was trying for a tough, cynical tone, and not quite succeeding. "That's why you're in a max security cell, 'cause you're just a girl."
"I am. Jesus, what did they tell you I was?"
"Look, I said be quiet. Can you do that for me? You keep talking, I'm going to have to do something to shut you up."
"Sure. I'll be quiet. Just tell me what they told you."
Silence. She strained to listen. No light came through the hood's fabric, none at all. Was he going to ignore her? She opened her mouth to ask again when he spoke. "They said you're a vampire, the one that killed Colonel Caldwell." He sounded almost sullen.
"Well, it's daytime. So I can't be a vampire. Right?"
"I don't know. They said maybe you're a new kind." He sounded even more sullen.
"A new kind of vampire? That can walk around in the daylight?"
"Whatever. Not my problem. Just shut it. For real now."
"Fine. Fine." Selah moved away from the door and took a few faltering steps into what she thought was the center of the cell. She sat down awkwardly. Waited a minute, and then asked softly, "How's it going outside?"
"Jeez already, you don't know when to give up, do you?" She stayed quiet. Waited. The silence dragged out, and then she heard the chair squeak again. "It's not good, I'll say that much. People are going crazy. Not that I blame them. We're trying to convince people to turn back, but fat chance there. One World NGO and FEMA are setting up emergency camps outside the city, but hell. What a clusterfuck."
Selah pursed her lips and tried to imagine it. The slums were like a huge wet sponge, and the news of the vampire outbreak would act like a giant fist, squeezing it dry. She closed her eyes and focused on her breath. Inhaled slowly through her nose and then exhaled through her mouth, the sound loud in her ears. When she had judged enough time had passed for her to speak once more, she opened her eyes once more.
"You know if President Lynnfield has said anything? Taken an official position?"
"Yeah. He sure has. Had a big speech a couple of hours ago. Martial law is back in full effect. Congress and the Senate aren't going to be convened after all. It was a pretty good speech. He said we've learned a lot these past five years, and this time we're gonna kick their ass."
"So we're officially at war again?"
"Yeah." His voice grew soft. "Guess so."
"And Miami? We're at war with them too?"
She thought she heard him take a deep breath, but couldn't be sure. "No. It doesn't look like it. Their leader, Plessy? He's come out on our side. Has promised to help the US against the LA vampires. It's... it's pretty weird."
Selah frowned. Pictured Plessy, his pale, soft face, his small lips, his glittering eyes like shards of mica. He had to be so pissed by what had happened. All his work to make vampires acceptable, to create a 'new generation' narrative people would fall for. All thrown under the bus by Louis and his LA vampires. She wanted to laugh. Poor Plessy! All that work.
"People okay with that? Vampires on our side?"
"Fuck, I don't know. I know I'm not, but Lynnfield said we're going to-- Dammit! I told you to shut up. I can't be talking to you like this. Enough, all right? Enough."
She heard him stand up and begin to pace back and forth. She closed her mouth. She'd pushed him as far as she could.
Her thoughts strayed. Enclosed within her tiny hood, her world dark, her breath as loud as the ocean, she waited. Hours passed. She thought of the events that had just recently gone down in LA. Her mind shied from certain memories, obsessed over others. She thought of how Louis had looked the last time she had seen him, how she had battered him to the ground and then thrown him out the window. Was he out there, sleeping, waiting to rise tonight and cause further chaos? Definitely. Chico and Cloud. Where were they? She hoped fervently that they were safe, that they had taken the reporter, Fernanda, and found Ramonito and left town already.
Theo. Out there like Louis, asleep while the sun scrawled its fiery path across the sky. Heartless now, his soul torn apart. She remembered his furious gaze, his raw hunger, the burning hatred that had compelled him to try to kill her at the very last. Selah shuddered. If Plessy was on the side of the US, then Miami was probably still an orderly place. Which meant Mama B and General Adams--
She stiffened. Mama B had to have told General Adams by now that she was turning herself over to the military. The General had hidden himself away in Miami as a form of penance, but he still had clout. He knew what her blood could do. The potential it carried. He'd be reaching out already, fighting to find her, to get her freed. That was what she had to latch onto. Even now, he was probably making phone calls from his office in Miami. She took a slow, steady breath and nodded. They were going to come for her. They were.
Eventually, fatigue overcame her. She tried lying down, but couldn't get comfortable with her arms tied behind her back. Instead, she finally scooted back against the bars and leaned against them. Her head sank and she drifted off into uneasy sleep.
Selah awoke as her cell door clanged open. She jerked her head up, trying to see what was going on, but of course couldn't. Footsteps marched up to her, hands slipped under her arms and lifted her to her feet.
"Hey! What's going on? What's happening?"
They didn't respond. She was marched out of the cell, and then out of the room. Down a series of halls, and then she heard a door slam behind her. She was dumped into a chair again, and the tie around her neck was loosened and the hood yanked off.
Selah took a deep gasp of fresh air. Sweat was smeared across her face, and she blinked several times as the lights blinded her. Squinting, she looked around and saw that she was back in the small interrogation room with leaden walls with McKnight.
Selah stared at the Sergeant, who ignored her completely. Instead, she was reading a tablet, lips pursed, a thin line between her brows. A minute dragged out slowly. She had to bring up the vaccine. She hadn't had time during their first meeting, but that was what counted--that's what McKnight had to understand mattered.
"Selah Brown," said McKnight at last, and flicked her fingers across the tablet, sending the data to the wall to her right. The leaden surface gleamed to life and Selah saw a magnified version of her old driver's license appear on the wall, her sixteen-year-old face looking happily out at nothing. "Seventeen, five-foot-six, 125 lbs. Daughter of Mary Brown, deceased in 2022. Died in a car accident during the first War, death unrelated to vampire activity. Father is Anthony Brown, currently detained for violating censorship laws." Both of her parent's licenses appeared next to hers.
"What?" Selah jolted forward. "Detained? You know where he is?"
McKnight slid her eyes up to Selah, studied her for a moment, and then looked back down at her tablet. Selah sat back, euphoria rushing through her. He was alive! Sweet confirmation, a factual statement. Alive! She'd been right, he was out there--not dead, not killed, not gone forever. She smiled, eyes filling with tears, and looked at the ceiling, thrilled. Then the rest of it sank in. Violation of censorship laws?
The Sergeant flicked her fingers again and a military court order appeared on the wall, replacing her driver's license and those of her parents. "You chose to be deported earlier this year to Miami after your father was arrested, instead of being placed in a foster home, and placed under the custody of your grandmother, Agatha Brown. Citizenship revoked, passport annulled, social security number cancelled." Each of those documents appeared on the wall. Selah blinked, and her happiness abated. Was she in trouble for crossing into the US illegally? She hadn't even considered that angle.
McKnight wiped her hand across the screen and all the documents disappeared. She looked up at Selah again. "You claim to be human."
"Yes. I mean, obviously. Look at my eyes. How could I be awake right now if I wasn't?"
"Hmm," said McKnight, unimpressed. She touched something on her tablet and a video feed appeared on the wall.
Selah stared at it and recognized it immediately. The interior of the Miami Arena. The image was frozen and showed the packed stadium seats, the great cage in the center of the floor, and Cloud on one knee as he looked up at the approaching fighter whose name Selah couldn't remember. The Sergeant pressed something on her tablet, and the feed came to life. The sound of cheering, an announcer's voice excitedly describing the anticipated last blow. Cloud forced himself to rise to his feet, shaking on unsteady legs.
Then. There. Selah watched herself leap impossibly high over the heads of the men around the cage's perimeter to tear open the door and step inside. She was moving too fast to follow, but then the other fighter was down, collapsed against the far wall of the cage, and Selah was helping Cloud, holding him as he leaned down and kissed her.
A knife twisted in her gut and she looked away. Cloud.
The Sergeant paused the video feed and set the tablet aside. "Later that night, Sawiskera was killed. The next time you show up is when you killed Colonel Caldwell. We don't need to watch that. So..." She laced her fingers on the table and leaned back. "Completely human? I don't think so."
"I--I can explain. My blood, it's special, it has this unique property that when a vampire drinks it--"
But McKnight cut her off with a wave of her hand. "These are the facts. You demonstrated vampiric abilities in Miami while your eyes were human. You appeared in Los Angeles two weeks later and murdered Colonel Caldwell. Then, for reasons I don't claim to understand, you turn yourself in, believing we wouldn't put two and two together."
"No. Listen. Please, just listen to me. There was another vampire here in LA, Arachne. She died last night, I killed her. She killed the Colonel. She looked exactly like me. I came to LA to find a cure for being infected with vampirism in Miami, and last night I found it. I'm cured--I'm totally human now. But there's more, my blood can be used to make a vampire vaccine. Please, you have to believe me."
McKnight stared at her without expression, and then shook her head. "You realize that there's never been a case of being partially 'infected' with vampirism? And while I'm aware there was a vampire called Arachne in LA, your having her die so conveniently last night makes it a little tricky to verify your story."
Selah shook her head. "My blood's really rare. I know it sounds strange, but the vampires told me that people like me only occur every few centuries. Sawiskera tried to do an ancient ritual that would swap my humanity for his vampiric powers and ... you don't believe a word I'm saying."
The Sergeant crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Selah. "Fact one, you have manifested vampiric powers while human. Fact two, you appeared in a video feed, murdering Colonel Caldwell. Fact three, your alibi is ridiculous. Fact four--"
"That's not a fact! That's your opinion!" Selah almost rose out of her seat, but controlled herself at the last minute. "At least investigate further! You'll see that I couldn't be Arachne, that I've been in Brooklyn up until a month ago, and then in Miami. I couldn't have been in two places at once."
McKnight stood up. "Investigate further? There's a war going on. Outside these walls, millions are hitting the road with nowhere to go but six feet under. If you think we have either the time or inclination to launch an investigation, you are sadly mistaken. As a citizen of the vampire nation of Miami, you are not even entitled to trial by military court. Instead, you'll be sentenced by my commanding officers." She leaned forward, hands on the table, and stared Selah full in the face. "Did you really think you'd get away with murdering a Colonel?"
"You don't care about the truth, do you?" said Selah. "Call General Adams. In Miami. He'll back me up."
"General Adams?" The Sergeant stopped, halfway to the door. She looked back over her shoulder. "The General that signed the Peace Treaty? He retired. Nobody's spoken to him in years."
"He's alive!" Selah stood and then struggled against the two soldiers as they fought to restrain her. "He's in Miami! I spoke to him! You have to get in touch, he can prove--" Selah doubled over as one of the soldiers rammed the butt of his rifle into her solar plexus. Her entire chest seized up and she gasped, unable to breathe, eyes wide as she stared at the closing door.
It was too late. The Sergeant had already left.



Chapter 3
 
The night passed slowly. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, the setting of the sun did not draw forth Sawiskera's power. Selah didn't feel her eyes change, didn't feel her blood quicken. There was no slow build-up of power, no sense of burgeoning immortality. Just fatigue. Just pain. Just a grim resolution to not give into despair.
Sitting with her back to the bars, she tried to find a comfortable spot, but soon gave up. The soldiers had cinched her hands tightly behind her back and they were already throbbing, swollen once more.
"You there?" It felt strange, questioning the dark. Like throwing pebbles into a well.
"Silence." A new voice, harsh, older. More forbidding. Damn.
"Could I get some water?" Nothing. Selah waited then tried again. "Hello? I'm thirsty. Could I have some water please?" Still nothing. She licked her dry lips and shifted her weight. "How are things going outside--" And then flinched as the bars over her head clanged shockingly.
"Shut your pie hole. No talking." Footsteps as they returned to their post.
Gritting her teeth, Selah forced herself to relax, to lean back against the bars. She took a deep, careful breath within the hood and fought the prickling of tears, unable to wipe at her face.
She had given up on hoping for fairness a long time ago, but to have fought through all of Miami, to have survived LA, and to have undone Sawiskera's curse only to end up in the hands of an uncaring military was a particularly bitter twist. Worse, alone in the confines of her hood, unable to hide from her thoughts and guilt, she couldn't convince herself that this wasn't a deserved fate; she had killed Colonel Caldwell. The image of her nails raking through his throat flickered before her mind's eye, no matter how she tried to turn away from it. No matter the justifications, the excuses, nor the fact that he had been a heinous drug dealer who was poisoning millions. His blood was on her hands. Shouldn't she pay the price?
Other faces passed before her mind's eye, faces of those she had killed. That drug dealer who had refused to take her to Louis, who had threatened to leave her and Cloud behind. The numerous Culebras she had brutalized for Armando as she had sought to drive them back. The soldiers who had been escorting her convoy. Padrino Machado as she had tossed him through the window. Countless vampires. Who was she to argue her innocence?
Conflicted, distraught, exhausted, and terrified, she finally fell asleep. Somehow she drifted off, though her sleep was plagued with nightmares. She awoke often, shifting about to ease the pain in her shoulders and the compact numbness of her ass, listening for a moment to some pre-recorded message blaring out of the speakers before lowering her head once more and closing her eyes.
Voices woke Selah. She stirred and sat up. Her body was a cacophony of aches and pains, so she leaned forward to stretch out her hips. She was exhausted, her eyes gritty, her mouth tacky and foul. New soldiers had arrived. Or a new soldier. The guard was being changed. She listened carefully, hoping to eavesdrop on an exchange of news, but they kept it professional. Sighing, she sagged back, resigned to wait.
It was the longest day of her life. Between the pain, the dark, cloying claustrophobia of the hood, and waiting for some word as to her fate, she felt each minute crawl by with slow agony. She tried walking back and forth, tried working her body through a limited series of stretches. Tried working slowly through her favorite movies, or imagining what was happening to each and every person she loved. But her thoughts rebelled. Inevitably, they came swirling back to her predicament, to futile speculation on what was going to happen next, to what she could have said differently to the Sergeant.
She was brought lunch, and for a glorious twenty minutes was allowed to remove the hood so as to eat. She examined the room around her, studying it hungrily as she spooned the mush into her mouth. Beige-painted bars rose from the cement floor to the ceiling overhead. A literal cage. The floor was painted a dull gray, gleaming wetly in the heavy lights, and the room outside the cage wasn't much larger and was without adornment. A large communications panel was set in the wall by the door, and the two soldiers stood next to it staring impassively at her as she ate, waiting for her to finish before demanding she slide the tray back out through a slot in the bars and then turn so the hood could be replaced.
More agonized waiting. Finally, the door to the outer room opened and Selah heard the soldier on guard bolt to his feet. She rose to hers unsteadily. Change of the guard?
Footsteps marched slowly up to the bars. A lighter tread. "Your case has drawn a lot of attention." It was McKnight. She sounded different. Quieter, pensive. "I've been receiving conflicting orders as to your fate. For a while, it looked like you were going to be transported to the USAMRIID in Colorado." You Sam Rid? "A number of highly ranked officers seem to put a lot of weight behind your version of the events." Selah held her breath. McKnight continued, "But that faction has been overruled. You have been found guilty of Colonel Caldwell's murder, as well as a long list of suspected atrocities committed while under the name of Arachne. I wanted to tell you in person that your execution is slated for tomorrow morning at oh-nine-hundred hours."
Selah felt the blood drain from her face. She desperately wished she could see McKnight, read her expression. "Wait. You can't do that. If you kill me, you destroy the vaccine."
"If ordered to, I will. I've ... this has been a very irregular case." She paused and Selah heard a strange hesitancy in her voice. "I'm sorry."
"No." Selah shivered with anger. "You don't understand. We need to test my blood. Just test it. Please. Ask for more time. Ask to review my evidence. They're asking for me to be transported to Colorado because they know what my blood can do. You can't do this!"
Silence. "I'm sorry. I have my orders."
Selah could only shake her head in despair. Footsteps sounded as the Sergeant walked away, and then the door opened and closed and she heard the soldier sit down once more.
She sat bonelessly. So that was it. Tomorrow morning, General Adams be damned. She felt empty, gutted. Hollowed out by how casually somebody was ordering her death. Was it Plessy? Some insane General? She rolled out onto her side and rested her head against the floor. It was too much. She stared at the black nylon mesh, and then closed her eyes and succumbed to a deep sleep.
Another change of the guard. Selah awoke, stiff, sore, bitter. The two men spoke briefly and she recognized the voice of the first man she had spoken with, nasal and sounding as weary as she felt. The door opened, there were footsteps, and then the door closed. A familiar creak as he sat down on the cheap metallic chair.
Selah counted to a hundred and twenty, and then fought for a casual tone as she said, "Good evening."
"Evening." Another yawn. "And please don't talk."
She nodded, wriggled around a little more to face him. "Long day?"
"Are we going to do this again?"
"No. It's just that you sound pretty tired. You been out on patrol?"
"Yeah." A beat. She could imagine him rubbing his face. She tried to picture him. A long face, and narrow, she thought. Curly brown hair, big Adam's apple, skin a pasty white from too much time spent under fluorescents. "It's ... yeah. Things are rough outside."
Selah nodded again and tried to wait. To not push the conversation too hard. Casually, "What's going on out there?"
His chair squeaked. "Silence, all right?"
She stared stonily at where she thought he sat. An oppressive anger settled around her shoulders. "You heard about my verdict? I'm going to be executed tomorrow morning. I've got maybe, what, another ten hours left? You can at least talk to me like a human being."
An awkward silence greeted those words. Finally, "Shit. Well..." He cleared his throat. "Yeah, things outside are FUBAR. Last night was... I don't even know. We lost an entire platoon and five squads." She could hear the fear under his words, the weariness. It cut through her own anger and grief.
"And ... the people? Are they still running?"
"Yeah. What a nightmare. I don't know where they think they're going. We've had to call in major reinforcements from 29 Palms out in the desert. So many people are already dead. Huge riots everywhere. We're almost in as much danger from civilians as we are from the fucking vamps. As if we can do anything overnight. Shit."
She absorbed this. It was strange to think that while she had been sitting here in silence, the world had been going mad outside. "What are the vampires trying to do? You think they just want chaos?"
The soldier laughed. "Me? I'm not paid to think. I'm just paid to go out there and kick ass. If it will sit still long enough for my boot to connect. Shit." A drawn out pause, and then in a quieter tone, "I don't know. Last night was pretty insane. The vampires were everywhere. It was like a hundred foxes in the world's biggest hen house. You ever actually see that happen? I did. Back home, in Ohio. Heard this awful racket from the chickens, so my brother and I went back there with our shotguns. Opened the door and we couldn't see for all the feathers in the air. All the hens were going ape shit, and in the middle of it all was this fox. Just killing and tearing heads off. We tried to shoot it, but ended up just killing chickens. Damn thing got away."
Selah listened intently, and it was the wonder in his voice when he spoke next that chilled her more than anything. "That's what it's like out there. But instead of one fox, it's thousands. And the chickens have nowhere to go."
They sat in silence. She tried to imagine the crowds outside, the ocean of faces as they trudged along the interstates, fleeing the rotten heart of LA. The hundreds of thousands that had no doubt burst out of the Core. Everybody abandoning their homes, their neighborhoods, and trying to get the hell out. She could almost hear the children crying, sense the terror. She shook her head.
"We've got serious reinforcements en route. And our Base isn't going anywhere. It'll take more than a handful of vampires to mess with an entire infantry battalion."
She didn't respond. They sat in silence. Time passed. Out of nowhere, a pre-recorded voice came over the speakers. "The time is 19:35. The sun has set. THREATCOM CHARLIE is in effect."
"Threatcom Charlie?"
"Yeah. It means we're ready for a possible terrorist or vampire attack."
"Why Charlie? Why not Threatcom Vampire?"
The soldier snorted. "Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta. Those are the different levels of threat conditions. If we get to Delta, you know shit is going down."
"Oh. Is that going to happen?"
"It could if a couple of vamps decide to try our perimeter. That would be suicide on their part though."
"Oh." She lowered her chin. Silence. She sat still and waited. If she could only get him to send a message to General Adams. It was a delicate thing. If she pushed too hard, their connection might break. Yet, if she didn't push enough, the night would pass and tomorrow morning she would die.
A siren split the air, the sound jarring, abrasive. Selah jolted up, turning her hooded head from side to side. The sound was terrible, blaring, penetrating. WHAA. WHAA. WHAA. It went on and on and on.
"What's happening?" She struggled to her feet.
"Somebody's triggered the perimeter. They've entered the demilitarized zone, at least. Must have set off one of the IDS." The siren blared ceaselessly.
"IDS?"
"Sensors. Nothing can get through the militarized zone, not even a vampire, without triggering something--near-infrared trip wires or the microwave radar. Something's trying to get through." She could almost hear him grin. "Good fucking luck. If the claymores don't get 'em, the electrified fence and concertina wire will stop them cold while the guards in the tower waste them."
"Oh." Selah tried to take comfort from that. The alarm abruptly cut. The silence seemed to throb. "Why did it stop? Is the attack over?"
"No. The alarm never runs for more than thirty seconds. Shit's still going down."
They both stood, listening. Selah's breath was deafening within the hood. She tried to hold it, to listen for anything. Was that a faint whoomp kind of noise? Had she felt a tremor through the ground? She shifted around. "Can't you tell what's happening?"
"I know what's happening." Defensive and annoyed at once. "The Quick Response Force is mopping shit up right now."
Selah licked her dry lips. She wanted to tear off the hood. It felt like a parasite latched onto her face. She stepped forward till she reached the bars and pressed her forehead into the space between two of them. Allowed the cold metal to cool her damp brow through the nylon. One mad vampire? Ten of them? She tried to picture what was happening, but didn't even know where to start.
Another alarm broke the silence. Three short blasts. A pause. Then it repeated. The soldier cursed.
"What? What does that mean?"
"Full-scale assault. That means everybody's got to lock and load and get going."
"Full-scale assault?"
"Yeah." The soldier's voice was grim. All annoyance gone. "Massive attack. It means somebody's trying to roll us. Stupid fuckers."
Selah rose to the balls of her feet and then lowered back down again. Swallowed. The three blasts were still sounding. Short and vicious, like the barking of a junkyard dog, and then that pause. Over and over. "Does this mean the Quick Response Team didn't stop them?"
"Quick Response Force," he corrected. She could hear him tapping buttons. "Not necessarily. It means the Observation Post has reported a huge attack." More buttons tapped.
The alarm cut. Silence again. A silence so huge Selah felt as if she were standing in an auditorium, as if vast spaces were aching around her. She could hear it now. Sounds from outside. The muffled chatter of machine gun fire. The occasional soft thump of an explosion. She paced carefully from one side of the cell to the other.
"Shouldn't you be out there? Helping?"
"No." His voice was curt. "This is my post until I'm told otherwise."
"Oh." She could tell he didn't want her talking, but she had nothing else to do. She listened. The sound of gunfire continued. Was it growing louder? The sound of her footsteps echoed in the concrete chamber. She tried to count to sixty, but didn't get past thirty before giving up.
"What happens to me if you guys have to drop back?"
"We're not dropping back. This is a US Forward Operating Base. We have a whole fucking battalion here. These fuckers don't know what they're dealing with. We've probably rolled out the armored Humvees with mounted .50 cals and the M117s. The vampires are dealing with hardened fighting positions near the gates and bunkers throughout the base with the best soldiers in the world manning turreted .50 cals. By now, all three companies on base are engaging. Half our force is out in the city, but that's still about six hundred of the toughest assholes on the planet on base packing grenade launchers, M4s, SAWS, M203s..."
The sound of war continued to filter in through the walls. Selah stood still. The soldier kept talking, his voice growing quieter. "Things keep up, we'll roll out the Abrams. The Strykers. There's no fucking way."
Selah thought she could hear screams. The kind of screams that were torn out of your gut against your will, the kind that you fought to keep down, but they simply overpowered your self-control. The gunfire was constant now, a droning, biting sound that was as textured as a waterfall of lead ball bearings.
"What's your name?"
"What?"
"Your name. I'm Selah Brown. What's yours?"
"Williams. Private First Class Williams."
The door slammed open. She heard Williams snap to attention so sharply he might as well have been zapped with a dose of electricity. A number of people strode up to the cell. The door was unlocked. Selah began to back up. They came in, no words, and then her world burst into shattering pain as somebody hit her right in the solar plexus again. She fell to her knees, sucking in the nylon hood, eyes straining, unable to breath. Heaving, she fell to her side.
"What do you know about this attack?" It was McKnight. The Sergeant.
Selah fought for air, and felt hands around her neck as the hood was loosened and then torn off. White light speared into her eyes. Boots around her. She looked up, saw four soldiers and the Sergeant. McKnight was staring down with implacable self-control, but under that mask simmered a vast fury. Selah sucked for breath and shook her head.
"What do you know about this attack? Are they coming for you?" The words like whip cracks.
"No," managed Selah, gasping for air still. She tried to sit up, failed. "No."
"You're telling me it's a coincidence that an army of vampires is attacking us the day after we take you in? You were Arachne, the leader of the biggest gang. They're out there now. You're telling me that's a coincidence?" She didn't raise her voice, but the anger behind her words made it sound like she was yelling.
"I don't know." Another deep, sucking breath of air. "I don't know!"
Two soldiers picked her up. A third stepped in and cracked her fist across Selah's face. She saw blank white light, and then the world came back. She snarled and tried to jerk free. If she had Sawiskera's power now! She would toss these idiots across the cell, would bend a bar free and--
Another sharp blow knocked her head back and then the Sergeant was in her face, hand around her neck, grip fierce, their faces only an inch apart.
"Tell me! Tell me what you fucking know!"
Selah narrowed her eyes. The girl who had entered Miami but a month ago would have been terrified by this treatment. But she'd been through too much since then to collapse before a few hard slaps. She took a breath. "Shouldn't you be out there instead of hiding in here with me?"
The Sergeant's eyes narrowed and her grip tightened. Selah tried not to choke, but before she was forced to, the Sergeant stepped back. She nodded to the soldiers, who dropped her to the ground. They turned and left the cell. "Private, prepare to move your prisoner. This building's about to be compromised." Then she was gone.
Selah coughed and sat up. Her eyes were stinging and her stomach was burning, throbbing. She blinked away tears. Coughed once, sharply, and then spat. Worked her way up to her knees, and then with a jerk, rose to her feet.
She turned and looked at Williams. He was a large man, about the size of a refrigerator, his honey-colored hair cropped close around a boxy head. He looked about her age, and he stared at her with alarm, anger, and fear. Two of the other soldiers had stayed behind to assist him.
He stepped up to her, and with efficient swipe of his knife, cut the flexcuffs at her ankles. "We're falling back. Let's go!"



Chapter 4
 
Selah stepped outside into roiling madness and chaos. A blast wall stood directly before the bunker's entrance, and she moved to its edge and peered out. Vast floodlights that towered up from behind her bunker lit up the grounds, illuminating the faces of the vampires as they poured over the perimeter fence, forcing them to slit their eyes even as the powerful electric currents charred their hands. Selah watched one leap high over the rolls of razor wire and fall twenty feet to the packed dry earth, only to be blasted apart by concentrated fire.
Even in the harsh glare, the vampires were hard to track, flitting like shadows with impossible speed. They swarmed up the three guard towers in sight, finding impossible hand holds in the circular cement segments and pouring in through the small windows at the very top, squeezing in under the cab roof only to be blown back out into the night air by the gunfire within. They moved fast--that delirious and impossible speed that only vampires could muster--springing over the walls, hitting the ground running. For every one that was dropped, another one made it forward to fall upon the massed soldiers. A Humvee had crashed into the base of a tower, was buckled up on three tires, its machine gun turret half torn off, screams coming from within as vague shapes fought in the close confines.
From where Selah stood frozen by her bunker, she could see dozens, no, hundreds of soldiers in packed groups ahead of her, laying down fire, forming a wall between her and the vampires. They were crouched behind massive cylindrical sandbags, on top of bunkers, and on the ground with heavy machine guns propped up on tripods before them. Men were yelling out commands, bellowing curses, or just screaming as their weapons shook and shivered in their hands. The night was lit up with the flashing bright white flare of gunfire, and the sound was cacophonous, tearing apart the walls of the world, numbing the mind, overwhelming it so that Selah froze, staring out over the corpse-strewn ground.
One of the guard towers was overrun. Within moments, the .50 cal within was turned on the soldiers below, and living hell was unleashed upon their ranks. The bullets churned up the dirt, slammed finger-sized chips out of the hardened concrete walls, mowed down troops were they crouched or lay. Screams and orders were yelled, and then the top of the tower was engulfed in flames as a grenade hit it dead on. Chunks of concrete were blown out over the wall to fall into the night, but still the gunfire came down, hailing death upon the soldiers.
The vampires were amongst the troops now. With great gamboling leaps and sprints, they crossed the kill field and fell upon them, their speed such that they seemed to move from point A to B without crossing the intervening space. The bright lights illuminated it all in glaring, unforgiving detail. Splatters of blood through the air. Gunfire turned in panic upon the shapes that flickered amongst the units. Guns were scooped up by the vampires and aimed with deadly precision at the men.
Selah felt a palm shove her from behind, and she stumbled out from behind the wall. Williams grabbed her by the back of her shirt and dragged her after him, his service rifle held out. The other two soldiers ran behind him, laying down short bursts of suppressive fire at anything that came close. A strange vehicle came rumbling into sight, eight wheels churning over bodies, armored like a tank but with the face of a frog, its grey metal surface riveted everywhere and a soldier up top swinging a massive machine gun back and forth, mowing down the vampires as they came over the walls.
"Let's go!" yelled Williams, and turned her away from the fight to sprint back along the bunker, hugging the wall and past the soldiers. Overhead came the low sonic roar of a fighter jet, and then the ground beyond the wall detonated as some kind of bomb was dropped. Selah ducked her head as the air pounded into her ears and the ground shook, but Williams hoisted her to her feet and kept her moving.
She ran, the toes of her shoes catching on every ridge of dirt. The second time she stumbled, Williams hauled her back up only to shove her so hard that she crashed to the ground. She yelled in surprise, and then looked up just as a gangly vampire with fevered black eyes swung a length of pipe right through the air where she had been, the swipe so vicious and fast that the pipe actually sang as it sliced through the air above her. She rolled onto her side and saw Williams step back, bringing up his service rifle, and unload a clip into the vampire's chest. The creature danced back, shoulders herky-jerking as it let go of the pipe, its chest cratering. When Williams finished firing, it just stood there stunned, only to look up and grin, showing its bloody incisors at the soldier.
Williams stared at the still-standing vampire in shock. Another soldier sprinted by, and as he passed, simply raised his revolver and squeezed off a shot into the vampire's temple. The far side of the vampire's head blew out, the other soldier ran on and was gone, and Williams hauled her to her feet. "Move!"
More jets were scrambling overhead, and Selah saw a huge, ponderous-looking tank roll by a bunker over, tan-colored and with its huge cannon aimed blindly at the wall. Then it was gone and she was being herded between a series of large, identical blocky buildings, three of them in a row, and then out onto a road. Everywhere was madness. Squads were sprinting to the front alongside more vehicles. Overhead, helicopters scudded over, twin mini-guns rotating with a high whine as they lay down long furrows of bullets across the militarized zone beyond the wall.
Williams knew where he was going. Down the road, and then he took a turn and ran past a group of men on guard, into a large building. Down a hallway, a left turn, and then he stopped and shoved Selah into a room the size of a closet. She could hear people's voices raised in fury, somebody was repeating a question over and over again, and then Williams slammed the door closed and she was shut away in darkness.
She struggled mindlessly for a moment against the flexcuffs, and then stepped up to the door and pressed her ear to it. She couldn't hear much. Thank God the hood was off. She stepped back. She was breathing in short, horrified pants. The stench of cordite, blood, and panic was thick upon her. Mind swirling, she closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the door.
This wasn't a raid. This was a full out assault. Padrino Machado had said that thousands of vampires had been created over the past few years. Yet, they hadn't attacked the Base last night. Instead, they had done... What? If they were acting in an orchestrated manner tonight, what had they been doing the night before? It must have been purposeful. Williams had said it had been like watching foxes in a henhouse. Had they been killing people randomly? No. Realization hit her. They had been making more vampires.
More yelling from outside. Selah tried to settle down, to wait with some modicum of patience, but she was too amped up on adrenaline and terror to do more than just pace and replay what she had seen over and over again in her mind. The front line of the soldiers had been compromised even as Williams had led her away. The squads imploding as the vampires fell amongst them. Did that mean they would fall back? Were there plans for something like this? There had to be.
Five minutes passed. Every few moments another whoompf would shake the building. The sound of constant gunfire seemed to be growing louder, like a tide rising about her. Were they going to leave her locked in this little room? Had Williams run off? She moved back to the door and kicked it.
"Hey! Williams!" She kicked it again. Nothing. Pressed her ear to the smooth wood and listened. She could make out yells, screams. "Hey!"
The door yanked open. It was McKnight. Her cap was gone and a thick blond braid had unspooled and fallen down between her shoulders. She held her service pistol, the muzzle leveled down the hallway. Screams and gunfire came from just out of sight to their left.
"Come on. Let's go." The words were sharp, and Selah looked past her for a sign of Williams. She hustled forward, into the hall, and the Sergeant shoved her away from the entrance, where the sound of fighting came. Selah almost tripped over Williams where he lay on the ground, throat torn out. Selah felt her gorge rise, but clamped it down. There was no time. Horrified, she rushed forward and into a large room whose cement walls were lit up with data monitors. Almost all of them showed a null screen, the few that were still up showing crimson progress bars and with the words Data Burn over them.
"What's going on? Where are we going?"
"New orders. I'm to get you to a helicopter. You're getting a priority evac."
Selah turned to look at her and tripped, falling hard to the ground. The Sergeant cursed and dropped down next to her, pulling a knife from her belt. She pushed Selah over and cut her flexcuffs with one clean swipe. Selah found that she could barely move her arms--her shoulders were swollen, her arms numb. McKnight sheathed the blade and hoisted her up with a grunt, lifting her to her feet as if she weighed no more than a small child. Selah stared at her, surprised at the Sergeant's strength, and then ducked aside as the other woman raised her pistol and unloaded the clip.
The gunfire was stunningly loud, and Selah turned to stare at the vampire that had drawn McKnight's ire. It was a Japanese kid with spiky pink hair, his shirt torn, several bullets already lodged in his chest, blood smeared horrifically across his grinning visage. The Sergeant hit him with every shot, even as he leaped over a desk, palming its surface so as to vault through the air at them. God, thought Selah, they're so fast when you're just mortal. Had she once been able to keep up with them? No longer.
The vampire crashed to the ground and writhed there as if its back had been broken, flapping at the ground with its forearms, kicking with its blood-smeared sneakers.
"Move!" McKnight shoved her and they ran, bolting for the back of the large room. Selah shouldered open the door and ran down a short hall, passing open doors where she saw men and women in uniform hurriedly typing at their consoles, barking commands into their shoulder Omnis. Then she was out a large door, back into the night and behind a second blast wall. Before she could run out from behind it, McKnight grabbed hold of her shoulder and hauled her around.
"Stay close. You move wrong, you die." McKnight's eyes were wide, her pupils narrow dots. "When we run, you don't stop. You follow me. I'm going to get you out, but you have to stay close. You understand?"
"Yes." Selah nodded. She was getting her wits back. She took a deep breath.
McKnight shook her. "You stick by me. You clear?"
Selah nodded. "I got it."
Something in her tone caused McKnight to nod and release her shirt. "Then let's go." McKnight ducked out from behind the blast wall into the night. The base was lit up. Emergency lights turned every raised surface silver and white, every shadow into a starkly delineated cutout of jet black. Helicopters were weaving back and forth in an ordered tangle, small mosquito copters and heavy, lethal-looking choppers that rained down massive amounts of fire. Jets were cruising through the skies above, and even as Selah ran after the Sergeant, she saw two cruise right overhead and drop missiles which fell ten feet and then caught fire and surged off and down to strike the ground far away behind them. Even at this distance, Selah heard the awful CRUMP sound they made as they hit, felt the shock through the earth.
The Sergeant was fast. She sprinted ahead, and Selah immediately saw why. The line of combat had dropped back to engulf their building. Infantry were stationed inside doorways, alongside bunkers, firing around corners, sniping from afar. Behind them, sprinting and leaping, with fangs bared, came the vampires. They seemed to dance as they were shot, blasted off their feet. It took ten, fifteen bullets to drop just one, and even then they would get back up.
The Sergeant led her along the flank of a second bunker, calling out, "Friendly!" at the top of her voice, bellowing it as she passed soldiers who held back from shooting her at the last moment. Selah fought to keep up. They ran past a soldier laid flat out on his back, a young kid crouched on his chest, face buried in his neck. Past a half-obliterated vampire that continued to drag itself forward, clawing at the ground, black eyes lit up with manic desire. Around a corner they ran, and then out onto a second street. Vehicles were trundling up it, armored carriers and more Humvees. A platoon of troops sprinted forward to help, their rifles held before them, their gear shaking from side to side as they ran.
Down the street, then a left between two great semi-circular hangars, both gleaming in the night like vast soda cans half-buried in the packed dirt. Right down between them, and out into a great concrete space where men boiled with activity around a handful of helicopters. A large area to their left had been set aside for triage, and Selah grimly averted her eyes from the violence that had been visited upon the men and women who lay on the ground, medics moving feverishly between them.
"Incoming!" screamed a voice, and Selah looked behind her to see a flood of vampires surging right after her between the two hangars, some actually galloping on all fours along the ridged outer curves of the buildings, defying gravity with their sheer speed and tenacious grip. Selah broke left, losing McKnight in the press of bodies as men grabbed rifles, others screaming commands, soldiers falling back and opening fire.
Selah cast about wildly for McKnight. The sound of gunfire was deafening, an inferno of white hot lead and dancing shell cases, vampires rushing into the withering hail of death. They dropped, but there were more of them, leaping high into the air, turning into silhouettes against the white flood lights to come crashing down amidst the soldiers. Selah slowed, not knowing where to go. She almost stepped on a young man, his black skin beaded with sweat and smeared with blood as he propped himself up on one elbow and raised his pistol to squeeze off shot after shot.
"Brown! Selah Brown!" McKnight's voice. Selah cast around wildly--there she was! Selah ducked her head and ran, scooping up a discarded rifle as she went, surprised by how heavy it was, the metal still hot, reeking of burnt gunpowder. She slipped her finger over the trigger, not knowing if it had ammo, if the safety was on or off, but wanting it, needing a weapon in this maelstrom.
The Sergeant was barking at a young soldier who was staring at her in confusion. She slapped him hard and he blinked, saluted, and then jumped into a small mosquito copter. McKnight glared at Selah as she ran up, then down at her weapon. Without a word, she snatched the rifle out of her hands. Selah dropped into a crouch as McKnight fired a burst at an obese vampire with a beehive haircut and a missing left arm who was coming at them with seemingly unstoppable momentum. Great chunks of the woman blew out her back, but still she came on, maw opened wide. Selah cast around, saw a dead soldier to her left, a pistol but inches from his hand. She grabbed it, wheeled around on her heel, and fired five shots just as the Sergeant's rifle ran out of bullets. She missed half her shots, but two by luck caught the vampire across the side of her temple and jaw, mangling her head. The vampire crashed to the ground, her momentum causing her to roll forward, and then McKnight had Selah up by the elbow and hustled her into the copter.
Selah scrabbled onboard. There were two seats upfront and enough room in the back for two more. She jumped into a seat and pulled the heavy belt down and across her chest. The blades were already whipping around overhead, blasting dust and rolling bodies away from the copter. The Sergeant climbed onboard. That was all the pilot was waiting for. The helicopter lifted up, and they swung away into the night.
Selah closed her eyes. She felt weak with an overburn of adrenaline and her ears were ringing so badly that she thought she might be deaf. She ran her forearm over her face and looked out the side of the helicopter. The base was being overrun. Flames and fireballs blossomed in the militarized zone outside the walls, but even so, she could see more vampires coming--tiny figures like fleas, leaping and darting forward. Inside the walls, the madness continued. As the pilot fought for altitude, Selah stared in horror. Vehicles had been tipped on their sides, doors ripped open with inhuman strength, soldiers dug free and killed. Platoons had formed circles which were collapsing into their centers, firing out in all directions as the vampires came on. Helicopters continued to strafe the road, laying waste with their guns, but the vampires were too many, too fast, and too hard to draw a bead on. Tanks rolled along, covered in swarming figures that pounded and tore at the plated armor to no avail.
"Good God," said Selah. The klieg lights were being smashed, one by one, so that darkness was flooding the Base. Selah looked at McKnight. The woman was staring down at the battlefield with fierce intensity, a band of muscle leaping into view over her jaw as she clenched and unclenched it. She thrummed with fury, with tension, and Selah wondered how much it had cost her to leave her friends and soldiers behind. To get Selah out, to prioritize her over everything below.
The helicopter moved fast. The Base slid out of view, and soon they were passing over the shacks and huts of the San Bernardino Valley. It was a morass of darkness, speckled with a constellation of fires--from crowds waving burning torches to entire blocks aflame--smoke wreathing the air and forming dark columns through which the copter plunged. Moments later, they were rising up over the foothills of the San Gabriel mountains, and then everything below became dark, the slopes of the mountains devoid of habitations.
Selah sank back into her seat. She suddenly recalled Williams on the ground, his throat savagely torn out. She clenched her hands to stop them from shaking and fought for breath. Her chest was tight. She thought she'd been through the fires and been tested. That her experiences in Miami and LA had changed her, made her tough. She wanted to laugh.
McKnight was seated beside her, staring out at nothing, face blank. Selah looked away. She knew she had to figure out the next step, ask questions, demand to know where she was being taken, but she couldn't. She couldn't make her mind work. She leaned her head back. Allowed the stuttering scudding whine of the rotor blades to drown all her thoughts but one. One that kept repeating over and over in her mind: This is just the beginning.



Chapter 5
 
They flew for an hour. Selah pulled on a pair of heavy headphones that blocked the roar of the blades overhead and simply watched the landscape roll by. McKnight sat still, staring out at the night and listening intently to her headphones, speaking occasionally, but she was on a private channel and Selah couldn't make out her words. Eventually, the Sergeant leaned back, affixed the rifle to a clip on her chest, and flicked a switch on her headphones.
The pilot immediately lit in. "Sergeant, just what the hell do you think you were doing back there?"
McKnight pursed her lips and looked out the open panel at the night rushing by. "Apologies, sir. There wasn't much time for protocol."
"Protocol? Article 90, Sergeant, Article 90. Striking a superior officer means a dishonorable discharge, you hear me? The hell! Soon as we hit 29 Stumps, I'm going to report your sorry ass, you hear me?"
"Yes, sir," said the Sergeant, her voice weary and unconcerned. "We're en route to 29 Palms?"
"You're damn right, we are." The pilot huffed for a moment, and then, unwilling to let it go, "What's your full rank and name, soldier?"
"First Sergeant McKnight, sir."
"Well, First Sergeant, just you wait. The hell, striking me. Hitting me and giving me orders. Hell."
"Yes sir." The Sergeant reached up and flicked a switch on her headset, and then looked over at Selah. "You all right? You hurt?"
"No," said Selah. "I'm fine." She shot a glance at the partition that separated them from the pilot, and the Sergeant shook her head.
"We're on a private channel. He's probably shitting a brick about it, but whatever."
"Thank you. For getting me out of there."
McKnight's face could have been carved from stone. "Don't think I did it for you. I was just following orders."
"Orders? From whom?"
"Lt. Colonel Jackson. He's been running the Base since you killed Colonel Caldwell."
"I didn't-- Never mind. What about the direct orders to convict me?"
"I'm not saying I know what's going on. But when a Lieutenant Colonel relays a direct order from his Major General saying your ass needs extraction, your ass gets extracted."
"Huh." Selah studied the Sergeant's face, and then looked away. General Adams must have called in a huge favor. Or simply found somebody who would listen. "How are... I mean, have you heard? How is the fight going at the Base?"
The Sergeant's expression was bleak. "Not good. We had to evacuate."
"Oh." Selah searched for something to say. "What happens now?"
McKnight shook her head and looked out at the streaming dark. Her expression became bleak, her face drawn. "I received word that we bombed the Base five minutes ago. Dropped a MOAB." She cut a glance at Selah, saw her incomprehension. "Mother Of All Bombs. Our largest non-nuclear bomb. The Base is gone, and all the vampires with it."
Selah tried to imagine it. Couldn't. "How many vampires do you think were in the attack?"
"Thousands. Two, maybe three thousand."
"Do you think that was all of them?"
"I doubt it. There must still be some in the city." McKnight shook her head and looked out into the night. She looked fragile, hollow almost. As if some core belief or article of faith had been knocked right out of her.
"Do you know where Blood Dust came from?"
McKnight frowned. "What are you talking about?"
"Blood Dust, the drug? It was being harvested from vampires. Made from their blood. The LA vampires--the original ones--they created and then enslaved a whole bunch of new vampires and had them locked up like cows, milking them for blood. I thought at first that they were trying to just make money, but that wasn't it. They wanted money, sure, but just to bribe... the military... to look the other way. They wanted to be able to keep on making more 'thralls,' as they called them, without anybody paying close attention. Their whole goal was to just make these thousands of vampires all along, and then release them all at once."
"You're saying they've been planning to break the Treaty for years?"
"Yeah. Arachne, Louis, the other two or three main vampire leaders. They must have worked this all out way in advance. But even so, they didn't have thousands of these thralls locked away. From what I heard, it was more like five hundred or something."
McKnight tapped her fingers on her knees. "That's not good."
"No." Selah stared down at her hands. "Because it means these new vampires--thralls--are making even more vampires. If they doubled their numbers over night..."
"Then we're facing an epidemic."
They stared at each other, each working out the implications. "This didn't happen during the first war, did it?"
"No," said McKnight. "The first war was nothing like this. They stayed in hiding and would only come out to take out our top brass. It was like fighting smoke. Endless raids, endless hunts as we tried to find them during the day. A thousand of us for every one of them." McKnight shook her head. "That's what we thought would happen again when war broke out. We thought it would repeat the same pattern."
"You guys expected another war?"
McKnight grinned humorlessly, a death's head smile. "Of course. We're the military. It's our job to prepare."
"But ... you prepared for a repeat of the first war."
"Yes." The Sergeant let out a breath and shook her head. "We've refined all these methods for unearthing hidden vampires. We never expected a thousand of them to come running at us, screaming bloody murder."
"So what happens now?"
McKnight shrugged uneasily. "No idea. My guess is that we just lost California. If their numbers grow that fast, we won't be able to contain LA. They'll spread fast and we'll have to fight to contain them in the state." McKnight shook her head again. "That's if we can contain it. If it spreads? Gets past the Rockies, into the Southwest, up through Oregon?" She paused, eyes unfocused as she gazed at some internal vision. "Well. It'd slow down at that point. They won't have the numbers to infect. And I'm guessing they would have to feed as they go. But each time one of them reaches a city, we'd see a new outbreak."
Selah tried to imagine this. Vampires racing through mountain passes at night, impervious to the cold and snow. Vampires spreading out over the desert, into New Mexico, Arizona, Texas. Up through the vast grasslands of Montana and North Dakota. "But ... they can drive. Vampires are smart. What if they just jump in cars?"
McKnight snorted. "Then we're fucked. All it would take is a handful of them driving into Chicago, New York, and DC. Game over. That would be like fifty million vampires on the East Coast in under a week. But I don't think that will happen. The way they were fighting tonight. They were crazed. Like animals. Just running at us. There was no strategy there, no sign of group tactics. If that's how they're operating, I don't see them jumping in cars and driving anywhere."
"Yeah," said Selah, not sure, but wanting to believe it. "Yeah. Maybe."
"We're going to put down in 29 Palms and I'm going to do my best to get us out of there as quickly as possible. My orders are specific. I'm to get you to that research center in Colorado. People are waiting for you there."
"What? Who?"
"Friends of your General Adams, I'm guessing. I don't know."
"How are we getting there?"
"I don't know. If Mr. Warrant Officer up there doesn't throw too much of a fit, I should be able to relay my orders and commandeer a vehicle. Things are going to be insane on the ground. Hopefully, that will work in our favor."
"Thank you," Selah said before she could stop herself.
McKnight stared at her, and then looked away. Selah hugged herself, the adrenaline long gone and leaving her shivering as the small copter speared through the night. In her mind, she pictured a wave of red blood rising up behind them, a tsunami of gore threatening to break and wash over the West.
They touched down into a maelstrom of activity. The airstrip in the 29 Palms Marine base was ablaze with light as all manner of aircraft landed and others took off. Selah got the impression the pilot was trying to show off, impress them with his dangerously fast descent. She held on tighter, but McKnight didn't seem to care. They dropped like a stone when given the signal, but alighted on the ground with the softest of touches, a feather coming to rest on the palm of a great gritty hand. McKnight didn't waste any time. She leaped out of the copter and immediately strode away, shucking the headphones and returning salutes as she headed toward one of the many hangars that lined the airstrip.
The pilot leaped right out after her, spluttering and even more furious. He glared at Selah and hurried after McKnight. Men were already swarming around the helicopter. A small boxy vehicle drove up to refuel it. Selah undid her buckles and climbed out stiffly. Hugging herself, she looked up at the vast sky and studied the line of lights that were approaching to land. Looked over as a great plane picked up speed and flung itself down the final stretch of the runway and then rose into the sky.
How was the world reacting to what had just happened? She needed an Omni. Was there live footage? Panic in the cities? How much did the public know about the blood thralls? Selah heard thin yells as soldiers called out to each other. The roar and whir of engines. The vast spangling of the Milky Way overhead, great and cosmic and making all this activity below seem so insignificant. She hugged herself tighter and stepped aside to allow another soldier to work on the copter.
Nobody was watching on her. She could slip away into the night. Could simply disappear. Find her own way out, one solitary girl amongst all these soldiers. But no. There would be a perimeter somewhere. And where would she go? Get lost in the desert, alone and freezing? Best to wait for McKnight. As much as the Sergeant disliked her, she seemed sincere in her desire to get her to this research center. Selah frowned, ducked her chin. A military research center. That sounded like a lot of fun.
Five minutes later, a Humvee came roaring up. McKnight parked it savagely next to Selah and gestured for her to get in. Selah did so, yanking open the door and hoisting herself up onto the stiff seat. McKnight tossed her a thick leather jacket with a sheepskin collar and she pulled it on. It was delicious and thick, with a faint tang of cigar smoke mixed in with the rich smell of leather. Well-worn, soft, but immediately warming. She zipped it up and shoved her hands into its pockets.
"You good? I've received the clearance I need. It's a straight shot from here to the Rockies." McKnight waved her hand and the windscreen came to life, lighting up with a glowing green contour map.
Selah sat forward and studied the map. The airstrip was central across the glass, long and oblique, and on it a number of neon red and yellow icons were moving, triangles and squares, small series of code numbers listed beneath each.
"How did you do that?" Selah stared at McKnight's hands. She wasn't wearing tethered FingerTips.
"Military hardware." McKnight looked at the windshield. "Navigator. Current location to Mountain Sorrel Pass, Colorado." The image on the screen zoomed out smoothly, and a thick red line appeared arching up from California, clipping the upper left corner of Arizona and passing diagonally through Utah into Colorado, where it stabbed into the Rockies and curled at the very end into a tight spiral. 877 miles, flashed the screen,Estimated Drive Time: 15 hours, 10 minutes. McKnight grunted. It was just past eleven at night. She slid into first gear and they rumbled forward.
Selah stared out the window. She wanted to call Mama B. Wanted to let her know what was going on, hear her voice, see her face. She missed her father, missed her friends. After her experiences with Sawiskera's blood, she had thought herself beyond fear, beyond doubt, thought that she would never feel lonely again. But the threat of the Blood Thralls proved her wrong. The darkness above and outside the base was vast and cold, and she felt small and insignificant before it. They needed her vaccine, now more than ever. That was probably why they had pulled her free, she thought. Somebody had finally realized just how much danger they faced and decided to not throw away the chance at salvation that her blood promised.
A great hangar bay slid past on her right, and she stared at a platoon of men as they suited up, pulling on armor, pouches, and helmets, locking and loading their guns. Beyond them, more men were studying great screens, pointing out at maps and lines of icons and glowing symbols. Then it was gone and she was staring at the great desert beyond, a vast expanse of unknowable darkness. McKnight drove down the length of the airstrip, and then turned off and onto a two lane road that left all the activity behind. Car after Humvee after covered truck rumbled past, heading toward the strip. They were the only ones driving away.
Selah felt warmth finally begin to sink into her, building up like a delicate ecosystem under the shell of the jacket. She buried her chin into the sheep fur of the collar, and watched the brief expanse of road before them as it rumbled continuously into sight, a patch brought into bright relief by the powerful headlights. Fifteen hours. A glance at McKnight showed that the Sergeant was in no mood to talk. She sat erect, lower lip stuck out, nostrils flared as she stared balefully at the road. Selah closed her eyes. She spent a few minutes simply feeling the Humvee jostle and vibrate beneath her, and then slipped away into sleep, her thoughts and concerns and panic swallowed up by the vast ocean of fatigue that arose to claim her.
Selah awoke as the Humvee ground to a stop. Opening her eyes, she blinked blearily at the gas station outside the window. McKnight opened her door and climbed out and Selah struggled to sit up. Her mouth tasted awful and her eyes were almost gummed shut. Yawning hugely, she blinked away tears and peered around. It was early morning. Dry desert extended away toward a rim of scrubby low hills to one side, and toward the horizon on the other, where it was met by a small wall of purple mountains. She pushed the door open and slid out of her seat, down to the ground. The asphalt crunched underfoot, gritty and particulate, and she groaned as she stretched, her body a mass of aches and pains.
Slowly working her head around, she stepped away from the Humvee and walked to the edge of the station, to where the asphalt died and became desert. There, she stared at the distant rising sun. It was perhaps an inch over the horizon in a peerless sky devoid of cloud. The air was chilly, but the rays of the sun warmed her face, even this early in the day. The sunrise. She thought of Sawiskera, the king of vampires, trapped by the night and endlessly watching sunrises on TV. How for one long night back in LA she had accepted--or thought she had--that she would never see exactly this sight again, doomed to be a vampire forever. Which took her mind to Theo, the vampire who had sacrificed his heart so that she might stand here in the light of day. She shivered. Where was he now? Somewhere back in LA. A dark Chapter in her past.
Selah placed her hands on her hips and leaned back, hearing a number of sullen joints crack in protest and let out a groan of pain and pleasure. Swinging her arms back and forth, trying to put her thoughts behind her, she walked back to McKnight.
"Morning," said Selah. The other woman was leaning against the Humvee's flank, arms crossed, chin lowered, eyes closed. The gas nozzle was stuck in the tank, pumping away. "You been driving all night?"
The Sergeant opened one eye. Her face was drawn with fatigue, but her gaze was sharp. "You think we got here on autopilot?"
"Military hardware?" Selah tried for a smile, but it withered before McKnight's flat expression. "You want me to drive?"
"No."
Selah nodded. She stared at the little gas station mini-mart. She didn't even know where her wallet was. When had she used it last? She had no idea.
"Heads up." Selah looked over just in time to catch a wallet by reflex. "Go buy me some coffee and some PowerBars. Keep mine black, no sugar. Get yourself something. We've got another nine hours to go, so stock up."
"Oh, sure." Selah nodded. "Thanks."
McKnight examined her and then looked away.
Selah walked past the silent pumps and through the dust-smeared glass door. A bell jangled overhead. It was a small building, just two aisles of goods lined up parallel to the front window, and the counter to the left. A heavyset man with a prodigious belly and a wild ruff of hair around his ears was standing with his arms crossed, staring at a small flatscreen set high up where the wall met the ceiling. The news was on. She drifted up and watched.
Two news anchors were talking. An Asian lady looking stiff and formal in a red suit and a tanned, middle-aged man with distinguished iron-gray hair. In the upper right of the screen was an inserted video feed flashing different scenes: a candlelight vigil being held by solemn people; an endless line of army vehicles driving down a highway; President Lynnfield speaking behind a podium, his face stern and grave.
...more on that shortly. Next up, we have a panel of guests ready to speak on the outbreak of war, and what this means for our government, our relations with the vampires of Miami, and what expectations are for the coming days. Stay with us.
"Shit," said the man. His voice was gravelly and low. He shook his head. "It's a judgment on us. A judgment. We should just a drop an A-Bomb on all of LA and wipe 'em out."
Selah stared at him. "And kill millions of people?"
He rounded on her. "When a limb goes rotten, you cut it off before it infects the rest of the body. I read that once. Gan-grene. Rot. All those people there. Rotten and degenerate. Now look what they spawned. What's come of their sin. We need to cauterize the wound. Cut off the limb." He made a slicing motion across his neck from right to left, widening his eyes horribly and drawing his mouth into a slit as he did so.
"All right," said Selah, stepping back. She turned and walked down the aisle and then stopped once the man was out of sight. What would he say if he knew the things she had done? Her sins, her... murders? She took a deep breath, fought for balance. Hands shaking, she took up a bar of chocolate, and then set it back. A memory came to her. Of how she had faced down the vampire Arachne and her followers, and defeated them with ease. She tried to remember that confidence, that surety. It was like trying to grasp at a dream. She took a deep breath and pressed the base of her palms against her eyes. Get a grip, she thought. He's just a weirdo.Before she could help herself, another voice whispered, And you're just a girl. She dropped her hands and stared at packets of chips, seeing right through their garish colors. Just a girl.
Her heart began thudding. What was she doing hiding at the back of a mini-mart behind the chips? A flash of anger suffused her. She might not have Sawiskera's power any longer, but she was still the person who had lived through those moments. She had made those decisions, suffered pain and loss. She reached up and touched her shaved scalp. The soft fuzz that lay over her naked and angular skull. She thought of the night she had shaved her hair off, how her hair had been matted and clotted with blood. How liberating it had felt, how right. Recalled the way Theo had looked at her, that very last time while he had still been himself. That love, undying, unconquerable. She took a deep breath. Maybe she was just a girl now. But she was still so much more than she had ever been.
She filled two cups of coffee, grabbed some PowerBars, a bag of granola, and a bar of dark chocolate and walked back up to the counter. She set the items down. The man was staring back up at the screen, where an army officer was being interviewed.
"Hey," she said. He looked at her. "Ring me up."
He looked back up at the screen. "Hold on."
Selah stared at him. "Now."
Something in her voice caught his attention. He glanced over at her irritably, and then paused. She continued to stare at him, chin raised. He held her eyes, and then blinked rapidly, looked away, and began quickly scanning her items. She bit her lower lip, feeling at once inordinately pleased with herself and amused at how small the victory was. No matter. She opened McKnight's wallet and pulled out a twenty dollar bill. While the man was making change, she studied the Sergeant's military ID. She wore a red beret and looked out sternly, face composed, dress uniform sharp and crisp. REBECCA MCKNIGHT. Affiliation: Uniformed Services. Agency/Department: Army. Expires: 2029JUL06. Pay grade: E8. Rank: 1SGT. A barcode, a holographic tab. No personal data.
"Here you go." The man handed her the change. She put the bills back in, grabbed the bag, and stepped away from the counter. She flipped over to McKnight's driver's license and froze. It was a California license. She checked the address: 18 Wysteria Drive, Los Angeles. DOB: 04-19-1999. McKnight was smiling at the camera, the expression guarded but happy, her blond hair loose, a thick wave that fell past her shoulders.
Selah looked up and stared out the glass door. McKnight was replacing the nozzle. She was from LA. She must have been twenty when the first War started. The things she must have seen. Now this. Her Base destroyed, her men killed, and here she was in the desert, shepherding a colonel-killing teenager to a distant mountain base instead of looking for her family, her friends. Selah took a deep breath and walked out to McKnight.
"Here you go," she said, extending one of the cups of coffee.
McKnight turned and took the cup and her wallet back. "Thanks." She took a sip and grimaced. "Shit. That's bad coffee." She took another sip, and then took a PowerBar and moved to lean against the front of the Humvee. Selah joined her, sipping on her own coffee. It was bitter and harsh, and she grimaced as well.
McKnight opened a bar and bit a third of it right off. She crossed one ankle over the other and simply chewed, staring at the rising sun. Selah did the same, examining McKnight out of the corner of her eye.
"Can I ask you a question?"
McKnight slowed her chewing, grunted noncommittally, and then resumed.
"My dad. You said he'd been arrested for breaking the censorship laws." Selah tried to keep her voice calm. "Do you know where he is?"
McKnight washed down her mouthful with a sip of coffee and then shook her head. "I'm sorry. That's classified information."
Selah bit her lower lip and restrained the urge to raise her voice. "I haven't known if he's been alive or dead for months. He just disappeared. Can't you tell me anything?"
Something about her voice must have reached McKnight, who was tonguing her lower jaw, dislodging a piece of PowerBar. She frowned and looked away at the horizon. "I didn't learn much. The report was cursory. He's alive though. He'll be held until whatever it was he was going to talk about becomes declassified." McKnight gave her a look that was almost apologetic. "That might take awhile."
"Oh," said Selah. She felt deflated. "I see." She thought for a beat. "Can I use your Omni?"
McKnight snorted and turned back to studying the horizon. Selah sipped her coffee and allowed her thoughts to tumble through her mind. He'd be held until the secrets he had been about to uncover were declassified. The connection between Blood Dust, the military, and the government. The mysterious Hybrid Project that nobody seemed to know anything about. She almost asked McKnight, but then stopped. As if the Sergeant would casually disclose something so classified to her. If she could just learn more, somehow, and publicize it, her father might go free. Not at once, sure, but in time. Some sort of process could be put in place.
In the end, she let her thoughts go. Instead, she simply relaxed and enjoyed the bleak beauty of the view. Silence but for the occasional car rushing down the road. The desert vast and beautiful, the rising sun painting it a shifting palette of variegated hues. The stunted bushes cast long and twisted shadows. The world felt fresh, clean, cool, and scrubbed.
"Come on." McKnight pushed off the Humvee, having somehow already finished her coffee despite how scalding hot it was. "Let's go." She dumped the empty wrappers on the ground and hauled herself up and behind the wheel.
Selah turned and got in as well. When she looked out the window, she saw that the gas station owner was watching them. She met his gaze and he looked away.



Chapter 6
 
The military research base was tucked away in a pocket canyon high in the Rocky Mountains. They drove along a winding and freshly asphalted two-lane road, driving uphill and through dense phalanxes of evergreen trees which parted on occasion to give them a view of the valley below. Selah had slept through most of the morning, and now she pulled McKnight's jacket tight about herself, burying her chin in the soft wool that lay thick around the collar. McKnight drove with rugged determination, her jaw set, lips pursed, eyes locked on the road and hands at ten and two o'clock. She had been driving for almost ten hours straight, and beyond looking paler and with some purple under her eyes, she seemed to be none the worse for wear.
The road rose sharply over a final incline and then curved around a flinty shoulder to penetrate into the miniature canyon, leaving the broad valley behind. The slopes here were steep and furred thickly with trees. Cold air razored in through McKnight's open window. The Humvee's display showed that they were but minutes from their destination, and Selah watched the luminous lines on the windshield as each curve they took corresponded to a turn on the map.
"Why is this base way the hell out here?" she asked. Proximity was making her nervous. "Must take them hours to get stuff delivered, or go home after work."
"Isolation is its own form of security," said McKnight, her voice dry, and then suppressed a sudden yawn that seemed to take her by surprise. "And most of the people live on base. Excuse me." She covered her mouth and blinked away tears.
"Oh," said Selah. "And... what do they research here that's so dangerous?"
"Before the war it was communicable diseases. Ebola, SARS, the ultra-flu. I think they've been focused on other stuff since then." Another yawn ambushed the Sergeant. "God damn," she said, straightening up in her seat, and then yawned a third time.
Selah fought down a sympathy yawn, and then stared intently at a square white sign that rolled past on their left that read: USAMRIID.
"U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases," said McKnight before Selah could ask. "You Sam Rid for short. We've arrived." They drove around the last curve, and then slowed at the sight of the security checkpoint. It was light in comparison to what Selah had seen at the LA Base, a standard six foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire and a black and yellow crash barrier in front of a closed gate, a squad of four soldiers standing before it with machine guns slung over their shoulders.
McKnight slowed down, threaded the Humvee through two sets of cement blocks on the road that forced her to approach in an S-curve, and then stopped before the gate. Another couple of soldiers emerged from the security booth and one of them stepped up to her window.
The man was young, with skin so pale that Selah could trace the veins beneath his jaw and under his eyes.
"First Sergeant," he said, straightening and saluting her crisply. McKnight returned the salute and he relaxed and unclipped an Omni from his belt. "Quiet drive?"
"Quiet enough," said McKnight, handing over her ID. He took it, slid it through a slot in his Omni, and then scrolled quickly through whatever came up. He nodded and peered in at Selah. "This your cargo?"
"Yep."
The soldier rounded the Humvee. Selah lowered her window. His eyes were surprisingly beautiful, gray irises flecked with darker spots, his eyelashes long. They seemed out of place in his plain, hard face.
"Ma'am," he said, holding up the Omni.
Selah obliged by leaning forward and opening her eyes wide for the retinal scan. There was a slight flash, and then he lowered it and checked the screen. Frowned as he flicked the screen with his finger, scrolling down through her record. She wandered idly what it said. What conjectures, what truths, what lies? He frowned, shot her a quick appraising look, and then nodded and stepped back.
The gate slid back and the crash barrier rose. The soldiers moved aside and the Humvee rolled gently forward, rocking over the speed bumps. The narrow canyon opened up into a natural bowl, and McKnight drove past a series of two-story buildings that were long and low, gray amalgams of bunkers and cheap residential units. It was a small base, a tenth the size of the one in LA. They drove past housing units, then a couple of three-story office buildings, past a number of generic and unremarkable beige hangars by a small concrete expanse on which a half dozen helicopters sat, rotor blades sagging, and then up to a large four-story edifice at the center of it all.
This final building seemed to be the true base, the keep at the center of the castle. There were no windows in its sides and it was surrounded by another fence, this one fifteen feet tall with a dramatic ditch dug around its outside and bales of razor wire settled along the Y-spokes at its top. Within the fence was nothing but smooth dirt right up to the building's walls, and Selah saw that each of the building's corners boasted a gun turret.
McKnight stopped before a second gate and again her ID was scanned, though this time they subjected her to a retinal check. Selah underwent one as well, and then they were waved through once more. McKnight parked the Humvee before the massively reinforced iron doors and leaned back with a sigh.
"All right." McKnight looked over at her. "Ready?"
"Sure," said Selah. "What for?"
The front doors opened and a man in civilian clothing emerged, two soldiers flanking him. "That I don't really know," said McKnight. "Look sharp." The Sergeant opened her door and got out. Selah followed suit.
The air was brisk and cold. A thin, vicious wind cut through the open front of her jacket and made her pull it close. Scrunching her shoulders around her ears, she stepped around the front of the Humvee to join McKnight as the older man approached them. He was in his sixties, tall and lean, and he moved well, as if he exercised frequently or still played a sport. His face was colorless, his hair cut short, but not in the military style, and he wore a faded button-up shirt and corduroy pants the color of loam.
"Sergeant," he said, nodding to McKnight, "And you must be Selah Brown. I'm Lt. Colonel Wigner, director of this facility. Welcome. Word of your arrival has preceded you. I'm eager to see if the rumors are true."
Selah glanced uneasily at McKnight, and then gave a half shrug. "Thanks. Did General Adams talk to you?"
"No." Wigner blinked. "Not directly. Though from what I gather, the decision to send you here has been a contentious one. Still, all's well that end's well, wouldn't you say? Come. Let's get inside where we can talk. Thank you, Sergeant."
That last was a dismissal and Selah felt a knot of worry tighten in her gut as McKnight snapped to attention and saluted. The thought of going into this fortress of a building without her was not a comforting one. Selah began to slide out of the heavy leather jacket so as to return it, but McKnight climbed back into the Humvee before she could do so. Selah hesitated, and then pulled the jacket back on. The Hummer's engine rumbled to life, and without sparing Selah a glance, McKnight drove out of the inner compound.
Selah followed the Lieutenant Colonel into the building. He asked her about LA, about what had happened at the base, and she answered with a minimum of words. Her attention was instead focused on the building itself and how durable it seemed. Almost as if prepared for a full-scale assault or a bombing. The front doors were ponderous, massive, but swung easily enough when shoved. An inch of solid steel, thought Selah, examining them as she stepped through. That would slow down even a wave of vampires.
They passed into the lobby beyond, which looked more like a doctor's waiting room than anything else. Plastic bucket seats lined the walls and a central coffee table showed a spread of science and chemistry magazines. Posters on the wall displayed encouraging aphorisms beneath images of smiling scientists. Applied Knowledge = Wise Action read one, a grinning man in a lab coat dripping a fluid out of a massive pipette into a beaker.The Supernatural is Merely Unexplained Phenomena read another, showing a petite Asian woman in blue doctor scrubs looking up from a microscope.
They passed through to a hallway beyond. The linoleum floors gleamed as if freshly washed, and the walls bore endless portraits of donors, doctors, and military figures, all of them framed in the same faux-gold.
"The USAMRIID is the Department of Defense's leading force in medical biological defense research. Our sister base is out in Maryland, and this lab has been up and running for, oh ... four years now." Wigner's voice had settled into a comfortable cadence, as if recounting these facts were something that gave him distinct and quiet pleasure. "President Hanover signed the initial order to have this lab created in response to the discovery of the vampire threat, but it was only under President Lynnfield that the funds were actually allocated and construction completed." He beamed at her as if she were nine years old, and she looked away, uncomfortable.
"Where are we going? What's going to happen to me?"
"You, my dear, are going to be staying with us for awhile. You're safe here. That's what matters."
Selah slowed down and Wigner turned to face her as she stopped. "Am I a prisoner?"
He gave an uncomfortable shrug. "Technically, you're in a gray area. You're under military jurisdiction, but your sentence for murdering Colonel Adams has been stayed in light of the potential properties of your blood. What happens next will depend in large part on whether the claims coming out of Miami are true, and what potential we think you may hold for helping us in the war effort."
Selah looked from Wigner's face to the two soldiers that stood behind her. They didn't meet her eyes, instead looking down the hallway.
"So I'm a prisoner."
"Selah." Wigner leaned back on his heels. "It's all a matter of perspective. I believe you were slated for execution before the higher-ups intervened. You should be grateful to be here instead. This could present you with an opportunity to clean your slate. Depending on what we learn over the next few weeks, you may play a very important role in the future of this nation."
Selah didn't know how to respond to that. She looked up and down the bland hallway. She was inside the fortress now. Under guard. What had she expected? She examined her hopes critically and realized that she had naively hoped to meet General Adams here, to have been welcomed with open arms, treated as an ally, a friend. Foolishness. She shook her head.
"Come along. As I was saying, this facility has been dedicated to researching the vampire phenomenon, seeking to understand the physiology and nature of the disease so as to best cure it. Can a therapy be developed? A vaccine? That's our goal. We've learned much these past few years, but I regret to say that no real advances have been made. The more we learn, the more baffled we become."
Wigner stopped before an elevator and pushed the button, turning to smile at her once more. "Now, you can imagine how excited we were when we heard of the mysterious properties your blood is purported to have. A genetic mutation, no doubt, that may hold the key to unlocking the most pressing enigma of our time. We have much, much to learn from you if the initial tests come back positive. This is going to be a very exciting time, Selah. Very exciting."
The brushed steel elevator doors opened and they all stepped inside. Selah stared sullenly at the floor buttons. There were eight of them. Four above ground, four below. That gave her pause. Wigner pressed the button for the second floor below ground, and with barely any acceleration, they began to drop.
"This is the perfect facility to test these claims. We're cleared to work with right up to Level 4 Biohazards, though of course, your blood isn't being considered a hazard at this time. Still, it's wonderful to have all the resources we might need right here at Thought Canyon. That's what we call the base, by the way. A little name I came up with. Thought Canyon. It has a nice ring to it, don't you think?"
Selah ignored him. She knew the tone of voice. He was talking to keep her quiet. Keep her soothed. He didn't care about her or her opinions. How many teachers had spoken to her in the same placating manner in the past? There was no point in engaging with him. He didn't see the girl. He only saw the blood coursing through her veins. Chilled and uneasy, she hugged herself and stared at the doors. Somehow, the fact that they were going underground only made things worse.
The doors opened and they were immediately assaulted by the sound of monkeys screeching. She blinked, surprised, and then looked up at Wigner who laughed warmly.
"Oh, don't worry, they're not loose. They get rowdy around lunch time, that's all. Come along."
They stepped out into a narrow hall that was lit with fluorescent lights, the walls composed of bright brushed steel partitions with huge windows embedded in them, their edges rimmed in black rubber. A spongy mat of linked blue rubber hexagons the size of quarters covered the linoleum floor. Selah slowed down and stared in through the windows to her right. She saw a large room whose walls were lined with cages. One set ran along the floor with the second row above them on a broad shelf. Chimpanzees, gibbons, baboons, small spider monkeys--it looked like every kind of primate was caged in there, staring out at her as she walked by. Some were anxious, gripping the bars and swaying back and forth, lips pulled back from yellowed incisors, eyes wide, while others lay curled on the floor of their cages, heads wrapped in a web of their long fingers.
"Necessary," said Wigner with judicious solemnity. "Still, they're well treated for all that. We run a very conscientious lab here. Come along."
Selah walked as slowly as she could, staring through each massive window as she passed. Two scientists were within, crouched before one of the cages and examining a chimpanzees where it lay. They turned to look at her as she passed. One was a young black woman, perhaps in her late thirties, her hair smooth and lustrous in the harsh lighting, the other a white man, his hair golden and his expression pensive and distant.
"I'm--I'm being kept with the monkeys?" That fact was only now sinking in.
"What? No! Not at all." Wigner laughed again in a hearty and unconvincing manner. Selah was beginning to really dislike his laugh. "On the same floor, yes, but you will soon discover that you're not alone here. The primates have their own wing, but you won't be sharing it with them. To think! No. You'll have a suite of your own. All very proper."
They reached an intersection and Selah saw a small black bubble affixed to the ceiling. Its surface was opaque and distorted their reflections as they passed beneath it. Security. This place had to be loaded with cameras, sensors, all kinds of gear. She felt her heart sink another inch. She'd probably be under constant surveillance.
"Now, your case is unique, and consequently, we don't have a truly private place to keep you. For now, you're going to be staying with six other individuals. Here we are."
They reached another heavy doorway. Two soldiers stood flanking the door, faces blank, eyes staring out into oblivion. When they snapped out their salutes, Selah flinched; it was like watching statues come to life. The Lieutenant Colonel returned the salutes carelessly and pressed his palm against a black pad in the wall. Then he leaned in to press his eyes to a set of black rubber goggles that were embedded in the wall. There was a harsh hum, a clang, and hidden locks snapped open.
They sounded like very serious locks.
"Now, this is where we house the test subjects for the Hybrid Project." Wigner smiled at Selah again. "This doesn't mean you're going to be entered into the project yourself, mind you. Just that there's a spare set of rooms in this wing that you can stay in while we run our own special little tests on you."
"Hybrid Project?" Selah felt a jolt run though her as if she'd brushed against a live wire.
Wigner gave her a funny look, but entered into a short hallway beyond lined with lockers that opened into a tiny square living room. Selah followed, all at once nervous, elated, terrified. She looked everywhere, tried to take everything in. The freaking Hybrid Project. She fought for calm, immediately determined to do whatever it took to make Wigner happy so that he'd tell her everything about the project. I'm here. This is it, she kept saying over and over in her mind. She stepped out into the small room at the end of the short hall. Two L-shaped couches lined the walls, facing each other across a coffee table. A man was lying on one of the couches, completely at ease. His legs were extended, ankles crossed, and his head was pillowed on one forearm. His skin was a soft golden hue, his hair rakish and brown with faint blonde highlights. He set down his Omni as they came in and pulled off his tethered Goggles as he sat up.
Selah choked back a cry and stumbled back.
His eyes were jet black.



Chapter 7
 
Selah backed into the stiff palm of the soldier behind her. The man on the couch was staring at her with amused contempt, his eyes gleaming pools of pitch in his handsome, arrogant face. He pulled the Goggles back on, dismissing them all, and lay back down.
"How? What?" Selah turned to Wigner, who was smiling uneasily.
"Our Hybrid Project, Selah. Very confidential. Very secret."
"You're making vampires?" She couldn't believe it. She stared at the man where he lay, ankles again crossed, hands laced behind his head, staring off into the depths of cyberspace, earplugs making the experience totally immersive. He looked as lithe and powerful and relaxed as a panther on a branch.
"Haha, well, no, not exactly. The operative word is hybrid, though I must admit there were some failed experiments during the first few years at controlled vampire creation. Never amounted to much, of course. The subjects failed to retain a moral framework which would ensure their loyalties... Anyway, never mind that now. Come along."
Wigner placed a hand lightly behind her shoulder and guided her through the small room to the other door, around the coffee table on which Omnis, a set of knitting needles embedded in a half-finished scarf, and a chessboard were set. Through the other door and into another small hall.
"No, you see, full vampire creation seems to require by necessity a degeneration of the frontal cortex, which is fascinating. There are parallels to transmissible spongiform encephalopathies--prion diseases, such as kuru. Are you familiar with that? No? Ah. Well, it's a form of neurodegenerative disease that targets specific areas of the brain. In the case of vampirism..."
They passed an open doorway that led into a sterile bathroom, the sinks and toilet stall partitions gleaming chrome. A solidly-built white man with a military haircut and black eyes was flossing before one of the mirrors, not stopping as he turned to regard them, mouth wide open. No fangs, Selah noticed. They passed on.
Wigner continued, "In the case of vampirism, it definitely isn't caused by misfolded proteins, though the end results have some similarities. Regardless, we believe the moral decay to be effected through biological degeneration, though, as of yet, the pathways are still not understood."
The hall hit a T-intersection, and Wigner led her to the left. There were six doors down the length of this short hall, three to a side and most of them closed. Name tags were set on each, Selah read them as they passed.Tom Hoch. Gordon Castle. Lee Hyun-wook. Jennete Ruiz. Eric Van Holt. The last door had no tag. It was this one that Wigner pushed open.
She peered inside. A narrow cot was pushed against one wall, a small steel-frame desk against the other with its chair tucked in beneath it. That was all. It was as bare as a cell.
"Yes, it is rather minimalist, but I suppose you could request a potted plant or something if you'd like. Or put up posters of your favorite ... musicians?"
Wigner was clearly hazarding a guess. He gestured, and Selah stepped inside and turned to stare at him.
"So," he continued. "I'm going to give you a little time to relax. Towels are available in the bathroom, and new, clean clothing will be made available to you shortly once I speak to the Quartermaster. What else. Toothbrush, toothpaste. Three meals are served daily. That about covers it. Some technicians will probably be fetching you soon for your first battery of tests. Nothing too arduous, I assure you. We'll probably just draw a little blood to start. Any questions?"
Selah didn't know where to begin. She stared around the blank gray walls, at the flat, hard-looking pallet, at the blank desk. "The Hybrid Project?" Was she going to be locked in here with vampires? It took all her will to keep her voice steady.
"Ah, yes! I got distracted with the history of the project." Wigner smiled. "We've been working on a serum derived from vampire blood, or, more accurately, from the drug popularly known as Blood Dust. A means of enhancing our best soldiers so that they may operate on the same playing field as the vampires. The men and women you will be living with are the test subjects for the first successful iteration we have produced. It's all really quite exciting."
"So ... they don't drink blood?"
"Drink blood?" Wigner paused, feigning shock, and then laughed. "No, good gracious me. Not at all. They eat normal food. They are normal human beings, or were. They are simply undergoing enhancement, is all. There is absolutely nothing to fear."
Selah shook her head. "You don't know what you're doing."
"Excuse me?" Wigner's smile slid down to half mast.
"You don't know what you're playing with." Selah smiled bitterly at him. "But you don't care what I say, right?"
"Ah. Well, take some time to rest and familiarize yourself with your quarters. It is now one-fifteen. You will probably be fetched by three. Very well? Very well."
Wigner gave her a stiff smile, hesitated, and then turned and walked away. The soldiers wheeled smartly and followed after. Selah moved to the cot and sat on it. It was actually quite comfortable, the thick green blanket a little scratchy, but made of thick wool, the mattress giving under her weight nicely. She spread her hands on the blanket and stared at nothing. An inescapable fact hit her: Wigner wouldn't have explained all this, all these top secret projects and secrets if he ever planned on letting her go. She felt a chill pass over her, goose bumps prickling down her back. She was here for good, along with the 'Hybrids' and the apes. Buried underground.
She heard footsteps approaching in the hall outside, and then the man from the bathroom appeared in her doorway. He had to be in his late thirties, his face broad and plain, his forearms thick when he crossed them over his barrel chest and leaned against the doorframe. He stared at her with his vampire eyes, studying her. She returned his gaze.
"New recruit?" His voice was low, his accent maybe from New Jersey.
"No. Maybe. Is that what they call prisoners around here?"
He shook his head, smiling. "Just about. What's your name?"
"Selah Brown. Yours?"
"Castle. Gordon Castle. You're a civilian. What are you doing here?"
Selah shook her head. She couldn't help but like him. He was blunt, but his tone was calm, confident. Vaguely amused by it all. "I've got special blood. They're going to be testing me while they figure out how it works."
"Special blood, ay? What, like a magic hemophiliac or something?"
Selah couldn't help it. She snorted with amusement. He smiled a little wider when she did so and she realized that he was actually trying to cheer her up. "No. Not like a magic hemophiliac. But close." She paused. Did she actually want to explain? Something about his square face, the subtle kindness to his expression pressed her on. "When vampires drink my blood, they feel human, develop human feelings for the rest of the night. And ... I get their powers. Or used to. It hasn't happened in awhile."
"No shit. You, uh, reconstruct their 'moralistic framework' or whatever?"
Selah fought down a smile again. "Yeah. Something like that."
"Well, sucks to be you, then. You ain't getting out of here until they've stuck you with more pins than a hedgehog's got needles."
"Yeah. I know." Selah looked down at her hands. She didn't want to think about the physical tests. The needles. Whatever else they were going to do to her. "What about you, Gordon? Why are you here?"
"I volunteered." He shook his head again. "Dumbest thing I ever did. There I was, living the dream, a life of comfort and ease as a Master Sargeant in the Navy SEALs. Then word was put around that they were looking for the best of the best to enter a top secret project. Highest service to your country, etcetera. Anyway, I thought it a good idea. Signed up. Passed the tests, got shipped here. Now, all I do is take injections, run on a treadmill while they monitor me, and try to not blow my brains out from the boredom. It's been a blast."
"How long have you been here?"
The half smile slipped slowly away from Gordon's face. "Going on a year now."
"That long?" Gordon didn't respond. "How much longer are they going to keep you?"
"Fuck if I know. But with the war breaking out, we're all hoping to get out. Could happen. I don't know what else they can test at this point."
Selah nodded. It was strange to see somebody act so personable--so human--with vampire eyes embedded in their skull. "How do you feel?"
"Pretty damn good." He straightened and stretched. "Which can be its own problem. Too much energy and no way to use it. Between the five of us, we've nearly trashed the little gym they gave us."
More footsteps came up behind Gordon, who turned as a second, younger, man stepped into view. Where Gordon was solid and built like a gorilla, this man was tall and athletic, his light brown hair similarly cut close to the scalp, a broad, flat nose making his face striking, his eyes narrowed as if he were perpetually looking up at the sun. Firm jaw. He was actually really, really good-looking, and Selah realized that she was staring. She blinked, and looked quickly at Gordon.
"New recruit?" The newcomer's voice was quiet, almost soft.
"Selah Brown," she said as Gordon opened his mouth. "Civilian. Here for some special testing."
"Tom Hoch. Nice to meet you."
"I was just telling Selah about the rec facilities here," said Gordon. "We've got the weight room and we've got the bathroom. I never thought I'd put so much time into hygiene. And we have our Omnis, but hell, that's a closed loop right there. No exterior access. We got... What else am I missing here?"
Tom smiled, the corner of his mouth quirking. "I'd say good conversation, but that's hard to come by with you around."
Gordon smiled. "You play chess, Selah?" Selah shook her head. He sighed. "Well, maybe I can teach you."
"You guys have been here a whole year? With nothing to do?"
"It's what we signed up for," said Tom. "They were upfront about the nature of the assignment." He took hold of the door's upper sill and leaned forward slightly, the other hand on his hip. "It's dull, but hell. If this works out, if they manage to nail the serum? It could give us all the edge we need on the vampires."
Selah shook her head. "This can't be the way to go. Anyway, isn't the serum made from Blood Dust? That's over with. When LA blew up. All the blood thralls--the vampires they were milking for blood to make the Dust with--they all escaped. There's no more coming."
Gordon grinned. "That's all right. Uncle Sam's laid away enough Dust to make serum from here to eternity."
"How do you know about ... what did you call them? Blood thralls?" Tom was looking at her with a sharpness she didn't like.
"Wait, Uncle Sam? You mean the government has been collecting Blood Dust?"
"Sure," Gordon said. "By the tons. Our guys out in LA had a mainline right into the Core. We get regular shipments every week. What's wrong?"
Selah realized she was gripping the edge of her blanket tightly. "The Blood Dust gets shipped here? I thought ... Colonel Caldwell, he was buying the Dust to distribute to the rest of the country. To make money off it."
Gordon shook his head, his black eyes narrowing a fraction. "No. Colonel Caldwell was supplying USAMRIID with Dust. What do you know about that?"
Both Tom and Gordon were staring at her now. Selah suddenly felt sick. Her head began to hammer, and the walls seemed to undulate and press in on her. She stood up. "I'm sorry. I'm feeling--I need to rest. It was great meeting you. Excuse me." She closed the door in their faces and pressed her back against it. She heard the surprise in the muffled voices of the two men outside and then their footsteps as they walked away.
The Hybrid Project. It ran off Blood Dust. Which was made into this vampire serum. The Blood Dust came from LA. Uncle Sam had bought enough to make serum forever. Colonel Caldwell. Buying Blood Dust from Arachne every couple of weeks. Louis telling her he was one of the worst drug dealers, selling the Dust to dealers across the country, poisoning millions. She had believed him. Had wanted to believe him--needed to. So that she could save herself. Cure herself.
She pictured Caldwell on the night she had murdered him. The headlights of the Humvees behind him, his hands on his hips, face bellicose and suspicious. Remembered the slow motion grace with which she had torn out his throat, her nails sliding through his arteries and tearing open his windpipe with ease. The horrendous spray of blood.
Selah slid down the door to the ground, and covered her face with her hands. She had thought he was a traitor. Had used that excuse to justify killing him. Murdering him. But no. He had been working for USAMRIID. Had been supplying the research that might help the nation defeat the vampires. She felt dizzy, lightheaded. Her chest was so tight it hurt, and her mind was spinning, spinning.
She remembered Louis, seated by his harp, spinning out his lies. The humor in his voice, the light in his dark, dark eyes. How she had been manipulated! Into setting up Arachne, into killing a good man, into doing everything he desired! Fury boiled through her and she slammed her fist into the door. A wave of acid scorn at the gesture flooded over her. Hitting doors? What was she going to do next, stamp her feet?
She fought for breath. Massaged her eyes. She had killed an innocent man. Murdered him. She was a murderer. She deserved to be here. She deserved to be in jail. Her protests over her own innocence, her attempt to pin the murder on Arachne--all those lies lay like ashes in her mouth. She was a murderer. So what if they kept her buried down here forever, taking her blood, sticking her full of needles? It was what she deserved.
Selah opened her eyes and stared out at the memory of Colonel Caldwell. Other faces flashed before her eyes. The dealer she had killed inside the Core when she and Cloud had first been dropped off. Padrino Machado, hurling him out the window. She thought of Theo's heart, and how she had devoured it whole. Armando dying to save her. Selah shook her head. Everywhere she had gone she had brought pain and death. She didn't deserve to be outside. She didn't deserve anything. She had managed to heal herself, prevent herself from turning into a vampire, but in the process, she had become a monster.



Chapter 8
 
Selah remained in her room until she was summoned. It was surprisingly easy to just lie down, switch off, and sleep. There was a level of exhaustion she had been skating over that went deeper than any one night's sleep could assuage. It was as if a dark lake of untold depths lay beneath a thin layer of ice. She feel into a deep and dreamless sleep, tumbling down and away from the small and anonymous bedroom that was to be her cell forevermore, and awoke with a start to the sound of knocking.
She sat up, swung her legs over and gripped the edge of the cot, and stared at the desk with blank confusion. Where was she? Nothing looked familiar. The knocking came again and this time a voice, muffled through the door. "Selah? Are you awake?"
It all came rushing back, like a rubber band that had been pulled to its limits and then released. "Yeah. One moment."
She ran her hand over the fuzz of her hair, and then dug her fingers into the corner of her eyes. She hadn't even taken her shoes off before falling asleep. Shivering, goose bumps prickling her arms, she stood and opened the door.
It was the scientist that had been working with the monkeys. She was wearing a starched white lab coat and was holding a small bundle of neatly folded clothing before her like an offering. She smiled, and Selah got the impression it wasn't an expression that came naturally to her, the woman's eyes remaining watchful and tinted with doubt.
"Hi. I'm Dominique Sanderson. Can I come in?"
"Sure." Selah stepped aside and then moved back altogether to sit on her bed once more. She stared at the ground and waited.
Dominique set the clothing down on the desk carefully, smoothed down the uppermost shirt, and then turned to her. There was something gentle in her manner, calm, almost hesitant. "We took a guess at your size, but we can always change it if we got it wrong. You can just leave your clothing in the hamper in the bathroom when you're done with them. They'll be returned to your room."
"There's no lock, is there?" Selah examined the door for the first time. There wasn't. Made sense.
"No." Dominique sat down next to her on the bed. "You probably understand why."
"Sure."
They sat in silence for a moment. It was wonderfully quiet. This far underground, the only sound was the gentle hum of the air conditioning vent set high in the ceiling. A hole just large enough to insert her arm into. No chance of crawling out to freedom through there.
"I know this must be hard for you. Being brought here, to this facility, to this room. I'm going to be working with you on your lab tests. I hope we can get along."
Selah looked at Dominique. The other woman held her gaze for a good five seconds, but she wasn't up to Selah's intensity and looked away.
"I'm sorry," Dominique said. She laughed quietly under her breath. "That probably sounded asinine. I actually spent about five minutes in the hallway outside trying to think of what to say to you, and that was the best I could come up with."
Dominique looked to be in her late thirties. She had a plain face that was made elegant by its symmetry, and it was clear that her hair was her quiet source of pride. It was thick, beautiful, seeming to hold depths in its smooth volume so that it glowed lustrously. Cut at shoulder length, it hung free and framed her face. Right now, she was looking at her hands, frowning down at them.
"It's all right," said Selah. "You don't need to say anything. I guess I kind of knew that I'd that I end up in a place like this."
"Well. I'm going to be running you through your initial tests. Or, more accurately, your blood samples. You actually won't be involved much during the first few weeks once I collect what I need."
"Don't you work with the monkeys?"
"Yes, but we're short staffed." Dominique hesitated. "Quite a few people left this morning when word got out about LA."
"Why didn't you leave?"
"Well, I..." Dominique trailed off and frowned down at her hands again. "I've been working with this group of primates for almost three years now. Most of them, at any rate. Their role in the project is almost finished, and now there's a lot of pressure to have them destroyed. I'm their main advocate. If I leave, there will be no one to protect to them."
"Oh," said Selah. "I see. Can't you... can't you have them shipped back to where you got them?"
"I wish." Dominique looked up and smiled. "Not after what they've gone through. Some of them have been given so much of the serum that they seem to be in a permanent state of pseudo-vampirism. Which has become the main focus of my current research–I'm trying to determine how long they're going to retain this vampiric state without new shots of the serum."
"Vampire monkeys?"
Dominique laughed. "Not really. It depends on how you want to define vampirism. Do they need to drink blood? No. Can they create new vampires? No. Are they active almost exclusively at night, have augmented strength, speed, and intelligence? Yes. And so on. There's still so much to learn. I just wonder if we'll have time." Selah didn't know what to say, so she stayed quiet. After a moment the scientist stood up. "Well, are you ready? We might as well get started."
"Sure," said Selah. "I think I'm free. Not too much on my social calendar right now." She stood and followed Dominique out into the hall. Peering down the other arm of the T-junction, she saw more doors. She heard the distinctive clink of metal weights being set down through an open door, but couldn't see inside. They passed the bathroom and into the tiny living room. The first guy was still sprawled out on the couch, boots kicked high on the far arm and crossed at the ankles. Hands laced behind his head, he stared into the depths of his Goggles, seeming to ignore them.
"Hi, Dominique," he said suddenly, his voice lazy, amused. Selah saw Dominique wince and then smooth out her expression.
"Hello, Lee." Her voice was icy, as distant and cold as far off mountain peaks.
He pulled the Goggles off and looked at her with his black, lethal eyes. Dominique had slowed, but turned away and marched right out of the living room.
He turned his gaze to Selah. "Who are you?"
"Selah Brown. I'm staying here now."
"Oh." He studied her blankly for a moment longer, and then leaned his head back. He wiggled into a comfortable position, pulled the Goggles back on, and laced his hands behind his head once more.
Oh? That was it? Selah frowned at him and then shook her head. Whatever. She caught up with Dominique at the front door and watched as she pressed her palm to the pad and placed her eyes into the retinal scanner. The heavy locks clanged and the door swung open. Dominique led Selah stiffly out into the hall, past the two guards, and on toward the elevators.
As they passed the large windows, Selah slowed down and peered inside once more. There had to be about fifteen cages in a continuous line along the floor, with another fifteen set directly above. The bars were as thick as her wrist and painted a Spartan white. Tables were set in the center of the room, on which a couple of Omnis and printed reports were set. Selah sensed Dominique come to a stop by her side, and together they studied the creatures behind the bars.
One drew her eye in particular. It had gray fur and was so large she thought it a gorilla, but when it turned its flattened face toward her, she realized it had to be a chimpanzee. Its eyes were jet black and a thick ruff of whiskers grew around its mouth. Its brow was heavy, a thick ridge of bone that gave its features a menacing, ominous cast.
"What is that? The grey one? It's huge."
Dominique stepped next to her. "That's Jojo. He's a Bili Ape." There was warmth in Dominique's voice, a subtle fondness. "He's originally from the Congo. His species was discovered just before the war, maybe... oh, thirty years ago now. There are so few of them left. They live and nest on the ground like gorillas, but have the same diet and genetic background as a chimpanzee."
Selah studied him. Gray fur like thick wisps of smoke curled and brushed over his heavy musculature. In comparison to a gorilla, he was lean and limber, but there was a heavy strength in his broad shoulders and deep chest. And his eyes. They watched Selah with strange depths to them, a wealth of subtle emotion that she couldn't read, his face heavily wrinkled, his lips pursed.
"How did you get a Bili Ape for your experiments if they're so rare?" She looked over at Dominique and reluctantly pulled away and followed her to the elevator.
"It wasn't by design. When the program was created, we had to take what we could find for testing. The NIH had ended most of the primate programs before the war, retiring the test subjects to zoos, language research centers, the Chimp Haven and so forth. We just took what we could find from whatever sources still had them available."
The elevator arrived and the doors slid open. They stepped inside and Dominique pressed a button for the second floor. "So anyway," she continued, "one of the apes we got was Jojo. He'd been brought over from the Congo in 2019 as a baby for further study. Everybody was fascinated with his species. When the war broke out, he almost starved to death when his center was abandoned. But this crazy and wonderful couple broke him free and took him to their home, where they raised him for four years before he was located and taken back."
"That had to be hard," said Selah.
"Yes." Dominique's voice was very quiet. "He's not had an easy time."
The doors opened and they stepped out onto the first floor. Here, suddenly, there was light, people, activity. Voices, the sharp smell of coffee, a strange low hum that Selah felt more than heard. A guard detached himself from where he stood by the elevator and followed them unobtrusively at a distance of five yards. Dominique led her down a couple of hallways and pressed her palm once more to a security tablet outside a door. It opened and Selah followed her into a series of small rooms just like those in a doctor's office.
"Here," said Dominique. "I'll be with you in a moment. Just take a seat." It was a tiny room, smaller even than her bedroom, and had a gray cushioned stool, an examining table, and small cupboards along the walls with glass fronts containing all manner of strange tubes, bottles, and medical equipment. All it needed was some informational posters on the wall on proper teeth care and the anatomy of an eyeball and it would look just like a doctor's exam room from back home.
Selah sat on the stool, and the soldier positioned himself in the doorway and stared at her. She stared right back. He had a flat, hard face, like poured concrete, and a narrow, focused gaze that seemed devoid of intelligence or curiosity. It was like being stared at by a statue of a Rottweiler.
"What's your name?" asked Selah. 'Potenza' was stitched onto his name tag, right over his breast pocket flap. No answer. "Do you speak English?" Nothing. "Mine's Selah Brown." Silence. "What would you do if I tried to leave this room?"
"I'd stop you," he said, his voice heavy with a Southern drawl.
"How?" Nothing. Annoyance flickered within her. "Did you know you were going to be a nurse guard when you signed up for the military?" Nothing. Not even a tightening around the eyes. "Be all that you can be?" Still nothing. With a sigh, she gave up. Her heart wasn't in it. Perhaps before Miami she would have kept needling him till she got a response, but suddenly it felt incredibly childish. She swung back around. "I'm sorry. That was rude of me." He still didn't respond, but she felt marginally better.
Dominique returned with an Omni in hand. "All right. Let's get started."
It took about an hour. First, all Selah's physical data was gathered. She hadn't grown any taller, but she was mildly curious to see she had lost almost eleven pounds since she had last weighed herself. Her pre-Miami weight. Everything possible was measured, and then Dominique asked her about five hundred questions about her health, allergies, injuries, family medical history, and more. Selah chose not to mention Sawiskera's words on her bloodline, her supposed descent from Teharonhiawako. Finally, she drew five vials of blood, doing so quickly and efficiently, and then pressed a wad of cotton dabbed in alcohol onto the puncture wound and taped it firmly in place.
"All right. That's a start. I'll be working on this over the next week. We'll notify you of the next step as we get to it."
"All right. Dominique?" The other woman looked up from her Omni, eyebrow raised. "Do you think-- General Adams said back in Miami that maybe a vaccine could be made from my blood. Do you think that's possible?"
"I don't know, Selah." Her voice was soft.
"But, I mean, theoretically. Would that be possible?" Selah suddenly, almost desperately needed to know.
"I don't know. Developing vaccines is a complicated process. Especially for something we don't really understand, like vampirism. Is it possible? Yes. Is it likely? Can we do so from your blood? I have no idea. But I intend to find out."
Selah nodded. She felt crestfallen. Had hoped for ...what? Some sort of validation? An affirmation that she yet had something to contribute? She didn't know.
Dominique entered the last of the data and stood up. "OK, we're done for today. I'm going to get to work. Jim here will see you back to your room. Thanks." Something in Dominique's tone--or perhaps it was her face--told Selah she meant it. Selah nodded and looked at the floor. "Hang in there, all right? I'll try to come by as much as I can. Perhaps I can find a way to have you help me with the apes. Would you like that?"
"Sure." Selah nodded. Dominique smiled, squeezed her shoulder, and left the room with the vials of blood. The soldier stepped aside, and Selah walked past him and out into the hall. Through the security door and into the general hallway beyond. Past offices, past a number of doors labeled with obscure medical terminology, and then back to the elevator, to go down. Down into the depths with monkeys and Hybrids, where all such monsters and freaks belonged.



Chapter 9
 
The next month passed slowly. Selah soon realized just how completely insulated she was from the outside world, with absolutely no way of keeping track of the war. Their Omnis were on a closed circuit, so that while they had access to endless immersive films, books, games and more, there was no way to tap into the public web and learn the latest news or connect with outsiders. None of the guards would tell her anything, and in the quiet womb that was the Hybrid quarters, it almost felt as if there was no war at all going on outside.
Her only occasional snippets of information came from Dominique, and even she was guarded when it came to passing on news. Clearly, there was a standing order against relaying information to the test subjects. Still, Selah found that Dominique was pliable; of all the people she interacted with at the lab, she had the greatest natural warmth and generosity, and during unguarded moments, let slip the occasional tidbit or fact while they worked in the primate lab.
Dominique arranged it so that once a day for a single precious hour, Selah would be allowed out of the Hybrid quarters to help her with the monkeys. It wasn't glamorous work, but with Dominque's partner having fled, she needed somebody to help her with the busy work. She refused to talk about the vaccine, explaining right off that Wigner had forbidden any discussion beyond basic primate care. When Selah had tried to whisper a few questions, Dominique had subtly indicated the various bubble cameras embedded in the ceiling and shaken her head. Deflated, Selah had let go of her questions, but quickly grew interested in her new work.
The monkeys were divided into three categories that defined their potential threat level. Selah was allowed to work at first only with the green-tagged apes, and after the first week with a handful of the blues. Never the reds, however; they remained fully under Dominique's care. Selah assisted in cleaning out the cages, feeding, swapping toys amongst the apes, and perhaps most surprisingly to her, simply talking and interacting with them.
"They're so much smarter than we give them credit for," Dominique had told her early on when one of the chimps, Gertie, had enacted a form of ransom with one of the toys in a bid to be given more. "But more than that, they're social creatures. Keeping them caged like this prevents them from that basic, necessary form of interaction that they need. Just having you here, talking, laughing, walking around--that's like a cold cloth on the forehead of a fevered patient. So be yourself. Be loud, be natural. It does them good to see people, to see you."
She was never allowed close to Jojo, however. Though the massive chimpanzee was subdued, thoughtful, and never prone to bouts of excited hooting or floor slapping like the other chimps, Dominique told her how sudden and terribly vicious he could become with strangers. It was almost hard to believe; he simply sat--a dark, hulking shadow in the back of his cage--and watched Dominique wherever she went. There was a fervency to his fixation on her that unnerved Selah, but Dominique seemed pleased, and would spend far more time talking with him and sitting before his cage than with any other primate, completely without fear of being within his grasp.
"I tried for the longest time to help his parents acquire visitation rights," Dominique once said, sitting cross-legged before Jojo's cage as she gave him strips of beef jerky. He seemed to have a special fondness for Teriyaki. "But it never came through. It was heartbreaking. They moved to McCance, down the mountain, and lived close by for a year till they ran out of their savings. Wigner kept promising that he'd make it happen, but I think--I don't believe he really ever tried to help at all." She smiled sadly as she teased Jojo, pulling back a strip of jerky every time he reached for it. "Poor Jojo. I always wonder if he remembers the Congo. If he dreams of it. And if that's a blessing or a cruelty."
Other than Selah's time spent in the primate lab, she spent the first couple of weeks in her room, plugged into a basic model Omni, watching movies and listlessly playing games. She spent a little time at the gym, a small, glittering steel playground for the soldiers, but only used the treadmill. She ate her food alone and only emerged when summoned by Dominique or a soldier to ascend to the surface for more tests.
She watched the days crawl by, and wandered what was going on. How far the vampires were spreading. How California looked, Arizona, Utah, Washington State. It was all incredibly unreal in the silent bowls of the USAMRIID, listening to the quiet exhalation of the air conditioning or music pumped far too loud over her headphones. From Dominique, she learned that the vampires hadn't yet penetrated any of the major cities, that the Blood Thralls failed to display any real intelligence. They moved on foot and without coordination. That was probably the only thing that had saved them thus far.
Slowly, the other soldiers drew her out of her shell. Gordon offered to teach her chess a couple of times and seemed immune to the coldness of her rebuffs. One evening, he knocked on her bedroom door with a board held aloft in one hand like a waiter might hold a tray, a bathroom towel folded over his other arm. Laughing despite herself, she let him in and spent the next hour learning how to move her knight, the value of the king, and the true power of the queen. Games became frequent, and eventually she allowed him to coax her into joining the others during their meals.
Tom was a subtler, but just as persistent presence. He would often just stand next to her in the bathroom as they brushed their teeth, or work out alongside her on a different machine. When she started frequenting their little common space, he'd lounge next to her, legs kicked out over the table, and they'd link their Omni's so that they could watch a movie in tandem. He had a thing for raucous Spanish films directed by Almodovar from the '70s and '80s, and sweet Japanese cartoons where high school students did little more than pine for each other. Selah found herself able to gently tease him about his preferences, which he accepted with a quiet smile.
She met the other two soldiers in quick succession. Jenette Ruiz was a blonde woman with an obsession for fitness, brash, loud, and quick to laugh, her body a toned instrument that she tested and measured every day in the gym for hours. Selah often caught Jenette staring at her with some measure of confusion, clearly not understanding her desire for isolation, but not willing to press her.
Eric Van Holt was the oldest one there, in his late thirties and exuding a quiet, dangerous competency and self-sufficiency. He spent almost all of his time reading, his long, narrow face creased with thought, his index finger across his lips--what Selah discovered was his characteristic pose--as he focused on the text.
The weeks passed and she settled into a comforting routine. The Hybrid's resilience lay not only in their martial skills, she came to realize, but in their mindset; Gordon and Tom were persistently cheerful, no matter how circumscribed their little world, while Lee was a constant source of wry humor and deadpan jokes. Even Jenette and Eric contributed to the group's sanity, with the first often organizing competitive games, while the latter would occasionally cajole everybody into reading different parts from old plays or arranging movie nights.
One morning, Dominique came to fetch Selah, brimming with excitement, all smiles. Selah slowly came out of her shell as they walked toward the elevator. "What is it?" she asked. "Good news?"
But Dominique only winked at her and put a finger to her lips. They ascended that day for the first time to the third floor, and emerged into a quieter space, moving through an open plan office toward a series of large corner units at the back. She ushered Selah into a large conference room, their ever present escort, Jim, remaining stationed at the door. It was the sight of Wigner that set Selah's heart to racing, however; she hadn't seen him since she had first arrived. He was sitting at the head of the table, frowning into his Omni, but when she walked in he looked up with a smile.
"Selah. Please, take a seat. We have some exciting news to share."
"Did you guys do it? Did you figure out a vaccine?" She moved to one of the plush leather chairs and pulled it out, sinking into it as if falling into a dream. Dominique sat down next to her, and another man entered the room, setting his Omni down on the table as he slid into a seat as well. Selah ignored him--she got the vague impression of a lab coat, dark skin, maybe Indian--but her eyes were glued on Wigner.
"We have some promising first results, yes." Wigner held up his hands as if to slow her down. "However, we're still in preliminary testing. We need to work on actually taking our formulations and creating a vaccine from them--"
"A vaccine?" Selah leaped to her feet. "You did it. We did it. We got a vaccine."
Wigner smiled at Dominique and the other man, and then nodded. "It's possible. Very promising first results. But no, we don't yet have a vaccine, nor do we yet have the permission to pursue this line of inquiry. We're under an incredible amount of scrutiny and pressure here, and today we're going to be presenting our findings live to the head of the US Army Medical Research and Material Command. They've had access to our results for several days, and today we're going to ask for the green light to pursue this research all the way."
"Wow," said Selah quietly. She leaned back in her chair.
Wigner turned to the new arrival and began speaking to him about some scientific stuff, and Dominique had picked up a mini-Omni and was manipulating the controls for the wall screen that glowed to life, but Selah didn't pay any further attention. General Adams had been correct. A vaccine. That would change everything. And all because of her. She felt a tentative warmth begin to suffuse her soul, begin to thaw out the misery that had locked her into a bleak depression these past few weeks. She slowly shook her head in amazement. She was going to be able to pay it back. Return something of value to the world. It wouldn't wash her of her sins, but it would help balance them out, wouldn't it? Something this large, this good. She reached up and rubbed her face and turned to the wall screen.
The face of a genial-looking man in his early fifties had appeared, his craggy features and ponderous brow giving him the look of somebody who had spent much of his life outside. He looked up and returned Lt. Colonel Wigner's salute in a relaxed manner.
"Lieutenant Colonel."
"Major General Selleck. Thanks for making the time to meet with us."
Selah sat up straighter. Major General?
"With news like yours? You betcha. I've asked Camilla to join us for this chat. She should be coming through any moment."
Camilla? Selah saw consternation appear on the faces around her. Worried glances shared between the other three, and Wigner nodded. The Major General's face suddenly halved in size and moved to the left side of the screen as a new window opened up, and the severe, focused face of a woman in her late forties appeared, her black hair cut at jaw length, her features marking her as Asian, possibly Japanese.
"Harry," she said, at which the Major General nodded. She looked out at the conference room. "Lieutenant Colonel."
"Surgeon General." Wigner shifted uneasily, as if he had discovered a prickling burr just that moment on his seat. "I--uh--thank you for meeting with us." He nodded as if to affirm his own statement. "We're glad to see that news of our discovery is being taken so seriously."
"Of course, Lieutenant Colonel. I've had a little time to review your findings. Would you care to explain them further?"
"Sure. Yes. This is Dr. Sanderson, our head researcher on this project. This is Dr. De Freitas, who has been assisting her, and this is Selah Brown, the source of the unique blood."
Selah resisted the urge to look down as everybody stared at her. Instead, she pursed her lips, raised her chin, and met the Surgeon General's eyes full on.
"A pleasure to meet you all." The Surgeon General's tones were crisp and precise. The Major General simply nodded.
"Now," continued Wigner, "as our abstract stated, thus far, Selah's blood has shown an incredible resistance to the macrophages contained within common vampiric blood. In fact, as you can see on the graph on page three..."
Selah tried to keep up, but the jargon and terminology were beyond her. At one point, Dominique--Dr. Sanderson--picked up, and explained her process, her preliminary hypothesis, how she had been forced three times to start anew, and only four nights ago finally made a discovery that had turned the entire program on its head and lead them in a startling new direction.
"What we believe, what the evidence seems to suggest, is that if we were to continue to isolate and encourage this folding of the sigma and delta proteins through Selah's unique RNA, we might be able to replicate the reaction. Of course, we would have to run extensive tests after that, but we have a fully operational primate lab here on premises, and could run everything here ourselves."
Dominique sat back and exchanged a tight, excited look with Wigner. Then everybody looked up to the two faces on the screen. The Major General looked thoughtful and stared at Dominique with pursed lips, while the Surgeon General's face was inscrutable, her attention offscreen as she flicked through the report.
"All right. Interesting. This confirms my suspicions. If you will give me a moment, I have to make some calls. Gentlemen." The Surgeon General's screen went blank.
Everybody looked at each other in surprise. Wigner looked up at the Major General. "Sir, do you know what's going on? That's not exactly the kind of reception we were hoping our news would receive."
The General shook his head slowly. "I'm not sure. This all has been very hush-hush. No chatter on the wires. I'm sure we'll find out soon enough. Patch me back in when Camilla returns, will you?" And with that, his screen went dark as well.
"Well!" Dominque looked across at Wigner. "It's not like we're promising to change the course of the war here or anything."
"Let's try and be patient," said Wigner. He turned his plastic tablet stylus over and over in his hand. "There's really nothing else we can do."
Dr. De Freitas asked if anybody wanted coffee, but only Selah raised her hand. He arose and left the room, only to return five minutes later. The coffee was surprisingly good, steam rising from the oversized mug with the letters USAMRIID printed around it in friendly pink and yellow letters. Selah held the cup in both hands and ignored the scientists, who were using so many technical terms she wouldn't have been able to follow them had she tried. She just drank the coffee, savoring its dark roasted flavor, and waited.
Somewhere along the last few weeks, her sense of initiative had died. She had spent the past few months fighting for every inch, exerting herself to shape events, but now, for the first time, she felt relaxed. Events were beyond her. She was just a pawn on the board, being moved by people larger and wiser than her. She didn't have to think. It was best if she didn't. She couldn't hurt anybody this way. She would let them take her blood, use her to end the war, and in doing so, find an anesthetized comfort in redressing some of the wrongs she had done.
The screen flickered back to life and Wigner choked, coughing as he stood to salute. A man with iron-gray hair cut close to his scalp stared out at them, face like a hatchet, barracuda gray eyes fierce and uncompromising.
"Mr. Secretary. I--"
"Lieutenant Colonel." The man's voice was both a greeting and an assertion of his own authority. Wigner closed his mouth and sat down.
Selah tried to catch Dominique's eye. Secretary?
"My staff has caught me up to speed with your project. I want to commend you and your people for your excellent work. Each of you will be receiving special recognition for your dedication and service. However, the decision has been made to pull the plug. We want you to remain focused on the Hybrid Project. That is clearly where the greatest gains are to be had. You are to close down this line of research effective immediately. Is that clear?"
Wigner blanched and opened his mouth. "Sir?"
"Further, with the project finished, there's no longer any need to extend Ms. Brown special consideration. It's my understanding that she was convicted for the murder of Colonel Caldwell, along with numerous other crimes. She should be punished. The details are being sent over by my staff, and you'll have them within the hour. She's to be sent to the SuperMax prison in Florence. Am I absolutely clear?"
"Sir?" Wigner looked as if he were seated in the center of his own private storm. "Close down the project? But-- Sir, let me review the results with you. This is incredibly promising--"
"Lieutenant Colonel, you have received your orders. Will you have any difficulty with complying?"
Wigner wilted under the Secretary's stare. Selah looked from one man to the other, disbelief paralyzing her. Serve her sentence? Project cancelled? She bolted to her feet. "Who are you?" She stared at the screen. The man turned his stare upon her, but her anger was rising now, as fierce and coruscating as it had ever been, and she wasn't cowed. "Do you work for them? The vampires?"
"Selah!" Dominique rose to her feet, but the man didn't seem offended.
"Work for the vampires? No." His smile was slight, a subtle thing. "I work for the President of the United States. Very well. This meeting is over. Thank you, all." The screen went blank.
"What just happened?" Selah stepped away from the table. "What the hell was that?"
Wigner stared at the table, raking his hands through his hair over and over again. Dominique stared at Wigner in shock. Dr. De Freitas blinked and looked around as if invisible flies were buzzing around his head.
Selah slammed her palm down on the table top. "What's going on? Why are they killing the vaccine? It doesn't make any sense!"
"I don't know," said Wigner. "I don't-- It doesn't make sense." Selah saw something adjust deep within his soul, saw him fight to come to terms with his order right there before her. "But that was the Secretary of Defense. He must have access to intelligence we don't. The big picture. He must know what's best. Have his reasons. For shutting down. For cancelling."
Dominique shook her head. "Alex. No. None of this makes sense. Why would they give us permission to begin this research if they only planned to cancel it?" Outrage finally began to creep into her voice, her shock receding before it. "This vaccine could change the war. Would change the war. You know that. You can't let them. You can't let politics get involved. We need to finish this project."
Wigner rose to her feet. "We can't. That was a direct order. The project is finished."
Selah felt outrage bubble up within her. "Then ... then tell somebody! Tell the press! Tell them what's going on!"
Wigner laughed. "What? Tell the press? About a classified project? In direct defiance of the Secretary of Defense himself?" His laugh was mocking, almost cruel. "Enough. This meeting is over."
Dominique moved around the table to stand before him. She was shaking, her voice thick with emotion. "Alex, please. We need this. We can't let it go."
"This is out of our control," said Dr. De Freitas, rising to his feet. He gathered his Omni and coffee mug and looked soberly at them all. "This is clearly not about the science. We're dealing with politicians. There's nothing we can do."
Wigner was finally pulling himself together. "Dominique, meet me in my office in fifteen. Let's review closure procedures. Jim, secure Selah in her room. I'm going to make some phone calls." He hesitated, then nodded. "Very well. Good work, team." He marched out of the room.
"Come on, Selah. Time to go." Jim had stepped up behind her. She felt an overwhelming surge of fury, of negation. This couldn't be happening. She wanted to wrest Jim's gun from him, force them to listen, to react like normal human beings. Never had she wanted Sawiskera's unholy might as badly. Her body felt feeble, weak, useless. All she could do was back into the corner.
Dominique gave Selah a helpless look of raw confusion and anger, and with agonizing reluctance left the conference room. Jim was the only one left. His face was closed, but she saw a measure of sympathy for the first time in his dark eyes.
Selah looked around wildly and then lowered her fists.
There was nowhere to go, nowhere to run.



Chapter 10
 
The ponderous bolts of the Hybrid security door locked behind her with resonating finality. Selah stood shivering just within the small hallway, still feeling Jim's gentle push on her shoulder that had ushered her inside. Her mind spun. This wasn't how it was supposed to work out. They were supposed to run with the vaccine, not cancel it. What sense did that make? Why would they close it down? She didn't understand. There was a war raging outside. One they had nearly lost last time. Why would they turn away from a solution?
She entered the small living room. Lee, as always, was stretched out on one of the couches, Goggles on, hands laced behind his head. Gordon was seated on the other couch, staring at the screen of his Omni in flat boredom, stubby fingers tapping away. He looked up idly at Selah and his gaze immediately sharpened.
"You okay?"
She didn't know how to answer, so instead, she simply shook her head and slid onto the couch next to him, gripping the arm. She hadn't once sat out here. She stared at the wall and shook her head again. "They're cancelling my project."
"No shit." Gordon set his Omni down. "Didn't work out?"
"No. I guess you could say it didn't." She blinked. Frowned. Tried to summon her anger once more. Reach for that kernel of fire. She'd been in a daze ever since she'd left the conference room.
"Well." Gordon leaned back with a sigh. "On the upside, you get to leave this shithole. Sunlight. Fast food. Freedom. Not such a bad deal."
"No." She shook her head again. It felt like it was floating a couple of inches above her neck. "They're going to send me to a SuperMax."
"What? You're shitting me." Gordon sat right back up. "Why the hell they doing that?" Tom had stepped into the living room entrance, drawn by the sound of their voices.
"I murdered Colonel Caldwell back in Los Angeles." She didn't care. It was true. "I thought he was a drug dealer. Didn't know he was supplying USAMRIID with the Dust."
Tom stopped brushing his teeth. Gordon just stared at her. "You... That was you? We were told it was a vampire."
"It was me. I was turning into a vampire at the time. I was infected. It's a long story. But I'm clean now. The infection is gone. But I don't think that's why they're sentencing me." Selah felt like these facts were separate from her. Distinct from who she was as a person. As if they were blocks of wood she were simply holding out to show the others. "I think they're sentencing me because the project worked out. They're burying me and the vaccine."
Tom took the toothbrush out of his mouth. "The vaccine worked? Then why are they cancelling it?"
Selah laughed. "I don't know! That's the best part. It's like they don't want it to work out or something. One moment ,Wigner and everybody else was celebrating, the next moment, the Secretary of Defense is onscreen telling everybody to shut it down and sending me to a SuperMax." She shook her head and felt tears prick her eyes. "I mean, what the fuck?"
Tom and Gordon shared a look. Gordon shifted his weight on the couch, sitting right on the edge now. "Hold on. Let me get this straight. This is all coming way too fast. You killed Colonel Caldwell. And your vaccine worked."
"Yes. Dominique thinks she can make a vampire vaccine out of my blood."
"And they're cancelling it anyways." Selah nodded. Gordon scowled. "Well, that don't make any goddamn sense."
"It would if you had any brains," said Lee, his voice a lazy drawl. He was still staring at the ceiling, Goggles catching the light.
Gordon turned to the other man. Nothing more seemed to be forthcoming. "Lee, I'm gonna take off my shoe and throw it at you if you don't speak up. What the hell makes sense about it?"
Lee shrugged, a smug smile on his face. "Want me to walk you through it?"
"Come on, Lee," said Tom with long suffering patience.
"A vampire vaccine could be made from Selah's blood, right? Which, if made, would end the war. Not immediately, but over time. You still with me?" Gordon leaned back in annoyance, determined to not respond. Lee smiled, still staring up at the ceiling with his Goggles on. "Now, the Secretary of Defense has ordered the project shut down and Selah locked away in a SuperMax. Which means they don't want the vaccine."
"Why wouldn't the Secretary want the vaccine?" asked Tom.
"Not the Secretary. The President. Ask yourself: Why would Lynnfield not want a vaccine?"
"You're saying Lynnfield doesn't want to end the war?" Gordon's anger was rising.
"I haven't said anything yet. But yes." Lee pulled the Goggles off and rested them on his forehead. He swung his feet down off the couch's arm and sat up in one long easy motion. His black eyes were cool and amused and disdainful.
"But why?" Selah stared at him. "Why would the President not want..." She trailed off. Lee raised an eyebrow. Waited. William's words came back to her. "He's extended martial law again, hasn't he? Which... That would prevent Congress from finally assembling again."
"You're shitting me," said Gordon.
Tom shook his head. "Lynnfield's already exceeded his term limit due to the first war. He's been President, what? Ten years now? You know Congress would demand an election the moment martial law ended."
They all stared at each other, and Lee nodded. "I knew you'd figure it out eventually. Well done, boys and girls." He pulled the Goggles back over his eyes and lay down once more, crossing his ankles again and wriggling into a comfortable position. "It's a big and nasty world out there. The vampires aren't necessarily the worst of it."
Gordon bolted to his feet. He looked like he wanted to break something. "You're fucking kidding me," he said, staring at Selah then Tom then back down at Lee.
Tom shook his head and looked down at the ground. Selah watched Gordon. He was practically vibrating, a study in contrasts to Lee's casual ease. He stepped over the corner of the coffee table and strode past Tom, out into the hall way. They listened to him barge into the gym, and then voices. Jenette, maybe, or Eric Van Holt.
"Fuck me," said Tom. He was staring morosely at Selah. "That can't be right."
Selah reached up and ran her hands over her face, pressed her fingers into her eyes, and then over the fuzz on her scalp. Clasped the back of her neck and looked at the floor. She didn't know what else to say. What else to do.
"Wait," she said. She looked up. Tom was watching her, Lee back in his virtual world. "Tom, can you get the others? I think this is important."
Tom nodded, pushed off the side of the door with his shoulder, and turned out of sight. Maybe. Maybe. There might be a way. To avoid the SuperMax. To change everything. Selah felt an uptick of excitement, and squashed it down. She heard more voices down the hall. Reviewed her train of thought. This was going to be key. The next few minutes would determine the course of her life. The course of the war, even.
Tom walked back in, with Gordon trailing behind along with Jenette. She had a towel draped around her shoulders and looked as pissed as McKnight did, her eyes narrow, her mouth pursed into a thin line. Eric came in behind them a moment later, his clothing rumpled but his expression alert. "What's going on?"
Selah stood up. Everybody was present. Jenette smacked Lee's boots aside and sat down, causing him to swivel upright with a scowl as he pulled the Goggles off. He leveled a venomous stare at her, which she ignored. Gordon sat down heavily next to Selah, while Tom and Eric remained standing in the doorway.
"My project's been cancelled. Wigner and Dominique both think that my blood holds the promise for a vaccine. That it can be synthesized--or whatever--and turned into a cure against vampirism. That would change the war. That would change everything." She paused, held her breath. They were watching her warily. She needed to go slower.
"My blood is special. I found that out when I was deported to Miami. When the first vampire drank from me, we switched. I got his powers, he got my ... humanity, I guess. My ability to feel, to have emotions. They liked that a lot, and I came to the attention of Sawiskera."
"He's dead," said Gordon. "Died a month ago."
"I know," said Selah. "I killed him."
They all stared at her. "Yeah right," said Eric. "You?"
"Oh, yes." Selah smiled at him. "He wanted what my blood could offer. Wanted to become human. Was sick after so many thousands years of being a vampire. You know what he did all night, the most powerful vampire in the world? He watched TV. Watched recordings of the sun rising, over and over again. He wanted to become human, so he did this crazy ritual on me that was supposed to steal my humanity permanently. And make me a vampire."
Tom's brow was furrowed. "He'd become human and you'd get his powers?"
"Right. And he had a lot of power. Halfway through the ritual, his right hand man, a vampire by the name of Theo, interrupted it and saved me." Selah ruthlessly killed the upsurge of emotion in her heart. "We killed him together while he was weak. Then I ran away."
"Theo? Shit." Gordon shook his head at Selah. "You trying to tell us that The Dragon helped you out?"
Selah shrugged. "He said I looked like his mortal wife from centuries ago. So, yeah, I am. Because he did. But he didn't do it in time. I remained infected. Sawiskera's curse was still growing in me. I was still becoming a vampire. So I left Miami for LA with a ... with a friend. We went to find somebody who might know of a cure. We found one. I found one. I cured myself, but in the process, I saw what the vampires were up to in LA. How they were breeding vampires, using the Blood Dust to keep the army distracted, keep everybody distracted. It was one big trick. While everybody was looking at the product, nobody was thinking of the source. So then, when I arrived and killed Arachne--"
"You killed Arachne?" Jenette's voice was flat with disbelief.
"Yes. I did."
"Arachne. One of the principal vampires in the war. One of the toughest bitches out there?"
"Yes," said Selah again. "I did." A memory flashed before her eyes. Arachne, her features identical to Selah's, a promise of what she might become. Held aloft by the neck as she squirmed and screamed and fought. "Theo and I killed her and then escaped the Core as the vampires let go of their Blood Thralls. That was the first night of the war."
"Where in all this did you find time to murder the Colonel?" Eric's voice was deceptively soft.
"Halfway through." Selah raised her chin. "It was the price I had to pay to learn of the cure. They told me he was corrupt. That he was the biggest Blood Dust dealer out there and was shipping tons of that shit into the rest of the country. I went to an exchange, and there he was. He was expecting Arachne. I saw him pay I-don't-know-how-many millions for suitcases of the stuff."
"Who told you? The vampires? You believed them?"
Selah turned to meet Gordon's eyes. She was losing them. "Yes. I did believe them. I was mostly a vampire by that point anyway. Sawiskera's curse had nearly won. I believed them and what I saw with my own eyes. Caldwell buying Dust. So I tore out his throat with my own hands and left him there to die. And I've not forgiven myself since."
"Oh, poor you," said Jenette. "You're actually trying to get professional soldiers to pity you for murdering a colonel?"
"No," said Lee. "She's trying to tell you something. So why don't you shut up and let her talk?"
Jenette's whole body stiffened and she turned slowly to stare at Lee. He ignored her and returned his attention to Selah.
"Listen to me, all of you." Selah took a deep breath. The mood was ugly, volatile, but she sensed a wavering. Lee had given it to her--a moment, an opportunity. "I saw what the Blood Thralls can do. I was there when the LA Base was overrun. They came by the thousands. Not stealth assassins like the first war, taking out our top leaders, but by the thousands, swarming like ants. This is new. They're mindless, going for blood like it's all that matters. I don't know what the LA vampires did to them, but they're different. In just two nights, I think they doubled their numbers. That's not an infection, that's a fucking plague. And I know we haven't heard anything about what's going on outside, but if they get into any of the major cities in the East--Chicago, New York, DC--then it's all over. It could already be over for what we know."
She paused and checked their expressions. Gordon was a closed face. Tom was thoughtful. Eric was expressionless. Jenette's eyes were unfocused as she considered the words. Lee had leaned his head back and closed his eyes as if about to take a nap.
"What I'm saying is, this vaccine, it's important. It's more than important. The whole war could depend on it. And the President just shot it down. Shot it down because maybe he wants to remain President more than he wants to win this war. Maybe he thinks he's got a different solution, and who knows, maybe he does, but the fact remains, he's decided to risk it. And what do you think would happen to him if word got out? If people discovered that he had purposefully shot down a vaccine?"
That got their attention. Lee smiled, eyes still closed. Tom scratched at his cheek. "People would be pretty pissed, I reckon."
"Shit." Gordon shook his head. "More than that. Things would get ugly."
"So if the President is cold-blooded enough to shut down this project to save his ass, what do you think he's willing to do in order to be one hundred percent sure nobody talks about it?"
Silence. Tom, Eric, and Jenette looked at Gordon, who in turn looked at Lee. He opened one eye, looked back and forth, and shrugged. "Makes sense to me. We're all disposable."
"No way," said Jenette. She stood. "There's no way they'd 'dispose' of us." But even as she said it, her voice drained of conviction. She shook her head. "We're citizens. We're soldiers. We're ... there's no way."
"Shit." Gordon leaned back. His anger sluiced away. "I'm guessing the doctors are in trouble too. Anybody who's been involved with your project." Everybody watched Gordon. His square face was locked in deliberation, and he stared abstractedly at the coffee tabletop. Finally, he nodded. "I guess you're right. We're collateral damage in this battle, or soon bound to be." He looked up at the others. "What do y'all reckon?"
Tom shifted where he stood. "I've not sat underground for nearly a year to be liquidated when I'm no longer convenient."
Eric shook his head. "We don't know this. We should communicate with our superiors. Let them know about the situation."
"Sure," said Lee. "Let's each write a letter now and ask Jim to post them. Better yet, let's ask Wigner to deliver them by hand."
Jenette smooth back her hair, the striations in her deltoids flaring into view with each pass. "There's no way. No way."
Selah took a step forward. "Look. They're disorganized right now. I don't think they actually expected the vaccine to work. But if we give them any amount of time, they'll give all the orders necessary to contain this and then we're all really screwed."
Five sets of black eyes locked on her. Gordon shook his head. "This isn't how we operate, Selah. You're not enlisted, you wouldn't know. But we're professionals. It's not in our job description to question. We swore loyal service. What you're suggesting we do, it's not an option."
"Sure it is," said Lee. "I'm going to break out, and if Selah wants to come with, she's welcome to."
"What the hell, Lee?" Gordon almost rose to his feet.
Lee raised an eyebrow. "There's a war going on. From what I hear, we're not winning this one either. We've wasted enough time in this hole. I'm going to get back out there before they put me away for good. Pretty simple."
"Simple?" Gordon worked one fist into the palm of his other hand as if it were a mortar and pestle. "And what, you think you can just hike out to the nearest base and report for duty once you've gone AWOL?"
"No." Lee's casual demeanor slipped and his sudden intensity was shocking. "Wake the fuck up, Master Sergeant. You looked in the mirror lately? We are never going back to ranks. Not after what we've been through. This was a one-way ticket. You think the other boys are going to take us back?" One moment he was sitting, the second he was on his feet, his body having blurred in the vampiric manner she had almost grown used to. He rounded on the others. "Wake the fuck up." His last word was a shocking bark. It stung the air in the room, violent and loud and immediate. "Our only hope was making a new division, some sort of Hybrid squad, and now that's gone. Which means we've got to act now, or spend the rest of our probably very short lives hoping we did. I'm busting out, and once I'm out, I'll figure it from there. Come, or don't."
Silence. Tom rubbed at the soft stubble on his jaw, a heavy frown of concentration on his face. "I'm out too," he said softly.
"Oh, come on, Tom!" Gordon also rose to his feet. He was shorter than Lee's rangy form, but more powerfully built, broad and heavy shouldered. Tom gave him an apologetic shrug. "Eric? Jenette?"
The other two exchanged glances and then shook their heads. "No. We're not running."
Lee nodded. "All right." Just like that, he let go of his intensity and was relaxed once more. As if it were a garment he could pull on or off at will. "Tom, Selah, follow me." Without another word, he led them out of the living room and into his bedroom in the back.
Tom and Selah trailed after him. His room was exactly the same as her own, an identical copy in every way. Lee nodded to Tom who closed the door and then crossed his arms over his chest. "All right. This is how I see it. The only way out of here is through Dominique. We need to get her on our side and then use her security clearance to get us onto the ground floor. We'll commandeer a vehicle and break out."
Tom laughed. "Dominique? After what happened between you two? That's your plan?"
Lee stared at Tom with icy disdain. "I may have complicated the matter, but whatever. Selah here is also close to her. Together, we can prove our case."
"What about the guards?" Selah looked from one soldier to the other. "Jim? Javier? Whoever is on shift at our door?"
Lee shrugged. "Dominique will get us past them."
Tom shook his head. "Sure, but she doesn't have the clearance to get us out of the building. We'd be stopped cold."
Lee's eyes were amused. "That's why we'll set all the monkeys free first."
Tom and Selah stared at him. "Set them free?" Selah tried to envision it. "But half of them are still under the effects of the serum. They would be ... impossible to control."
"Exactly. We allow them to cause the chaos, and use it to slip out. It's not a perfect plan, but I can't see a better option." He looked from Selah to Tom. "Unless you have a better course of action? No? Very good. Operation Monkey Storm is the way we're going to play it."
Tom snorted. "This is insane." He bit his lower lip as he thought hard, and then shook his head. "But you're right. I don't see any other option. And we don't have much time. How long before they shut us down?"
"Not long," Selah said. "We need to move quickly."
"We're going to wait two hours and then you will call Dominique," said Lee. All traces of his indolence were gone. "Tell her you're feeling fevered, that you're breaking out in hives, something to get her down here. We'll talk, convince her to go along with the plan, and then break out right then."
"Why two hours?" Selah didn't think she could wait that long. "Why not now?"
"In two hours, it will be dark. That will lessen both the odds of their following us beyond the wall and the chances of their being able to find us."
"Escape at night." Selah felt her stomach sink.
Lee nodded. "It's our only chance."



Chapter 11
 
Dominique hurried down to the Hybrid Lab as soon as Selah put in her SOS call. Keeping it vague, Selah complained over the videolink by the security door that she wasn't feeling well. She pitched her voice low, allowed her eyes to wander, and said that she was building a temperature, felt feverish, and that her tongue was swelling. Dominique was clearly suspicious, but agreed to come down and check her out.
Selah waited alone in her bedroom. Lee decided that it would be best not to crowd Dominique at first, and told Selah she had five minutes alone to convince Dominique to come before he stepped in with a more forceful approach. So Selah sat on her bed and waited.
There was a knock on the door and it opened before Selah could call out. Dominique stepped inside, and eyed Selah with a mixture of doubt and concern. She was wearing her lab coat and her hair was pulled back into a utilitarian ponytail. The strain she was under made her expression severe.
"Hi." Selah took a breath. "Dominique, I need your help."
"You're not sick."
"No. But I needed you to come down here. Give me five minutes. If you don't agree with me, I'll never bother you again. Within the week, I'll be at a SuperMax and you can forget all about me forever." It was overly emotional, but instinct propelled her.
"All right." Dominique crossed her arms over her chest. Defensive body language. "I'm not pleased at being manipulated, but all right. What is it?"
This was it. Selah gripped the edge of her bedframe with both hands and collected her thoughts. "I've been thinking. The vaccine. You know it could work. You know it would change things."
"The vaccine is dead," cut in Dominique.
"I know," said Selah, cutting in herself before she could lose her momentum. "This isn't about the vaccine, not directly, but what logically has to happen next. I'm the source, so they can't execute me in case they decide they need the vaccine down the road. They'll put me on the shelf and keep me around, and if things get real bad, they'll announce, 'Hey, we have a vaccine!' And everyone will love Lynnfield for saving the day at the last moment."
"All right, sure. That's possible. What are you getting at?"
"I'm not expendable. You are."
Dominique lips thinned, but her expression didn't otherwise change. She had clearly been thinking along these lines already.
"You know it's true. Even Wigner, though they may feel comfortable simply buying him off with a promotion or something. But you? The Hybrids? Jim? Anybody else that knows what our project is about and its results? They can't risk you guys jumping online and putting out the word. They can't."
"What's your point?" Dominique's voice had grown strangely harsh and brittle at the same time. "This comes down directly from the President of the United States. The vaccine research is dead. There's nothing we can do. If I quit, they'll just make me disappear all the faster. My best bet is to just appear to be a cheerful, mindless monkey handler so they leave me alone."
Selah shook her head. "You know that won't work. You know they won't risk it. Not with so much at stake. All they need is the Hybrid serum, and they've got it now. There's nothing else they need. They won't leave you alone."
"There is something else they need." Dominique stepped forward and sat next to Selah. "Plessy. The head vampire from Miami? He's pledged to help Lynnfield. He's lending--hiring out--a number of his own vampires to help fight back against the LA group. I've already received word from a friend in the lab in Maryland that there's talk of making real vampire soldiers. Not Hybrids. The real thing. Fight fire with fire, and all that crap."
"What?" Selah had been so intent on convincing Dominique that it took her a moment to mentally change tracks. "Plessy's working directly with the President?"
Her mind raced. Plessy. The Machiavellian leader of the Miami vampires. The heir to Sawiskera's throne. It made ... sense. A horrific, twisted sense. Plessy's objective had been to integrate with human society. To seduce it, to infiltrate its culture, and to use it to set the Miami vampires free. He'd want nothing to do with the Blood Thralls. Nothing to do with Louis and the other anarchist vampires out of LA. They would be a threat to him. To everything he had built. To his dreams.
"That's ... madness. Vampire troops? But that-- They would stop being our troops then. They'd be his. Plessy's. And that would mean... Are they being allowed out of Miami?"
Dominique shrugged. "I've only heard rumors, but yeah. Special visas. Things are getting really bad out there, Selah. The... What do you call them? Blood Thralls? The mindless vampires out of LA are spreading. Rashaad's team here at the lab is tracking their spread as if they were a viral outbreak. Mapping in real time all sort of scenarios. It's really bad. Rashaad's a complete pig, but he's good, and when he says we have less than two months before we hit critical mass, I believe him."
"Then why doesn't Lynnfield use my vaccine?" Selah wanted to hit something. She stood up, strode two steps to the wall, and spun around. "Two months? Plessy allowed out of Miami? What the hell is he thinking?"
Dominique looked up at her bleakly. "He wants power, Selah. And I guess he doesn't really care how he gets it. Who he has to hurt to hold on to it. The vaccine is as dangerous to Plessy as to the Blood Thralls. He's probably made it part of his deal to have that research stopped in exchange for his help."
Selah cupped her fingers over her mouth as she thought. "Yeah. God. Listen, Dominique. They can't kill me. But they can make you disappear. You could be very inconvenient to them. They will definitely be disappearing the Hybrid team or keeping them locked down here forever. We're all about to be crushed by forces so big we can't hope to survive if we don't move. If we don't act."
Dominique slowly shook her head, clearly not liking the direction the conversation was going. "What are you saying?"
"Lee, Tom, and I are going to escape. We need your help."
To Selah's huge relief, Dominique didn't immediately leap up and say no. Instead she laughed bitterly. "Escape? From a guarded US base? How are you going to do that?"
The door opened and Lee was there, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed. He'd probably been listening the whole time. Tom was right behind him. "We need your help, Dom."
Dominique drew herself up. "You're crazy if you think I'm going to help you bust out of here."
Selah reached out for Dominique's arm. "Stop. Think. I'm going to disappear in a day or two, maybe for good. The Hybrids are never going to be released. You are going to be kept prisoner. Maybe one day they'll need you again to work on my blood, maybe not, but you know too much. You're a huge security risk. This is our one opportunity. If we don't seize it now, if we don't escape, we may never have another chance. Right now, security is still low. They've not yet locked us down. This is our chance. If we don't go, tonight, now, we may look back for the rest of our lives and regret missing our one chance at freedom."
Dominique looked at Selah and then back to Lee. He nodded. "Selah's got it right. I'm serious, Dom. I'm going to escape. We need your help." He paused. "I need your help."
"Say-- All right, say I agree. What are we going to do? Cover our faces in camo paint and sneak out through the air ducts?"
"No." Lee's voice was calm and certain. His very presence seemed to be grounding Dominique, preventing her from losing herself to panic. "We use your security card to gain access to the primate lab security system, and then you set a timed release for all the apes. We wait for chaos to break out, and then use it as cover to escape using the service elevator or stairs, depending on the situation. We'll use your security card as far as it takes us, and then we'll improvise from there. Once we're outside, we'll commandeer a helicopter or Humvee and break out."
Dominique studied Lee's face like a sculptor searching for flaws. "That's ridiculous. And I'd never do that to my apes. They'd be shot. Destroyed."
"Your apes are as good as dead right now and you know it." Lee's voice was inexorable. "You can only buy them so much more time. You've told me that yourself. Give them a chance at freedom. This way they at least die on their feet, outside their cages."
"But... No. Stop. I won't be responsible for hurting the guards. That's not right."
Lee nodded. "They shouldn't get hurt. All they have to do is use tranq guns from a distance. Play it smart. Come on, Dom. You know we're right. You can feel it. Move past the fear. Help us. Don't go down with this ship."
Dominique bit at her lower lip and looked from Lee to Selah and then down at her hands. She frowned, eyes darting back and forth, and then took a breath and closed them. Her shoulders slumped.
Selah felt a thrill of victory. "All right. How do we do this?"
"I need you to get as much of the Serum as you can," said Lee. "Tom and I are going to need to be juiced to get you two out of here in one piece. Then you set the cage release and come back down here. We'll take it from there."
"And Gordon? The others?"
"They're not coming," said Tom, voice grim. "They're going to wait this one out."
Dominique nodded slowly. "Okay. Okay."
Selah stepped forward and took the older woman's hands, pulling her to her feet. "We can do this. Dominique? We can do this."
The scientist nodded and took a sharp breath. She pulled her hair free of its ponytail, smoothing it out expertly once, twice, and then twisting it away back under the scrunchie. "All right. Okay. I'm going to the lab. I should be back in fifteen."
"Oh," said Selah. "Wait. Can you get messages outside?"
Dominique nodded.
"Then I need you to send somebody a message for me. Have you heard of General Adams? The one that ended the first War?"
"Sure," said Dominique. "You want me to message him?"
"Yes. He's on my side. Tell him we're breaking out and that we'll need a place to hide in the area. Actually, even better, try to get him on a live connection. Wait, no. Can you bring an open Omni here? If I can get him on a live feed, he may be able to work something that will allow us to escape the lab." They were all staring at her. "No, seriously. Can you?"
Dominique pulled out a mini-Omni from her lab coat pocket. "This isn't locked into the closed circuit."
Lee was looking at her strangely, so Selah avoided his black eyes. She took the Omni and quickly navigated onto the net. It was like finally being able to step outside after being trapped under a huge, asphyxiating pillow for months. She paused, quickly opened a generic masking program she had used frequently back in Brooklyn called SpyEatSpy, and then entered the General's personal number in Miami.
It rang. The others stayed quiet, watching. "Be quick," said Dominique. "Our IT department is really good. They might place the call coming out of here and shut down my access."
The vidscreen went live. Cloud. Her heart clenched, and her mouth went dry. He looked up at her, his face leaner, then he blinked and stared in shock right back.
"Selah? Is that--? Your eyes!"
"Cloud, yes, it's me. I-- You're with the General?"
"Yeah. I'm back in Miami with-- Selah, your eyes... Are you cured?"
Selah felt a whirlwind begin to churn within her, felt doors closed the past few weeks begin to open. Not now, not now! She nodded, swallowed hard. She couldn't speak.
"Are you all right? What's going on? Where are you?"
"Cloud, listen, I don't have time. I need you to talk to the General, give him a message for me. I'm at the USAMRIID Lab in Colorado. They're sending me to a SuperMax. They can make a vaccine from my blood, but the President, he's shutting us down. We're going to escape. Me and some friends. I need the General to pull whatever strings he's got access to so we can get out."
"What?" He didn't seem to be listening. "Selah, I thought I lost you." His voice was too much. She wasn't ready for this. For his face. "You're cured. Wait." She could see him working it out. If she was cured, that meant she had to have followed the cure. She remembered Louis' words: consume the heart of one who loves you. Theo tearing open his breast. His features going feral as he clawed back to his feet to come after her, all compassion and love gone from his eyes.
"Cloud, listen to me! There's no time. The General. Tell him. I'm being kept in the Hybrid quarters. We can make a vaccine. We need help escaping. We're going to make a move in fifteen minutes. Can you tell him?"
"Yeah. I mean, of course. Yes." He ran his hands through his hair in that gesture she knew so well, what he always did when he was under stress, and she nearly started crying right there.
"Thank you. I got to go."
"Selah!"
"Bye, Cloud. Bye." She killed the connection. It was all coming back to her. The nightmare that had been those final days in LA. She remembered his touch, his hands, his arms around her, his lips on her neck, his eyes, his love. The stink of the air, toxic with burning tires and human filth. Armando dying, shot down as he rescued her. Arachne. Her hand as she tore out Caldwell's throat. Cloud. That final time she had seen him, when he had saved her from the military escort. His face. The misery, the fear. It was too much.
Dominique was speaking to her, had a hand on her shoulder. Selah handed the Omni over, and covered her face with her hands, pressing the base of her palms into her eyes. She sat still, shaking, taking shallow breaths.Control. Control. It was all she said, over and over again until the images receded. The blood, the darkness, that animal hunger and power that had welled up within her each night as Sawiskera's curse had consumed her.Control.
Slowly, the doors within her mind closed once more. After a minute she looked up, rubbed the back of her sleeve across her eyes, and took a sharp breath. "I'm sorry. I'm okay. That was ... that was unexpected." She looked at Dominique. Didn't want to look at Lee or Tom.
"Okay." Dominique still had a hand on her shoulder, and gave her a squeeze. "It's okay. I'm going to the lab. I'll be back in fifteen. Be ready."
Selah nodded. She thrust the memories down. She nodded again, convincing herself she was fine. She was fine. Dominique stood, watched her for a moment, and then turned. Lee stepped aside, and then followed Dominique down the hall, clearly intent on having a private word with her. Tom stood in the doorway and Selah looked down. She felt wretched, wrenched, vulnerable, devastated. Cloud. Just like that. Cloud.
Tom stepped into the room. She thought he was going to say something, but instead he simply sat next to her and wrapped his long arms around her and pulled her into a hug. It took Selah completely by surprise, and at first she went stiff, almost shoving him away. But he simply hugged her, not saying a word. She sat still, frozen in his arms until she allowed herself to relax. She rested her head against his chest, eyes closed. Cloud. Her mind spun and it was too much. It was all too much, and for the moment, Tom's arms were all she needed, his comfort, his warmth, his support.



Chapter 12
 
Selah felt the stillness of the next fifteen minutes like an ache in her bones. Tom left to gather what few belongings he had and she sat still on the edge of her bed, looking out at nothing, mind wandering, haunted by the past. Every few moments, she would yank it back from memories of Miami or LA and into the present, to sit and listen, straining to hear some sign that their escape attempt was imminent, but there was only the hiss of the air conditioner to mark the oppressive silence.
The knock on her door, when it came, startled her. She stood and opened it. Lee. He examined her, face sober. "Are you ready?" She nodded. "Come."
Tom was in the narrow hallway beyond. They filed out and into the living room where Gordon stood, feet shoulder width apart, hands behind his back, staring down at a chessboard though both lines of pieces were unbroken. He looked up as they entered and stared at Lee. "You're going through with this."
Lee slowed, raising his chin. A subtle tension entered his body. Both men stared at each other, Gordon's face set in a heavy frown, Lee's devoid of expression, but as smooth and hard as cast iron.
Gordon shook his head. "Well, fuck. I'm coming too, then."
Lee gave him a shallow, guarded nod. They all turned to the entrance as the great locks snapped open. Dominique entered seconds later, face flushed, breath shallow but controlled. She glanced at everybody and then nodded.
"Two minutes to go. Selah, your friend got back in touch. They've pulled strings. We've got access to a Bugbug chopper."
"All right!" said Tom. Lee nodded his approval. Gordon stared at Selah. "Who's your friend?"
"General Adams." Gordon's eyebrows shot up. "We don't have time. I'll explain later. Lee, what's the plan?"
"It's simple. We give the monkeys two minutes to start creating chaos. Then we slip out. Depending on the situation, we make for one of the two elevators or the emergency stairs. Up to the ground floor, and then Dominique will have to choose which exit to take us out through. From there, we head to the chopper in the flight yard and escape."
"Simple is one word for it," said Gordon.
Dominique looked at her watch. "Now."
Everybody froze. They strained to listen. Nothing. They all looked at each other, eyes wide. Still nothing. Then, was that a scream? It was muted, distant, but then followed by a second, a third.
"Follow," said Lee. He led them to stand before the doorway. He lowered his head and closed his eyes, listening. "Dom, up front."
The scientist stepped past Gordon and Selah to stand nervously by Lee's side. She watched him anxiously. He stood as if listening to his own private symphony. The moment stretched out like saltwater taffy, and then a siren went off, a three second blast, and he gave Dominique a sharp nod. She placed her palm on the sensor pad, pressed her eyes to the security scanner, and the door opened with a crack.
"Stay close. Don't split up." Lee met everybody's eyes once, and then pushed open the door and stepped outside.
The two guards were gone. A sheet of battered shatter-proof glass had been punched clean out of its frame and lay on the rubber hexagonal matt halfway down the hall. Before it sat a baboon. Its long, canine face swung around to stare at them. Its beady eyes were jet black. A massive ruff of white fur framed both side of its face, its nostrils flaring wide as it stared down at them. It was large; even sitting, it came up to hip height. Lee slowed, fanning out his arms. Screams and howls were coming from the primate lab. A chimpanzee pulled itself up onto the open windowsill and leaned out, one long arm anchoring it to the wall, staring at them from behind the baboon.
"Dom?"
She didn't have time to respond. The elevator doors at the far end of the hall opened and a fire team of four soldiers stepped out, rifles held at the ready. The baboon and chimp turned their attention to the men. A brief pause, crystalline in its stillness, and then the baboon let out a howl and bounded toward the soldiers.
"Run!"
Lee pulled Dominique after him as he broke to the left, and Selah felt somebody lift her off the floor, her head whiplashing to the right as she was carried after them, that terrible vampire speed catching her before she could react. The hallway behind them exploded in gunfire and screams. Tom set her down, grasped her hand, and pulled her after the others. More howls and then human yells. Dominique ran as quickly as she could, leading them further into the underground complex, past anonymous doors with opaque glass inserts, through a small cafeteria, and up to a heavy iron fire door where she pressed her palm to a sensor. It glowed briefly green and then the door opened.
"Come on," she said, and pushed through into the cement stairwell. Selah glanced behind. Gordon brought up the rear, his attention on a trio of small spider monkeys that had paused at the corner behind them. They looked inexplicably menacing as they stared after them, and then they screeched and began to zip forward, moving too fast to follow. Gordon let out a bellow and shoved Selah forward, nearly knocking her down, hurried in after her, and turned to pull the iron door shut behind him. It snicked closed just before three cannonballs impacted its other side with resonating thuds, causing its iron sides to bulge inward as if three superheated fists had almost punched through.
Tom helped Selah regain her feet and they fled up the stairs. The sound of gunfire and howls faded away, and then their group as one pressed against the wall as a team of six soldiers hustled down past them, their boots clomping on the steps, faces grim and intent as they passed without comment. A small red light set in the ceiling of each landing was flashing and the siren was still sounding its alarm.
Up and past the first floor to the ground level. Dominique palmed open the door and they stepped out into a well-lit hall.
"Slow it down," said Lee. "Calm now."
They forced themselves to walk slowly behind Dominique, who led them with a businesslike manner down the hall. People were talking excitedly to each other, standing in small groups and staring at their Omnis. Emergency lights flashed at each intersection and several people called out to Dominique, asking her what was going on, what the problem with the apes was. To each and every one, she answered with the same sharp response. "You need to get into a safe room and lock the door. Go."
Selah's heart beat frantically, her mouth dry. But nobody seemed intent on stopping them. It was almost too easy. She fought to keep her expression neutral, but she already felt like celebrating. They were going to make it. The plan was working. Then they turned a corner and ran into a squad of soldiers led by Wigner.
"What the-- Dominique. What the hell is going on here?"
"Alex." Dominique opened her mouth, then closed it. She was completely blindsided. The soldiers, already on alert, picked up on the tension and began to step back and fan out.
"What are these Hybrids ... and Selah? Are you-- Is this related to the primate-- Oh." That final 'oh' sank Selah's stomach for good. Wigner's face closed like a fist and he shook his head. "Stupid. So stupid. How could you? Never mind. Sergeant, take these people under custody."
Six rifles were raised. Lee's hands were open and by his side, but he was a steel blade, flexing back and forth, taut with tension. Tom subtly slid his left foot out and stepped to the wall. Behind her, Selah heard Gordon move carefully as well.
"All right. Everybody on the floor, hands behind your head." The Sergeant was backing up, pulling Wigner with him, his team also retreating. The muzzles of the rifles were fixed and unwavering. Selah's mind raced. Even vampiric speed was no match for rifles on overwatch. A crowd was building behind the soldiers and Selah could hear voices behind her.
"On the floor!"
The sergeant's voice was a whip crack, yet Lee didn't move. Instead, Selah saw him bend his knees, as if preparing to spring.
An awful, stunning crash came from behind them. It sounded as if a vast hammer had been swung through a wall, shattering cinderblocks and steel, a wreaking ball of undeniable force and might. Screams sounded, primal cries of panic and pain, and the perfect focus and tension of the moment was swamped by basic instinct.
"What the hell?" whispered Wigner. More screams came, the visceral wailing of people in agony.
The Sergeant stared at Lee and then past him. Selah saw him make a calculation, and then he held up his hand and gestured forward. The soldiers broke into a run, swarmed past the Hybrids, leaving Wigner behind. Lee stepped forward, hauling Dominique after him, who seemed to be transfixed by Wigner's murderous stare. Selah needed no prompting. Gunfire erupted behind them. She turned to glance back, but Tom gripped her wrist and hauled her on, so that she almost tripped and was forced to look forward.
Another turn and they were at a gray metal door. A guard stood at alert beside it. He was young and his face was glistening with sweat. He stared at the group and started to raise his weapon, but then corrected himself and stepped aside. Dominique pushed open the door and they stepped outside into the night.
The darkness was rent by flashing red lights that spun about within their plastic casings. It was cold, shockingly so, and they stumbled and ran through the lurid crimson shadows over frost-crusted ridges of dirt toward the exit gate. Movement was all around them in the harsh glare of spotlights. Humvees and men poured into the inner compound from the base outside, barked orders and the rumbling of engines filling the night air. Selah smelled the rank tang of gasoline mixed in with the sharp scent of pine trees. Outside. She glanced up. The moon was three quarters full, beautiful and flush against the flank of a mountain that speared up behind the base to challenge the stars themselves for dominance of the sky. All around them, black, tree-furred slopes, sharp ravines, and tumbling cliffs. Selah brought her gaze back down and slowed to a walk as they reached the open gate.
Gordon moved to the front, his presence solid, concentrated with authority and confidence. He patted Lee on the shoulder as he passed him and led the small group against the flow of soldiers and personnel. Selah stared at the guards stationed at the gate. They were standing outside their control post, listening intently to their ear coms as they processed the incoming soldiers. She hunched her shoulders, willing herself not to be seen.
Gordon broke into a jog, and Lee and Tom did the same, falling in line naturally. Dominique and Selah fell in, and they hustled out past the guards who glanced at them, saw Dominique's lab coat, made assumptions, and let them out.
A hundred yards out, Gordon slowed down. They regrouped and turned to look back. The high-wire fence topped with its concertina razorwire was limned by the powerful flashlights, and they could see squads of soldiers still moving into the building through the double entrance doors.
"Did we do it?" Dominique looked to Lee. "We did it!"
"Hold on," said Tom.
The spotlights had changed their pattern. From simply illuminating the approach from the gate to the building's entrance, they had begun to swing back and forth, searching the rutted raw earth.
"Wigner's got the word out." Gordon spat. "Come on." He turned and led them off the road, into the shadows.
It was impossible, the idea that they would be able to sneak through a base swarming with soldiers, but only then did Selah realize that more was going on, more than just their attempt to break free. For a moment, the sight of distant flashing lights and gunfire brought hammering home the memories of the base in LA, and she faltered, staggered to a stop at the corner of a cement barracks. Tom gripped her elbow and she could only point. The base wasn't being overrun. It was, however, under attack.
The wire fence perimeter was lit up with the occasional flashing chatter of high-powered gunfire. Shattering sheets of white and gold fire would burst in staccato rhythm as .50 caliber guns would open up, and somebody just beyond the perimeter would be torn apart even as they spun and danced and sought to evade the gunfire with preternatural agility.
"We've got to keep moving," said Lee. He turned back to Selah. "Keep going."
She pushed off the barracks wall and gave Tom a weak smile. He squeezed her shoulder reassuringly and they were off again, making the most of the confusion to stalk across the base. As they flitted from building to building or occasionally walked brazenly, madly across open spaces, Selah tried to look at everything at once. The constant shooting that surrounded the perimeter. The lights and madness that swept the grounds behind them around the lab. The soldiers that rushed back and forth, faces grim, eyes slitted and as feral and desperate as those of starving street cats.
That's when it hit her. Selah cursed herself for being so short-sighted. They were isolated. Trapped. Surrounded. These men had probably been under nightly attack for who knew how long. A week? Another explosive burst of heavy gunfire ruptured the night. Another vampire danced its fatal .50 cal dance and went down. How many nights had they been tested in this way, each night promising the potential of being overrun like the LA base? The air was desperate, ugly, raw. It wouldn't take much for these men and women to take their ire out on a ragged band of black-eyed freaks.
"You!" They kept walking. Gordon was leading them across another open stretch of space, getting them ever closer to whatever destination he and Lee had in mind. "Halt!"
Gordon wheeled around, his square face mean and promising trouble for whomever was yelling out commands. Selah did the same, heart pounding. A narrow, hatchet-faced man of some rank had slowed, stopped, was pointing at them. Soldiers were gathering behind him. Gordon strode forward as if prepared to literally butt heads with the man, a pugnacious mountain ram ready to crack skulls. He was like a boulder rolling down hill, and he stopped short just shy of the man.
"Yes, Captain?"
The man stumbled back and Selah cursed. Gordon had forgotten his eyes! The Captain's face contorted as he panicked, and Gordon realized what he had done. His own certainty faded and he stepped away, half poised to run. The soldiers, not understanding what was going on, raised their rifles. Selah opened her mouth, tried to think of something to yell, saw Lee desperately looking back and forth, Dominique struggling to hold him back.
A soldier elbowed her way to the fore, her anger and scorn resplendent like a night-burning sun. "Captain." Her voice was a whip crack. The man turned to her, mouth opening and closing like that of a fish that hadn't realized it had just been filleted. "You've found them. Good. I'm to escort them to the perimeter."
Selah stared. It was McKnight. Her confidence and determination was a river rock that parted flow of incipient panic. She held the Captain's gaze with implacable calm.
"What?" The Captain's ability to process events was struggling to keep up. "Sergeant?"
"The Hybrids, sir. They're being deployed. We need them outside. A large wave of vamps is en route. We need them out there as a foil. I'm to escort them."
The Captain looked past her at the perimeter. Some stroke of luck saw a blast of gunfire erupt right then and sustain itself for three full beats of Selah's heart. His gaze grew sharp with suspicion. "I didn't hear about any wave of vampires."
McKnight shrugged and didn't respond. Her opinion as to his lack of information obvious.
Lee stepped forward and saluted. "Delta Force Sergeant First-Class Lee, sir. Permission to engage the enemy and kick some undead ass."
The soldiers behind the Captain grinned, and the Captain found his footing. A formal request for violence seemed more to his liking. "Delta Force, eh?" Selah carefully stepped behind Tom and half turned away, willing herself to be invisible. "All right. Proceed with your mission." Everybody saluted each other, and then they were off again.
McKnight strode next to her. "What the hell are you guys doing walking out in the open?"
"Getting out," said Selah. Gordon had taken point again, marching them straight toward a now visible airfield. "They're shutting down my vaccination. The President. He wants to--"
"I know," said McKnight, cutting her off. "I just finished speaking with Adams."
"You did?" Selah tried to wrap her head around that. "He called you?"
"I got through to him after I dropped you off."
Tom was a lanky shadow by Selah's side. "Why'd you help us, Sergeant?"
"I'll explain later. You still headed to the Bugbug?"
Lee was right behind them. "If the General's made it available to us. It our only way out."
McKnight shook her head. "That's why I've been looking for you. You'll never get clearance to take off. And if you do, you'll be taken down by the anti-aircraft missiles."
"General Adams will see to it," said Selah. "It'll work. It has to work."
They entered the airfield. It was more like half a football field of cement with a score of helicopters and a couple of vertical take-off jets scattered across its surface, men rushing back and forth between them. More gunfire from the perimeter. It came rapidly now, every few seconds. Dominique checked her Omni, and then looked up and pointed. Gordon followed her finger and saw a chunky copter that looked like it was shrugging under its sagging rotor blades. It was being prepped by a half dozen men. He nodded and hurried over.
"Stop!" Selah looked over her shoulder. The Captain. Furious, red in the face, running after them, a score of soldiers behind him.
"Lively now," said Lee.
They sprinted as a group toward the chopper. Gordon bellowed orders of his own and the technicians scattered. Tom jumped into the pilot's seat and they all scrambled into the hollow of its body, climbing into seats. More commands were yelled, but the rotor blades began to churn the air, the engine rising into a high whining roar, and the Captain and his men fell back.
Dominique scrambled into her seat as Gordon leaned over and buckled Selah in. McKnight was next to her, Lee up front next to Tom. The chopper shuddered, rose and hesitated an inch off the ground, and then surged up into the sky. The ground fell away, twisted to one side as they heeled off toward the perimeter. Selah let out a yell, grinning widely at McKnight beside her.
The Sergeant's sober frown stopped her cold. She looked outside. The mountains rose up around them, dark and majestic and covered with black trees. The sky was vibrant, the blue almost refulgent, the moon a disc of glowing pocked silver. The last of the base buildings were sliding out of view behind them. There went the perimeter fence. Gunfire. What was the problem?
Sparks exploded all around them and Selah let out a cry and covered her face. Somebody yelled a warning and the chopper hitched as if it were suddenly having trouble drawing breath. Selah grabbed onto an oh-shit bar, her heart lurching. She couldn't see anything wrong, there was no smoke, but Gordon's face had grown tight as if his skin had shrunk around his skull.
They were racing forward still, stabbing into the night, but again the chopper hitched, coughed, and through her seat, Selah felt the machine shivering and shaking. Something had gone wrong. Something had been broken or was in the process of breaking. She looked out the side. Tom had brought them low and they were scudding over the tops of the fir trees, nose down, heading toward the mouth of the valley. The sky still brilliant, the mountain slopes absorbing all light. Selah tried to yell out a question to McKnight, but without headphones, her words were stolen by the wind.
Another hiccup and then something broke. Selah felt the shock shake the chopper, and the world outside began to slide over to the right as they fishtailed through the night. Gordon flashed her a savage grin, and in that smile, Selah saw a devilish acceptance of finality. No, she thought, the thought clear and singular. I'm not ready.
They straightened, slurring over to the right again, but they were losing altitude. Selah felt as if she could lean out and brush her hand over the treetops. Felt them knock against the underside of the chopper's carriage. Tom lost all control as another series of cracks whiplashed through the helicopter and they dipped, turned sideways, and hit the treetops. Selah saw Lee leap out into the night, and then the world exploded into fragments of wood, snarling screams of heated metal, and everything came to a sudden and explosive stop.



Chapter 13
 
Pain. Selah shivered violently. Strapped in, head lolling down, eyes closed. Somebody was shouting, but it was far away. The pain was like a fire creeping up her side, flames licking her skin from within, awakening her flesh. She groaned, could barely open her mouth to do so. Where was she? A deep drumming sense of urgency beat at her, but she didn't understand what she had to do. Pain. It was growing sharper by the moment. With Herculean effort, she opened her eyes.
She didn't understand what she saw. Things were too blurred. Sparks were falling in beautiful cascades. She was buckled into a seat. But sideways, hanging against the straps, sagging toward the open side of the helicopter which rested on a mat of broken branches and tree trunks, fir needles thick and scorched. She was having trouble breathing. Having trouble even thinking.
McKnight was struggling beside her. As her safety harness clicked free, she half fell out of her seat onto the broken branches, catching herself at the last moment. Blood glimmered horrifically across her face. Selah lifted her gaze, saw Dominique hanging limply in her seat across from her. Gordon was gone. Selah coughed and pain blossomed white and absolute in her mind. She gasped, couldn't breathe, and then hands were on her, helping her out of her safety harness as well. She sagged free and fell into somebody's arms.
The pain receded. McKnight was steadying her, helping her sit on creaking and straining branches. She was yelling something. Selah couldn't understand the words. She could hear them, but they were just sounds. McKnight turned away in frustration and began to work Dominique free. Gordon appeared. Selah closed her eyes. She wanted to rest. Just for a moment.
Somebody lifted her. She was hauled up and out into frigid air. She opened her eyes. Gordon had her over his shoulder. It dug into her stomach. Nausea swelled up within her and she felt sharp flecks of glass grind against the inside of her skull. Gordon was making his way down, scrambling down a great tree. Then they were falling, hitting the snow with a jarring thud. He put her down and was gone.
She closed her eyes. Pain. She was no stranger to pain. She desperately fought for thought. They had crashed. Into trees. They were outside the lab. It was night. They had to move. They had to keep going. She tried to sit up and sank back down with a stifled cry.
The drumbeat of agony punctuated the darkness. Then something stabbed her in the thigh, and real fire began to pour through her veins, consuming her. She tried to scream and opened her eyes. Lee was crouched beside her, a fat hypodermic needle jabbed into her leg. He pushed down the plunger and then tossed it aside. The flames scorched their way up her body, and where they raced, they consumed the pain. Strength blossomed in its place, and with a gasp, Selah felt the tight bands ease around her chest and the headache recede.
She knew this feeling. Knew this strength. It was like the return of an old lover, the caress intimate and soothing. Power, energy, vitality. It coursed through her, and though her body felt ill-used, battered, and sore, she pushed herself up.
"How's Selah?" Gordon was coming down the tree, helping McKnight navigate the descent.
"Selah's fine," she said. It was bitterly cold, but she only registered the fact in abstract; the serum was burning up her body.
Gordon dropped the last five yards and landed lightly. McKnight took a breath and jumped after him, landing in his arms. He set her down and they both turned to look at Selah, McKnight wiping blood from her face. She felt feverish and the edges of everything felt strangely pronounced. This wasn't the same as true vampire power. This was a thin, synthetic simulacrum, but she'd take it. Right now, she would take whatever they could give her.
"That should hold you for an hour or two." Lee stood up next to her. "No sense in giving any to Dom. She's out cold. McKnight, you want a shot?" The Sergeant shook her head. Lee shrugged. "Gordon, can you carry her?"
Gordon scooped Dominique's still body up from the snow with ease. He didn't seem the worse for wear. Dominique looked small, shrunken with his arms. Nothing seemed wrong with her; she could have been sleeping lightly in his arms for all Selah could tell.
"Where's Tom?" Selah glanced around, expecting him to step into sight, his crooked smile in place.
Gordon shook his head. "Tom didn't make it."
"What?"
"We have to move." Lee's voice was sharp, decisive. "Everybody and everything in this valley just saw us go down. We've got to get away from the chopper before they close in on us."
"What do you mean, 'didn't make it'?" Though she knew. She just didn't want to admit it. She stared up at the dark bulk of the chopper where it hung in the cradle of a half dozen shattered trees, groaning and listing. The small clearing in which they stood was filled with shattered tree stumps.
"Come on." Lee stepped past Selah, moving toward the darkness.
Gordon shifted Dominique in his grip and began to follow. McKnight took up a handful of snow and pressed it to the gash in her scalp, her face hollowed out in the light of the moon. She took a few steps before turning back to Selah, who still looked up at the chopper.
Didn't make it. Was he up there right now? She felt the feverish glow of the Serum battle the numbness of shock.
"Selah." McKnight took a step toward her. "We have to move."
"We can't leave him up there," said Selah. Lee and Gordon stopped and looked back. "We can't." She knew better, but she couldn't help herself.
"We have to keep moving," said McKnight again. "There's nothing we can do for him."
Selah shook her head. Ignored her instincts. Thought of Tom's arms around her back in the Hybrid base. "No. We have to help him." Tears were tracking down her cheeks.
"Selah." Lee's voice was cold, impatient. "He's dead."
She knew that. She knew it. But she couldn't move. You're in shock said a quiet voice in her mind.
Lee stepped up to her. Looked her in the face. "Selah? Look at me. I know you liked Tom. He was a good guy." His voice was strangely gentle, as if he were talking to a six-year-old. Annoyance pricked at her. "But he's gone, yeah? He's not feeling a thing. Me? My ass is getting cold. So can you quit acting like a baby and start moving?" He gave her an encouraging smile and two thumbs up.
Fury. Selah lashed out. Not with the speed she once had possessed, nothing close to what Sawiskera had cursed her with, but Serum-boosted speed, her fist aimed at his smug face. Lee swayed aside easily and stepped back.
"How dare you? How dare you!" Selah wanted to tear his head off.
"Good. You angry? You mad? That means you're awake. Let's go." He turned and began to jog toward the trees.
Selah couldn't believe it. She wanted to rend him limb from limb. She looked to McKnight, who shook her head and took off after Lee. Gordon was already moving. She looked up once again. Somewhere in that dark mangled hulk was Tom. She tried to think of something to say, a goodbye, but then shook her head, wiped the tears away, and began to run after the others.
They ran into the trees, Lee taking the lead, Gordon powering along behind him. McKnight and Selah ran shoulder to shoulder, jogging forward in determination. Snow lay a foot deep on the hard ground, making their progress treacherous and exhausting, and the trees were a dark multitude all around them. In moments, they had left the clearing behind and were moving through a shadowland of gray snow and black trunks. The cold was beginning to pierce her, burn her face, but the Serum was a gift from the gods. Selah stared at Lee's back and played his words over and over again. Her anger started to fade. Had he manipulated her that efficiently?
The trees grew sparser and the sky became more visible overhead. Lee found a ridge of rock that he led them along, the mountain sloping steeply down to thicker woods to their right. After five minutes of hustling, he slowed down to a forced march, and Selah felt a wave of contempt. Was he tired already? Then she saw McKnight's face, which had gone from hollowed to drawn with pain.
"You okay?" she asked.
McKnight didn't even look at her. Breath pluming out in the cold, she simply nodded. Selah felt impressed all over again. McKnight was injured and somehow was still keeping up with two Hybrids and a serum-infused Selah.
"Incoming!" Lee's cry split the gelid air, and Selah looked around wildly before catching sight of shapes flitting down the slope toward them. She had a half second to make out their pale faces in the moonlight before Gordon and Lee opened fire. Two of the shapes slowed, staggered, and dropped. McKnight, her reflexes only human, pulled her gun out and took aim. Selah looked around desperately and picked up a branch. It was too green, too flexible, so she cast it away.
McKnight shoved Selah aside as a whipcord-lean woman fell upon them, her clothing torn, blond hair in two wrist-thick braids which whipped about as she fought to bury her teeth in McKnight's neck. Selah almost tripped over a rock, and then hauled it up. It was the size of a football, and without thinking, she fell forward and brought it down with all her strength on the vampire's head. She felt bone crack and give way. The vampire's struggles grew erratic and weak in McKnight's grip as Selah fell to her knees.
Yells and screams from behind them. Selah turned and saw spinning, whirling bodies in the darkness. The Hybrids were moving as fast as the vampires, and for a moment Selah thought they were evenly matched. But no. Lee and Gordon were two of the most dangerous men in the entire US military. Coupled with their Serum-boosted power, there was no contest. In a few moments, both vampires were down, mewling and spitting with fury, bones and joints broken and shattered.
Selah hauled McKnight to her feet. Gordon placed a new clip in his handgun and aimed it at a fallen vampire's head, but stopped when Lee pushed his gun down. "Save the ammo." He nodded and they turned to McKnight and Selah.
"You two all right?" The scorn was gone from Lee's voice. Selah nodded. McKnight took a deep breath then did the same. "Good. Stay tight. The night's just getting started."
They took off, leaving the vampires to writhe impotently in the snow. Adrenaline led them at a run again along the ridge, then for reasons of his own, Lee led them down into the woods, following a shallow declivity until Selah heard the sound of a stream. Under the canopy, the air was dark and close, but when they reached the stream, it ran like liquid metal under a sliver of open night sky. Lee turned and followed along its bank, keeping to a narrow shelf of smooth snow.
McKnight was tiring. Selah felt like surging forward, but forced herself to keep pace with the Sergeant. She couldn't tell where else she might be injured beyond the scalp wound, but McKnight began to stumble. How long had they been running for? Selah had no sense of time. Cries sounded from across the stream, yipping calls of delight and hunger, and Selah thought she could see shapes keeping pace with them.
"What are they waiting for?" asked Selah. "Why don't they attack?"
Gordon didn't turn around, kept jogging with dogged strength, Dominique in his arms. "Gathering numbers."
Lee dropped back. He ignored Selah's stare and touched McKnight's elbow. She swung around and stumbled again. Selah steadied her.
"Sergeant. You with us?"
"Yeah. I'm all right." Her words were slightly slurred, as if she had been drinking.
Gordon looked over his shoulder. "How she doing?"
"Concussion. We need to give her a shot."
One of the vampires left the darkness of the tree line and came forward toward the opposite bank. He didn't run. He didn't come charging across the snow. Instead, he walked. It was this slow approach that drew their attention. Selah stared at him and her stomach tightened into a vicious knot. Her mouth ran dry and the febrile power that washed through her blood suddenly felt as thin and insubstantial as flames licking a sheet of paper.
She knew him. Knew his face, dark with might and fallen majesty. Had seen his features lit by the neon lights of Miami. Had studied them by moonlight in the Huntington Garden in LA. With his help, she had slain the vampire king, the eldest of them all, and when she had seen him last, it had been to consume his heart, raw and bloody. Theo. Sawiskera's child, known once as The Dragon, who had loved her and had made the ultimate sacrifice so that she could beat back Sawiskera's curse.
He wore only a black shirt over dark jeans. The cold of course affected him not at all. He moved with the grace and poise of a natural dancer, each step fluid and certain. He radiated menace, though he made no threat. His presence poisoned the air, caused the hairs on the back of her neck to stand. They had fought down some vampires, true; but The Dragon was a whole other matter. The Dragon was in a league of his own.
Lee turned slowly from McKnight as if pulled against his will by Theo's gaze, and stepped up next to Selah. Stared across the narrow stream that separated them from Theo. The vampire stood but ten yards away, a silent shadow. "Who is that?" he asked, breath ghosting out before him.
Selah didn't answer. Theo was staring at her. His eyes were hidden in shadow beneath his brow, but she could feel his gaze lying heavy upon her soul. The foul taste of his heart came back to her lips, and she felt her gorge rise in protest. I will come after you. I will hunt you. I will seek to eat your heart. His last words echoed in her mind and she shook her head, unable to answer.
Lee raised his revolver. He did so without rushing, and aimed it at Theo. Who continued to ignore him. For a second, they all stood still, a frozen tableau, and then Lee lowered his gun and turned to McKnight. Moving with unnatural speed, he took out a hypodermic, opened a pouch in which serum capsules were held, and slipped one in. McKnight focused on him and began to shake her head. He ignored her and jabbed the needle into her shoulder, holding her tight with his other hand. Pressed down the plunger and then tossed the capsule away.
Selah registered all this dimly. It was as if she and Theo stood on a shore of their own, the shore of a great black lake under a moon ten times as large, and the others were ghosts lost in the fog. Their eyes were locked. Pain keened within her. For him to be brought to this. For him to look at her with such cold hunger. She knew exactly what he was doing. Knew why he wasn't attacking, and that knowledge sickened her.
McKnight groaned, coughed, and then spat. More vampires began to drift from the forest edge to stand arrayed behind Theo. Three at first, then five, then seven. They were silent, their grins and splayed fangs moronic when contrasted with Theo's intensity. Selah tore her gaze away. "How long till dawn?"
"Dawn?" Gordon looked reflexively toward the sky. "Another four hours."
Selah shook her head. Calm fury had descended upon her. "We have to move." It felt futile to say so. They were dead. She would fight, oh, she would fight to the bitter end. But with The Dragon himself hunting them through these damned woods, they didn't have a chance.
"McKnight?"
"Fuck you," the Sergeant said, her voice low with curdled anger. "How dare you?"
"Good girl. Let's go." Lee whipped around and raised his gun, aiming it at exactly where Theo had stood. He was gone.
They all scanned the far riverbank. The other vampires were dispersing, retreating toward the tree line, but of Theo there was no sign. He had simply vanished. Lee grimaced and put up his weapon. He clapped McKnight on the shoulder and began to jog forward, feet crunching in the snow. Selah took a shaky breath and followed after, fighting to dispel the cold that gnawed at the edge of the Serum. And the pain, she realized. The pain was still there. Hidden, masked, but smoldering beneath the surface. She was still hurt. The Serum wouldn't last forever. She wondered which would come first--the pain or the end.
They moved. The world was a morass of shadows and moonlit patches of snow. As a group, they trudged forward, all of them but the comatose Dominique powered now by refined vampire blood, riding high on Blood Dust in its purest form. It kept them alert and focused long after they should have degenerated into shambling and exhausted wrecks. They maintained a steady pace, Lee taking point, Gordon powering after, his tree trunk legs shoving snow aside so that Selah and McKnight could follow in his wake.
After ten minutes, they left the stream where it plunged into a small waterfall, crossing it at a narrow ford with long leaps and followed a sharp decline that led them down and into the woods beyond. Into a thick stand of fir trees, the ground underfoot only dusted with snow that lay like icing over the matted fir needles. Selah felt eyes upon the nape of her neck and knew that she was being examined; she forced herself to remain focused, however. To not look wildly around. To concentrate on Gordon's broad back and keep running.
The first attack came suddenly as they crossed an open field of snow. It was small, a ragged trapezoid of open space marred by boulders, and as they coursed across it, moving ever downhill, the wave of thralls came. Selah felt relief. Their yips and laughter meant they came alone. Lee put on speed, and they broke into a sprint, racing between the rocks as the thralls converged upon them.
Running all out, the sound of her breath almost blocking out everything else, she saw a large man leap down from a boulder to crash into Gordon, knocking him and Dominique sprawling into the snow. Selah didn't think. She reached down and snagged a great branch from the ground, adrenaline giving her strength, and as she passed where Gordon wrestled with the vampire, she swung with all her might like a mounted polo player. The end of ponderous branch cracked against the vampire's skull and he went over. She ran on. McKnight would help him up. They couldn't stop. If they did, they were dead.
Gunfire. A scream of anger, then a bloodcurdling one of pain. Selah ran on. Around a great rock twice as tall as she was, and there was Lee, grasping one vampire woman by the throat, arm outstretched to keep her at bay even as a second was driving him to the ground, hissing her fury to the night sky. With a cry of desperation he tripped, and fell.



Chapter 14
 
Selah came in low and hard and swung her branch right at the second vampire's head. It shattered, dry splinters exploding everywhere, and the vampire sagged over. Selah crouched and grasped her by the throat and then leaped up, so that she raised the vampire woman to her feet and then crashed back down two yards away, driving her head against a rock. It cracked with a sickening wet sound, but that didn't stop her. The vampire's eyes gleamed wetly in the light of the moon, and face distorted by desire and hunger, she raked out with her hand and clawed Selah's face open.
She tried to pull away, but the vampire held her close. She lost her balance and fell onto her, one knee driving into the snow, the other into the vampire's stomach. The woman was pale-skinned, so much so that she seemed to almost blend into the snow, her hair a streaming filthy mass of once golden hair. Narrow features contorted with the bestial nature of her emotions, and both hands locked fast on Selah, one clasping a fistful of clothing, the other clamping cruelly onto her shoulder. Her mouth opened wide, fangs gleaming, she went to pull Selah into her embrace.
Basic, primal fear swamped Selah. She pounded her fists into the vampire's face, punching her as hard as she could three, four times. Nothing. There wasn't enough strength in her body. Straining to keep away, she dug desperately through the snow, searching for a rock, something to bash the woman's face in. Nothing. Just icy cold dirt. Down she went, inch by inch, the vampire raising her mangled head.
Selah let out a cry, half fear, half fury, and brought her head down sharply against the vampire's nose. She felt the cartilage break, saw white light for a split second. The woman's hand released her shoulder and wrapped around the back of her neck, and when Selah straightened, she lifted the vampire right off the ground. The weight was too much and she fell forward, onto her. She felt the vampire bite into the side of her neck.
The world drifted away. Everything grew dark. Silence. The crunch of snow and labored sound of panicked breath fell into the void. The pain across her cheek and jaw, fresh and livid and raw. The fear that consumed her, the resolution to fight on. Layer by layer, these emotions and desires fell away, until only she was left, still and vulnerable, without walls, only barely conscious of herself as Selah, suspended in the void, still and waiting.
The sound of her heart. It echoed about her, filled the night, seemed to reach up to where the stars should be, resonated so powerfully that the universe seemed to echo it back. A beat that nations could march to war to, a summons, a demand. Her heart, vast and unstoppable. She listened to it, wondered, and then slowly began to fall.
The sensation was unmistakable. Faster and faster she fell, dropping through the night, the tempo of her heartbeat growing faster in turn. Down and down, until she was a bullet speeding through nothingness, a knife through black velvet, until far below, she espied a lake. Still and vast and with a surface like ebon glass, she fell toward it, heart racing, beats now a blur, a crescendo of might, and the water's surface came rushing up toward her, her reflection perfect on its surface. There was a moment just before she hit when she saw her face, and her eyes were wide and black and deeper than the void.
Selah awoke, came to, and sat up with a gasp. Cries and yells filtered back into her mind and she looked around. The vampire lay beneath her, arms wrapped around her chest, face creased with pain and confusion. Bloody tears were running from the corners of her eyes and down her cheeks. The febrile power of the Serum was gone, and in its place was a deeper strength, a madder power, a more incendiary source of lethality. It had been so long. So long since she had felt this. Genuine vampiric might. Selah stood. Brushed snow carefully from her hands and looked up at the sky.
A fight was raging around her, but she couldn't quite focus on it. Not yet. She knew she had to, but the moon, its light, it called to her. The sensation of the wind across her skin, made raw by the cold. The distant sound of the trees, the canopy sighing as the wind shook it. The taste of blood in her mouth where she had bitten her tongue. Her body, incandescent and light. It felt wonderful. That taste of immortality. It had been too long. True, it was but a pale shadow of what she had felt in LA, but it was more, so much more than the Serum.
Selah looked down at the blonde vampire. She had drawn her knees up to her chest and was looking at Selah with startled vulnerability and terror. Selah shook her head, smiled almost sadly, and then buried her foot straight through the vampire's neck, crushing her vertebrae and ending her unlife before she could see the blow coming. The force of the blow jarred Selah right up to the hip.
She looked around. Lee was only a couple of yards away, dodging and weaving between three vampires, a knife in hand. He moved with admirable speed. Selah watched, and then stepped forward and entered the dance. She was as fast as the vampires, perhaps a little faster, but it wasn't as it had once been; she couldn't simply overwhelm them with greater power. Instead, she caught one unaware, snatched her outstretched hand, and with all her strength, whipped her around, leaning back and away as she used the vampire's momentum to send her crashing into the great boulder that reared behind Lee.
The other two vampires spared Selah a glance and Lee took his opportunity. He buried his knife to the hilt in the throat of the largest, and then tackled the third as he leaped at Selah. They both fell to the ground, but Selah piled in, and between the two of them they overpowered the vampire and broke his neck.
Selah rose smoothly to her feet and helped Lee rise. He was panting, blood gleaming across his chest and from a wound in his neck. The two vampires writhed at their feet. They would soon heal and rise, pulling the knife free and knitting their bones together. They had to keep moving.
"You...?" Was all Lee could manage. He took deep, sharp breaths and studied Selah. She nodded, not feeling winded, and they both hurried back around the boulder to where McKnight and Gordon were fighting off three more. Lee and Selah fell upon them by surprise, and in moments, they were taken down.
They stood in panting surprise and silence, bodies twisted and strewn about their feet. Gordon was hunched over, hands on knees, spitting blood. McKnight swayed and staggered and caught herself with an outstretched palm on the face of a boulder. Selah felt her pulse pounding in her head, a dull blotto beat like a hammer being swung at a sheet of iron. Lee touched his hand to his head and his fingers came away smeared black with blood. They stared at each other, fighting for breath, recovering from the sheer abruptness of the violence.
"Where's Dominique?" Selah looked over the bodies. Once, the sight of corpses strewn across mucked-up snow like this would have turned her stomach. The sight of a near-decapitation would have made her run. Now, she looked past each atrocity in search of her friend, too numb and calloused to care.
"There," said Gordon, straightening with a wince. Something seemed to be wrong with his left hip, and he took a tentative few steps forward. Selah looked where he was pointing and saw Dominique lying in a snow bank. She walked over and crouched down next to her, muscles already growing stiff in the cold, sweat cooling over her back. She pulled Dominique up, and brushed snow from her face. She pressed two fingers to Dominique's neck and bit her lip. The pulse was weak, erratic.
"We need to give her the Serum," she said. Turned to look at the other three. The moonlight painted their shoulders, the top of their heads and noses silver. The rest was in shadow.
"We've only got two ampules left," said Lee. His voice was flat, quiet.
"She's not going to survive the shock and cold if we don't. And I don't think Gordon can keep carrying her. Can you?"
Gordon took a deep breath and exhaled a dragon's plume of vapor. "I could if I had to."
Selah sniffed and looked around the edges of the clearing. Downslope, a wall of aspens reared thin and tentative, their naked boles forming an insubstantial skirt before the more solid wall of pine trees beyond. She squinted. Was that a figure standing within the forest? A darker shape, a person, perhaps, watching them. Theo?
"Come on. We don't have time. We have to keep moving." She extended her hand to Lee. It didn't shake in the cold. He stared at her, eyes flat, and then brought out the small carrying case. Unzipped it, thumbed a fat red ampule out from under its elastic restraining band, and socketed it into a syringe. He ignored her hand and stepped over, lowering fluidly into a crouch. Held the needle up to the night sky, squeezed out a few beads of crimson, and then pulled Dominique's jacket and shirt aside to reveal bare shoulder. Without preamble, he jabbed the needle into the muscle and squeezed the Serum slowly into her body.
"He's watching us," said Selah.
"I know." Lee withdrew the needle and tossed it aside. It sank into the snow bank and was gone. "You know him?"
Selah nodded. "The Dragon."
A vertical line appeared between Lee's eyebrows. "Great. I thought he was your friend?"
"Was." Selah fought the urge to look over her shoulder. To search out that form hidden in the aspens. "I ate his heart to regain my humanity. Now he wants to kill me."
Lee stared at her. "You what?" She watched him struggle to make sense of what she had just said. Then he laughed, a short, sharp bark of fierce amusement and despair. "I don't blame him. Jesus."
Dominique was starting to stir. Her head was lolling back and forth, eyelids fluttering. Selah shifted so that she could cup her head better. She wanted to defend herself, explain what had happened, why. How awful it had been. How even being forced to discuss it somehow cheapened the sacrifice Theo had made. But she bit down on the words. Some things couldn't be explained. Instead, she focused on Dominique. Brushed her hair back from her face.
The vampire's power, she suddenly realized, was already fading. She looked at her hand, held it out. A minute tremor shook it. Selah realized that she was feeling the cold. How--? Then it hit her. Blood Thrall. She turned and stared at the fallen bodies. They weren't true vampires. Somehow. More like cheap copies. Before, the swap of power would have lasted all night. For it to be fading already...
"Something in the woods," called out Gordon, voice tight.
"We know," said Lee. He rose to his feet, facing downhill toward the aspens. "He's watching us."
"Selah?" Dominique's eyes finally opened and focused on her. It was hard to tell in the light of the moon, but her dark brown eyes seemed to have grown darker, the whites now clouded with smoky gray.
"I'm here," said Selah. "Come on. You're all right. We have to move."
"I had a dream," said Dominique. "A strange dream. You were in it."
"No," said Gordon. "Not down there. Over there."
Selah rose to her feet and hauled Dominique up too, slipping an arm around her waist. The other woman shivered violently. She stared at Gordon. He was pointing toward where they had come, not down at the Aspens. Turning, she and Lee stared at the thick line of trees. Something large was emerging from between the trunks. A blot of night, hunched and inhuman. It was too much.
Primal instincts kicked in and Selah began to run, hauling Dominique along with her. "Go! Move!"
Lee and Gordon fell in next to her, McKnight but a pace behind. Nobody wanted to stay in the clearing. Nobody wanted to give that thing a chance to emerge into moonlight. They pounded round the boulders, leaped over still twitching bodies, and then Dominique started to run by herself, adrenaline and serum mixing in her blood to form an unstoppable cocktail. They ran, and within moments they were back in the trees.
Lee pulled ahead. He had drawn his revolver and ran as lightly as a deer, looking as if he could run until the end of time. Selah and Dominique were right behind him, McKnight and Gordon at their heels. Tightly bunched, they followed Lee as he led them through the dappled shadows and patches of moonlight. The going was clear. They could hear was their breath loud in the night air, could smell the harsh green scent of the evergreens, and taste the air as cold and raw in their mouths as crushed ice.
Lee broke away to the right, crouched down as he slid surfer-style down a loose scree of sharply-inclined snow and gravel. Selah and Dominique came right after, Dominique falling onto her ass only to be plucked back up onto her feet by Lee and hauled into motion once more by Selah. Over a fallen tree trunk, denuded of bark and as cold as iron to the touch, then along a narrow path between rocks and trees. The sky intermittent overhead, the snow crunching beneath each stride, Selah hoped against hope that she wouldn't plunge her foot into a hole and wrench her ankle.
Then the trees parted and they broke out onto a road. Selah staggered to a stop, caught Dominique in her arms, and turned as they others came barreling out. Two narrow lanes, powdered with snow, anonymous between the thick flanks of fir trees. The moon was clear and brilliant overhead, the sky devoid of clouds.
"Do we follow the road?" Selah caught Lee's eye. He looked unsure.
"If it's the base road, we might be stopped. Taken in." Gordon shook his head. "Then again, we'll make faster time heading down."
Selah tried to remember the drive up with McKnight. "Wasn't there a town below? Didn't we drive through someplace on the way up?"
"Yes." Dominique had her eyes closed, was gulping for air. "McCance. Seven miles from the base."
Lee stared at McKnight. She was swaying where she stood. Dominique was in rough shape. Even Gordon was pale, his face drawn with pain. "We follow the road." He took a deep breath and gestured with his chin. "Come on."
Selah placed her arm around Dominique's waist. The woman seemed dazed, running on fumes, constantly blinking as if she was having trouble focusing. Gordon stepped up next to McKnight, but she waved him away. They began to follow the narrow road, moving at a fast march, Lee bringing up the rear.
"Where's Tom?" asked Dominique, her voice slightly slurred. "I don't see him."
Selah felt her breath catch as if it had snagged on a hook. "He didn't make the crash."
It took sometime for Dominique to process this. Her mouth drew into a tight line, and she stumbled, leaning heavily on Selah. "Oh no," she said. "Oh, Tom."
Selah felt anger grow bright within her. This didn't have to have happened. None of this. It was too easy to imagine Tom, sitting up in the chopper, staring sightlessly at a tangle of branches spearing into the cockpit, broken glass around him. None of this was necessary. If only the President hadn't decided to cut the program.
They staggered on, trying to keep up their speed. The road was interminable. Ever descending, curving back and forth, a smooth, hard ribbon beneath their feet. The mountain peaks rose high about them, their ragged sides catching the moonlight where the snow lay thick and pearlescent.
The road curved around a shoulder of dead trees. Lee had taken the lead, but he stopped walking as he rounded the bend. Selah nearly strode right into him. Blinking, confused, she stepped aside and saw Theo standing in the center of the road. He was looking out over the small valley that opened up before him, the land to the right of the road dropping away sharply to a small stream below.
Silence.
Everybody stared at The Dragon. He seemed preoccupied, eyes slightly narrowed as he gazed out over the valley. No breath misted before his face. He didn't shiver. He might as well have been carved from stone. Finally, he turned and stared at her. Right at her. His features were so familiar, but the spirit behind his face was alien, cold, hungry. There was nothing there that she recognized. No hint of the warmth, compassion, or even love that had once animated him and sparked deep within those black eyes when he looked at her.
"Selah."
Lee pulled out the serum case.
"Theo." She let go of Dominique, slipped free, and stepped forward to stand next to Lee. So many emotions where churning within her. Resignation. Pity. Exhaustion. Fear. It was hard to hold onto anger, to hope. Not when faced by his quiet power. She knew what he was capable of. What their chances of defeating him were. She tried to think of how important her blood was, the potential vaccine it promised, what it meant for hundreds of millions of people. Yet here, beneath the light of the moon, faced with certain death, it all seemed so distant and abstract. She should have died that night in LA. Should have killed herself. Instead, she had borrowed time by consuming his heart. What life she had was due to him; if he wished to reclaim it, on some level, that was only fair.
Lee opened the case and drew forth the serum. Inserted the ampule in the last syringe and sank the needle into his shoulder.
"Lee, no," said Dominique, but she was too exhausted, too dazed to inject any emotion into her command.
Theo watched this, face inscrutable.
Lee took a deep, shuddering breath, part ecstasy, part pain. He raised his right hand, stared at his fingers. They were trembling. Slowly, he curled them into a fist. A second breath, as sharp as the first, and it seemed as if his whole body was trembling, shaking, vibrating from within.
Theo watched him with callous indifference. The syringe and ampule fell from Lee's hand and shattered on the asphalt.
"Step aside," said Theo. His voice low and toneless as if the very night spoke through him.
"I don't think so," said Lee.
"So be it." Theo began to walk forward.



Chapter 15
 
"No," said Selah. Something in her voice gave Lee pause. He looked back at her and Theo stopped his advance. "I'm not going to let anybody else die for me. No more."
Theo's voice was little more than a frozen whisper. "Leave now and I'll not hunt you down. My business is with her alone."
Selah looked at Theo. Stepped forward and raised her chin. Borrowed time. That's all she had ever had ever since the first vampire had bitten her in Miami. Running as fast as she could to avoid the truth. Using others to keep herself going--first Cloud, then Theo, and now Lee. She thought of Tom, of Armando, and took a deep breath. No more.
"OK," said Lee. "Good luck?" He nodded at her and turned to walk away.
Selah blinked, taken aback. That had been easy. She turned back to Theo. He was staring at her, a craving in the depths of his black eyes. He walked forward, each step an exercise in restraint, Lee giving him wide berth as they passed each other.
"Lee!" Gordon's voice was hoarse with disbelief. Selah heard movement behind her, but nobody stepped forward. She was transfixed by Theo's eyes. Their dolorous need, the hunger that was contorting his face, stripping it of whatever pretense of humanity it might have had. She had seen this before. When Arachne had lost all control at the last, shrieking and trying to claw Theo apart. When she had reverted to her most bestial and base self. Her true vampiric nature.
The air was shattered by gunfire. Theo shivered. Stopped, and turned around. Selah saw that four bloody flowers had erupted in his back. Lee snapped into a run, coming right at him, and with an overhand arc lobbed his now empty pistol right at Theo's head as he leaped upon The Dragon.
She watched, stunned, as Theo and Lee exchanged blows. She could barely anticipate each punch, each kick as it lashed out, blocks and landed strikes. With a cry, she threw herself forward and rammed her shoulder with all her strength into Theo's bloodied back. The faint vestiges of the Serum yet burned within her and the Blood Thrall's power was but a ghost of its initial strength, but she summoned every ounce of anger she had and careened at full tilt into Theo.
Only to bounce off, pain blossoming in her shoulder and crash to the ground. She might as well have rushed a cement wall. McKnight and Gordon ran past her and the three engaged Theo. Selah forced herself to stand. Two Hybrids, the most elite fighters in the US military. McKnight was still under the effects of the Serum, and Selah knew how dangerous she was. Three of the most lethal fighters she had ever met, augmented by vampire Serum and against only one opponent.
Who was having no trouble blocking their blows, weaving aside, face flat and unperturbed. Theo seemed not to feel the bullets in his back. It was as if the three were fighting a shadow that wove about them with impossible grace.
McKnight went down hard. Selah never saw what hit her. She simply spun out, pirouetting on the tips of both feet and then crashed to the asphalt, insensate before she hit the ground. Gordon moved in, and for a brief moment he and Lee seemed on the verge of pinning Theo between them, but Selah knew it was no good. This was The Dragon. The direct son of Sawiskera himself. As talented and dangerous as both men were, they didn't stand a chance.
Gordon took a blow on his shoulder that sent him slamming down onto one knee, the sound of a bone snapping clear in the frigid air. Selah again failed to see the strike that caught him under the chin, snapping his head back and lifting him off the ground, to fall and tumble to a stop.
Lee dropped back, wiped blood from the corner of his mouth. He was gasping for air, his hair matted across his brow, while Theo seemed completely at ease. They faced each other. One moment they were standing three yards apart, and then Theo was right before Lee without seeming to have crossed the space between them, hand wrapped around the Hybrid's throat, lifting him off the ground.
Lee let out a strangled cry and kicked out once, twice, three times, burying the toe of his boot in Theo's sternum. It had no effect. His face started to darken and he fought to break Theo's grip, driving his elbow over and over again into the vampire's arm. He swung back and somehow kicked high, scything his foot up and around to impact with the side of Theo's head, but the vampire casually raised his forearm and blocked the blow.
"Enough!" Selah fought her way to her feet. "Enough. Theo. Drop him. I'm here. Finish this."
Theo opened his hand and Lee dropped to the road. The vampire turned to her. His face showed no sign of effort. He stepped forward. Selah forced herself to stand still. Death, then, here on this mountain road. Death at last. She fought to hold his gaze. No vaccine. She thought of Mama B. Her father. Thought briefly of Cloud and then again of the vaccine. She had tried. She had done her best.
Theo stopped before her and reached out with one hand to trace the curve of her cheek. His skin was ice cold. She shivered beneath its touch. He looked down at her and it seemed a trace of sadness entered his expression.
"I know I loved you once." His voice was almost a whisper. "I know that. But there is nothing. Nothing but hunger. Not even thirst. I will tear out your heart and consume it raw. Perhaps then I will find the strength to kill myself and end this wretched existence. In your death, I will find my freedom. An end to this nightmare."
His touch was so gentle. She fought the urge to cup his hand. To reach for him. To try and find some spark, some ember of the man she had known. To coax him forth. But there was nothing there. She knew it. She had deprived him of what small fragment of humanity he had managed to conserve over the course of all his lonely centuries.
She heard movement behind her. Tried to ignore it. Somebody came running toward them, and then out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dominique rushing in, a knife in her hand.
Selah opened her mouth to yell at her, to try to stop her, but there was no time. Theo didn't even glance at Dominique. At the last moment, he simply brushed her away, the gesture casual, but the force behind the blow sent her flying. It was as if she had been clocked in the head by a baseball bat. She dropped, fell to the ground, and in that moment, the night air was rent by a hideous, inhuman shriek that came from the trees.
That got Theo's attention. For the first time, he frowned. He half turned to gaze over Dominique's still body at the darkness between the trees. Selah turned in time to see something from a nightmare burst out from the shadows, gray and furred and racing on all fours, a loping sprint faster than she could comprehend. In the moonlight, she caught a glimpse of an inhuman face with huge fangs and then it leaped, soared up into the air from ten yards away to come crashing down on Theo and into his outstretched arms.
The impact bent Theo back. It was as if a Mack truck had run into a massive steel girder. Before Selah could process the attack, the creature had dropped to the ground, snatched Theo up with its overlong arms, and lifted him clean off the road. The vampire let out a roar of his own, but the creature brought him down onto the road with all its strength, once, twice, and then hurled Theo away with such strength that the vampire tumbled through the air to crash into the woods, shattering a tree trunk and falling out of sight.
Selah stood frozen. This had all taken place in less than two seconds. The creature stood facing the woods where Theo had disappeared, and then it smacked the road with both palms and shrieked again.
Suddenly Selah knew, understood. She whispered one word. "Jojo."
The chimp moved over to where Dominique lay, its shrieks dying down to murmurs and whimpers. It stood hunched over the fallen scientist, swaying back and forth, and with one careful hand, it reached out to touch her hair. Dominique lay still. Jojo whimpered again and looked up. Theo was clawing his way out of the bushes.
"What," he said, "the fuck." His voice was heavy, clotted, as if his throat were choked with liquid. Something must have broken in his chest.
Jojo let out another howl, leaped up into the air, and brought both fists down hard on the asphalt. The old blacktop cracked.
Theo stepped onto the road's shoulder and slowly turned his head. Vertebrae popped. He stared malevolently at the ape, assessing the situation. Jojo moved to stand protectively before Dominique, the fur on his body standing up, making him seem even larger. Theo spat blood to the ground, bared his own fangs in a silent snarl, and hurled himself forward.
The two met with tremendous impact. Selah couldn't follow the fight. They were simply moving too fast. For a moment, they strained at the edge of the road, Jojo howling and shrieking, and then the ape buried its fangs in Theo's shoulder and they dropped and began to roll.
Selah came to herself. No time. No time to stand gawking. She hurried to Lee, who was breathing in a hoarse, whistling manner. She gripped his jacket and hauled him up so that he was sitting. His eyelids fluttered and he reached up to clasp the back of his head. Blinked, and looked at her.
"What's...? Where is he?"
Selah didn't know what to say. She turned and looked at the fight. The two combatants were mauling each other, shredding flesh with fangs and hitting with such strength that Selah could almost feel the power of each impact from where she crouched. She had to do something. Help them get away. But McKnight and Dominique were out cold. Gordon was groaning and trying to push himself up. Lee was still dazed. She could run. She could leave them. Force Theo to come after her. Half resolute, she stood, but felt Lee clutch her jacket. She looked down at him, and he shook his head.
"You're not running," he croaked.
Another shriek jerked her gaze to the fight. Theo had wrenched Jojo's arm back, shattering his elbow. The ape spasmed, cast the vampire off him and clutched his broken arm to his chest. Then he was on Theo once more, who sidestepped, but not quickly enough. They fell to the ground and rolled right off the road so quickly that Selah had to search for them for a second before catching sight of them once more.
"I have to." She tried to pry Lee's fingers loose. "Let go, please, let go."
"No," he said. "You aren't running. Stay." Somehow he began to climb to his feet.
Selah felt tears burn her eyes. "He'll kill you. He'll kill all of you. Let me go. Let me go!"
"No," said Lee again. "Vaccine." He used her to pull himself up and finally stood, swaying. Took a deep breath and grimaced. "Too important. Behind me."
Selah stared at him in disbelief. He could barely stand. He took a step forward, nearly slipped, and then rolled his shoulders with obvious pain.
She had to do something. In the rain gulley beyond the road, Theo reared up, Jojo pinned down under one knee. By the light of the moon, Selah saw that half of Theo's face was clawed clear off, bone and flayed muscle exposed to the air, his left eye missing. With both hands, he raised a great rock and brought it down with jarring speed. Again. And a third time.
Panic was a great bubble rising up within her, threatening to burst and sweep her away. She looked around. Find something. Do something. She glanced up in time to see Lee build up enough speed to throw himself into a football tackle, launching himself off the road to collide with Theo and knock him back to the ground.
Selah rushed to Gordon's side. The sound of the fight continued from just beyond the edge of her peripheral vision. He was on all fours, teeth gritted, trying to rise to his feet. Wanting to help, to talk to him, Selah forced herself instead to search his belt, his pockets for a weapon, a gun. Hadn't he had a gun before? Nothing. He grunted out a question, but she didn't listen. Instead, she rose to her feet, feeling impotent, useless.
Lee lay on his back. He'd been knocked onto the road and was struggling to gather his wits, shaking his head slowly as he forced himself up onto his elbows. Theo was reeling past him toward her. He was in horrific condition. His left foot was dragging sideways across the asphalt and his right shoulder was a good inch and a half lower than his left. His ribs looked stoved in and his face was gruesomely flayed and savaged. Both hands were mangled and yet, still he came on, lips pulled back from his fangs, fighting through his agony to reach her.
No time left to think, Selah ran to where Lee's pistol lay on the road, gleaming mercurially in the moonlight. She snatched it up and aimed it at Theo. He kept coming. She hesitated and then pressed the gun's muzzle to her temple.
Theo paused.
"There's one bullet left," said Selah. "I'll kill myself before I let you eat my heart. And something tells me you want me alive." She fought to keep her voice steady. "You're too slow to get to me in time. Too slow. I'll be dead. My heart will have stopped. Everything will be ruined." Theo stood still, shivering. Not with cold. With hunger. But he was too badly hurt.
Carefully, she steadied the gun. "I don't want to die. Not yet. So I'll give you this chance. Run, heal, and then find me when I'm not ready for you. Take my heart while it still beats. But not now, not tonight." She wished there was a way to cock the hammer, but the revolver didn't have one. "Go."
With a grunt, Gordon rose to his feet. It took him a moment to orient himself, but then he swung around to face Theo. Behind the vampire, Selah heard the low growl of Jojo coming from the bushes. Lee spat, rolled onto his side, and began to rise as well.
Theo pulled back, and for a moment, it looked like he would fall. Then he staggered forward, passing three yards to her left, and almost fell into the darkness beyond the road, past the bushes and into the trees that rapidly dropped away down the steep slope to the small valley below.
Selah watched for ten seconds, counting slowly, expecting at any time for the vampire to emerge once more, miraculously healed, but he didn't. A hand touched her shoulder and she jumped and spun around, but Lee caught the pistol by the barrel. She let out a cry of relief and sagged, all the tension and energy draining from her.
Lee turned to the others. "Gordon. You all right?"
"Fine." The other man was breathing in tight, pained wheezes. He hobbled past them and painfully lowered himself next to McKnight. "She's out cold. Pulse okay."
Lee went over to Dominique, and as he crouched down next to her, hissing in pain, a low growl emerged from the bushes beyond the road's edge. He paused, straightened. Selah forced herself up, and together they crossed the road and looked at the flattened area between the bushes were Jojo lay.
He was near death. He should have been dead. His gray fur was matted with blood. Both arms looked broken and his skull was distended and pulpy looking. His small black eyes gleamed up at them, clouded with pain, and his head lolled to one side. With effort, he turned it back and stared at them.
Selah gripped Lee's sleeve. "We can't leave him like this."
"No." Lee studied the fallen chimp. "We can't." He raised his gun. Jojo looked up and his lips peeled back in one final snarl, but Lee's hand was shaking too hard. He gritted his teeth with frustration, but finally dropped his hand. He was trembling all over now and sweat was beading across his skin.
"What's wrong?" asked Selah.
"Serum. Overdose. Working its way through my system. Here." He held the gun out to her and staggered back a step. Breathing in sharp, rapid pants, he placed both hands on his knees and let his head hang.
Selah took the gun. Raised it. Jojo ceased growling and a calm seemed to descend upon him. He simply lay there, looking up at her, eyes saturated with pain and loss. Selah gripped the gun with both hands. She couldn't afford to miss. One bullet. She wanted to close her eyes, fire the shot without looking, but she forced herself to meet Jojo's gaze. Even as she felt a sob well up within her, she pulled the trigger. The gun bucked and she turned away, a spasm of remorse shaking her. Closing her eyes, she gritted her teeth, hating the world, hating herself. She turned and forced herself to stare down at Jojo's body. She felt numb, sick to her stomach. That gleam in his eyes. He looked strangely small now without his fierce vitality and she felt compelled to say something, but nothing suitable came to mind. She thought of the Congo, of his adoptive parents, of the years he had spent trapped in an iron cage, alone and scared. She fought down her sorrow and whispered, "Thank you."



Chapter 16
 
They hit McCance four hours later. The road leveled out and the mountains pulled back as if grown diffident in the early dawn light. Several times, the approaching roar of engines and intimations of headlights had caused them to stumble off the road into the bushes, where they lay low, watching with slitted eyes as Humvees or civilian cars roared past. Traffic was sparse though. A concerted effort to find them had not been launched.
McCance was a small town. When the road crested the last ridge, they had a good view of its few intersecting streets before they descended to its level and approached. They walked like an errant pack of zombies, stumbling and leaning on each other, eyes bleary with exhaustion and pain. McKnight and Dominique had come to about a half hour after Theo had fled and they each insisted on walking, though they staggered as if on severed stumps and not feet. The sky gradually lightened, and with it their hope of surviving the interminable night grew, until, shivering and numb, they reached the outskirts of town.
Selah stared down the street past the gas station and a lone Starbucks. Single-story buildings lined both sides of the street as it extended into the heart of the town, but there was no movement, no lights, no sign of life. Silence. Somewhere, crows were croaking, their caws surreal and echoing in the frozen dawn air.
Some instinct held them still. Made them wait, hold back. Listen. Nothing--no sound of car engines or distant industry. Even the Starbucks was dark, its front door yawning wide open.
"Looks deserted," said Gordon. Selah nodded. McCance exuded a stillness and silence that spoke of abandonment. A ghost town.
"I'd heard people had been leaving these last few weeks," said Dominique from the back. Nobody had told her yet about Jojo. "Not enough security."
"Looks like they done left," said Gordon. He placed his hands on his hips and leaned back, grimacing as his spine popped. He lifted his bum leg tentatively, winced, and set it down.
"Let's find shelter," said Lee. "Maybe there are still people in the town center."
They moved forward. The road underfoot was old enough to have degenerated into islands of asphalt separated by gravel. It crunched as they stepped on it. Selah turned and looked back, past McKnight who walked with her head down, driven by sheer bloody determination, and at the heavy mountain slopes thick with pine trees and darkness. The last six hours were an extended and blurred nightmare. The hours spent walking had seemed to last forever, but now it was all receding into a haze of fatigue.
The Starbucks was abandoned, as was the gas station. Lee and Selah entered the small food mart behind the pumps and salvaged a number of PowerBars and sports drinks. They came back out and handed them around. Everybody stood chewing and drinking in silence, eyeing the streets and wilderness behind them, unable to completely relax. Nobody sat down.
Selah finished her second PowerBar and shoved the wrapper in her pocket with the first. Holding her half empty bottle, she took a deep breath, rolled her shoulders painfully, and started walking. The others watched and then one by one fell in. Down the street, past empty cars. A diner. A CVS. An auto shop. A handful of residences, and then they hit their first intersection. Selah hugged herself as she looked both ways, searching for a sign of life. Nothing. She pressed on across the street and further into the heart of town.
There were a couple of restaurants on this block, a boutique, arts and craft store. Coffee shops. Another gas station, a McDonalds. Town library on the next corner, facing a strip mall. All dark, all still. The morning light was delicate, crystalline, and the shadows were slowly lightening as if the darkness were evaporating puddles.
One more block and they hit the town square. A church, an old three-story hotel called the Pine Rest Inn, a small city hall, and a garishly ornate Chinese restaurant. There were lights on in the hotel, and from where Selah stood, she could make out a couple of figures with rifles on the hotel's rooftop. They had been spotted. A man stared at them through a pair of binoculars. Selah raised her hand and waved. The two men conferred and one of them waved back.
"Looks like we found somebody," she said, turning to the others. "Ready to go and act friendly?"
"What about our eyes?" Lee gazed skeptically at the hotel. "They won't take kindly to their being black, now will they?"
"Hold on," said Selah. She took off jogging, forcing herself to run despite the pain in her feet and her hips. Back down the street and into the strip mall. There were only six stores, but she had spotted one called Ernie's Wilderness Gear. She tried the front door. It opened and she breathed a sigh of relief. Silence. Soft shadows of a different nature than those outside. Aisles extending into darkness, a counter up front with a column of sunglasses. Selah glanced into the depths of the shop, resisted the urge to grab jackets and scarves, and instead snatched up two different sets of shades and left.
The others were waiting for her, too exhausted to do more than stand morosely and stare at the hotel. She handed Gordon one set, and Lee a pair of bronze rimmed Aviators. They tore off the tags with clumsy fingers and slipped them on.
"All right," said Selah, looking at Dominique who had her eyes closed and was swaying. "Come on." She wrapped her arm around Dominique's waist and led her across the street.
The hotel was an old building with ornate window frames and a heavy front door. The windows on all three stories had been boarded up. The men up on the roof watched her approach with rifles by their sides.
One of them, a bearded man with a baseball cap and a heavy red fleece, looked down at her and called out, "Where you coming in from?"
"The army base," called back Selah, stopping and craning her head back.
"It been overrun?"
"No. We just got out and left. It's been a long night and we're hurt pretty bad. Can we come in?"
"Sure. Sun's coming up. We're in the clear now." He raised an old-fashioned walkie and spoke into it. The front door cracked open and two people stepped out, glancing around cautiously like foxes emerging from their den. Selah hobbled over and they reached out to help with Dominique. One was a woman in her late thirties, her caramel-colored hair shoulder length, face broad and strong, while the other was a man in his early forties, hair already mostly iron-gray, face smooth, and eyes like two metallic ball bearings.
"Here, you're all right, you're all right," said the woman as Dominique stumbled.
"Any of you really hurt? Need a doctor?" The man spoke with a strong Irish accent, and it took Selah a moment to process his words.
"No. I mean, we're pretty banged up. But no, like, wounds or anything. I don't think." She looked back at the other three who came in behind. The Irish man scanned their group and stepped aside.
"Come on then, get inside. No sense in standing out here. We can make introductions where it's warm."
They filed into the lobby. It was warm, deliciously warm. Somewhere, food was cooking, the smell of bread and maybe soup, hearty and delicious. Selah's mouth flooded with saliva. They all shuffled in and the woman helped Dominique to a seat. The Irish man closed the door and a handful of other people came forward. The lobby was of good size, but even so it was hard to see everybody.
"All right, don't crowd them, give them room." A powerful woman in her sixties came forward, her gray hair pulled back in a bun, her face craggy and strong featured. "My name's Helen." She scanned their faces and settled on Gordon. "Are any of you seriously hurt?"
"She said not," said the Irish man.
"No, ma'am, " said Gordon. He raised a hand as if to remove his shades, then dropped it. "Just cold, sore, and in need of rest."
"You come down from the mountains?" Helen looked sharply from one of them to the other. McKnight was still in her army fatigues, and both Lee and Gordon gave off a subtle military vibe. "Never mind. Fenton, help the men to empty rooms. Susan, Jane, help me get these ladies to rooms of their own. First, they need hot baths, then some food, then sleep. We can talk later."
Selah felt a wave of relief flood over her. She didn't feel up to introductions, explanations, interrogations. People stirred, voices murmuring about them as the Irish man – Fenton – led Gordon and Lee out of the lobby. Helen stepped up to Dominique and crouched before her with surprising agility, and placed both hands on her thighs. "Look at me," she said, her voice gentle. Dominique raised her face. Helen touched her chin, wide lips pursed, and shook her head. "Concussion, maybe. Exhaustion and cold, most likely. Come on. There's no doctor in town, but we'll do what we can." She pushed herself to her feet, and Susan, the lady who had met them at the door, helped Dominique rise.
Helen moved to McKnight, who stood with clenched jaw and was blinking back exhaustion, swaying subtly in place. The older woman examined the Sergeant's face, the rash of mottled bruises and bloodshot left eye where Theo had struck her, and simply nodded. "Come on, then."
They made their way through the lobby, into a large reception hall, and then up a flight of stairs covered in thread-worn red carpeting. Down a narrow hall that smelled of dust and old leather, and to the first door on the right. The room was large, two king-sized beds set against one wall, with two large windows to their side, both of which were heavily boarded up so that only faint chinks of light entered. Helen took control. She and Susan undressed Dominique, who kept fading in and out of consciousness, and after discussing the situation, simply tucked her into bed. The third woman--Jane, a slender girl in her late teens with multiple piercings in her nose and eyebrow--went into the bathroom and began to run a hot shower.
Selah sat in a heavy armchair. The warmth in the room was prickling her frozen extremities, sinking into her body and thawing her out. Her feet were still frozen solid within her boots, but she felt drowsiness steal over her. The women were talking. Their voices were growing distant. The warmth lulled her. The armchair was incredibly soft and she felt as if she were sinking into it. She saw McKnight being ushered into the bathroom and closed her eyes.
Somebody shook her gently by the shoulder. She cracked open her eyes. Everything hurt.
"Come on. Your turn." Selah tried to protest, to turn away, but Helen was unlacing her boots, pulling them off and sending jarring shocks of pain through her lower legs. She felt her socks being peeled off, and then both Susan and Helen took her by the elbows and wrists and pulled her up. She staggered into the bathroom, felt them take off her jacket, and then did the rest herself, stepping into the hot shower with a gasp.
Perfection. Delight. Heaven. The water pressure wasn't the best, but Selah simply closed her eyes and stood under the hot water, felt it prick and scald her skin, run over the fuzz on her scalp, down her face. She turned to take the water down her back, then around again so that the hot water could wash her chest, run down her stomach. Still hugging herself, she ducked her head down and felt her feet burn as they came awake. This was glory. She felt knots in her shoulders begin to slowly relax. Nothing could be better.
She emerged twenty minutes later, shampooed and clean, and was buried in a massive cotton towel by Helen, who seemed to have no qualms about invading her privacy or treating her like a child. She was firmly toweled dry and then bundled up and ushered into the bedroom. McKnight was seated on the edge of the bed, hair wet, wrapped in a towel and wearing a bathrobe, face scrubbed clean, cupping a heavy mug to her lips. Selah sat next to her, and Susan pressed a mug into her hands. Soup. Vegetable broth. She took a sip. Salty and delicious.
"Now, drink that up, and sleep. We'll talk when you wake." Helen wiped her hands on her thighs.
"Thank you," said Selah. "Thank you."
"You're welcome." Helen grinned at her, showing yellowed teeth. "Now hurry up and drink that, then go to sleep. Come find us downstairs when you wake."
Jane curled a strand of purple hair behind her ear. "Where do I know you from?" She was looking closely at Selah.
"Later." Helen ushered Jane out the door. Susan followed after, pausing before closing the door to smile at them both. "Sleep well."
The door closed. Selah looked at McKnight. The other woman was staring out at nothing. The bruising was awful, her left eye swollen nearly shut. Mechanically, McKnight raised her mug to her lips, drank, lowered it. She looked desolate, alone, bereft.
"Why did you help us?" McKnight, blinked, and turned to look at her. Studied her. Didn't say anything. "I mean. You're going to get kicked out of the army now, right? Why? Why throw everything away?"
McKnight looked away. Finished her mug and set it aside, and then lay back on the bed. She looked up at the ceiling, one fist on the pillow by her face, the other over her chest. Selah realized that she wasn't going to answer, so she finished her own mug. It warmed her from within, eased an ache she hadn't realized had pained her. She walked around to her side of the bed.
"I did some research. After I dropped you off," said McKnight. "Called the General that had given me the orders. Back in LA. An aide of his put me in touch with an aide of General Adams. A guy called Cloud. He told me about you. What was going on. What was happening." McKnight closed her eyes. "I didn't feel like I had a choice."
"Oh," said Selah. She sat down and looked at McKnight. Thought of when she had first met her several weeks ago. The initial interrogation. The disdain and anger. Now, here she was, wrapped in a white bathrobe, showered, exhausted, beaten, and no doubt guilty of treason. She looked small, wrapped in the huge robe, but her face remained hard, mouth a line.
"Thank you," said Selah. She looked down at her hands. The hot water had stung cuts and scrapes, washed off the scabs. There was still some dirt under the nails. "Thanks." Exhaustion curled through her like steam rising from a great mug of coffee. McKnight didn't respond. Was probably already asleep.
Selah rubbed at her face. She should sleep, but something kept her awake. She rose and walked to the window. Looked out through a gap in the boards at the abandoned town of McCance. The sun had yet to clear the mountain to the east, but the sky above them was now a clear and delicate blue. The vampires and Blood Thralls had no doubt gone to ground. Theo was somewhere out there, healing, resting. Gathering his strength. The military would be searching for them too. They wouldn't be able to rest here. They'd have to move, and soon.
Selah rested her forehead against the cold glass. Closed her eyes. A deep fatigue was in her, a bone-sapping exhaustion. The comedown from the Serum, hours of adrenaline, the Blood Thralls' power, the pain and cold. She couldn't remember the last time she had been so tired. So dispirited. She tried to recall. Maybe when she had pulled herself off the road outside the LA Wall after hurling herself over it. Broken and bloodied. Maybe.
Selah pushed away from the window. Turned and looked at McKnight. Looked through her, and recalled Theo's distant and feral eyes. Tried to think of what McCance's abandonment might portend. What tomorrow might bring. Of the thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of Blood Thralls out there in the wilderness, hiding themselves in caves and under mats of leaves or in abandoned homes, pulling closet doors shut after them or stealing down into basements to await another night. Tried to think of the immensity of what was still to come, and how the President of the United States himself had arrayed his powers against her.
It was all too much. She staggered to the bed, fell into it, and sank into oblivion.



Chapter 17
 
Selah awoke to the sound of McKnight humming softly to herself. Turning her head, she saw the other woman seated on the edge of the bed, back toward her, running a brush through her newly wet hair. Selah lay still. She was warm. The pillow was a little dusty, but it was soft and she was afraid of awakening her aches and pains. So she lay still and listened to McKnight's low-throated hum, the soft melody that she repeated quietly over and over as she ran the brush through one side of her hair then the other.
"Morning," Selah said at last. McKnight paused and turned to look at her. The bruising was much better, already greatly faded, her eye bloodshot, but now open.
"More like evening. It's almost five."
"Five?" Selah sat up. Her body felt all right. Not great, but not like she'd been run over by a truck either. She turned her head till her neck cracked, and then stared at the window. The sky through the cracks was already growing dark. "Oh, no. I was hoping for... You know, sunshine." She hadn't seen the sun in weeks. The disappointment was crushing.
McKnight gave her a crooked smile. "You can still catch the last of it. Sun's already gone over the mountains though. Sorry."
"No problem. You been up and around already?"
"No. I've been up for an hour, but I ran myself a bath. Haven't had that luxury in over a year."
"How-- I guess it must be the Serum. Us healing like this. You looked half dead last night."
McKnight lowered the brush and looked down at her hands. She frowned. "Lee had no right."
Selah shrugged. "He didn't really have a choice. You weren't going to make it."
McKnight's frown deepened, then smoothed away. "Doesn't mean I have to like it. Having that ... shit. Injected into me."
"It saved your life. And maybe all of ours. I know I wouldn't have made it past the crash without it. Nor Dominique." Selah looked over at where the other woman still slept, noted her color looked better. She swung the covers off and stood. She was wearing a clean shirt and a pair of shorts. Where had they come from? She stretched, joints popping, and then released the stretch with a sigh. Her shoulders slumped. "Part of me wants to head back up there to find Tom. Give him a burial, you know?"
McKnight hesitated, then shook her head. "We have to keep moving. They're going to be looking for you. Us. I'm surprised they haven't swept the town already."
Selah looked around, and saw clothing folded on a chair by the door. She padded over and pulled up a wool sweater. "These people are really nice. It's almost weird."
McKnight set her brush down and walked over. She raised a black turtleneck. "No kidding. Makes me suspicious."
Selah snorted and got dressed. The clothing fit, mostly. A little tight around the hips, but pretty good. She looked at her muddied boots, and reluctantly pulled them on too. After a brief stop in the bathroom, they headed out and downstairs, deciding to leave Dominique to rest a little more. Voices drew them to a large dining room toward the back of the hotel, a long table lit by a fake chandelier and several wall sconces. A score of people were there, including Lee.
"Well, hello there," said Helen from the head of the table. "Just in time. We were about to clear this all away."
Selah pulled out a chair and sat down. "Thanks. I'm starving." Fenton took a plate from a stack, and served her mashed potatoes, a thick wedge of turkey breast meat, and a large spoonful of peas. The plate was passed down the table by Susan and a man she didn't know--might have been one of the sentries from up top--and was set before her.
"Thanks," she said again, and then hesitated. "What are you guys doing here still? Where did everybody go?"
People stared at each other, and then back. Lee went on eating. Helen spoke up. "We're the last. You could call us stubborn, some have called us worse. We just refuse to quit and run."
"Hell," said the bearded man who had been sentry. "I ain't letting nobody force me out of my home."
"Not even vampires?" Selah forced herself to eat a discrete amount of mashed potatoes and not shovel it all in at once. It tasted heavenly.
"Not even from vampires," said Helen with some measure of satisfaction. "Nope. This is our home, and we plan to weather the storm. That, and we've got the base just up the road. Well..." She frowned.
"What?" Selah looked from one face to another.
Lee paused, fork mid-air. "They're on lockdown. Looks like they were nearly swamped after we left."
Selah opened her eyes wide. "For real? But they're still all right?"
"All right?" An old man shook his head. "Hanging in there, more like. Looking ready to bolt. If they leave, hell. I don't know. Guess we'll have to rethink some things."
"What matters," said Helen, "is that you're safe for now. We had some difficulties last night, but we're well armed, and all of us know how to use a shotgun."
"You need to leave," said Lee. "There's still an hour of sunlight. You could be seventy miles from here, eighty by the time the sun sets. Denver, maybe, with a little luck."
"Now, listen here," said Helen. Lee pushed his plate away and something in his expression gave her pause.
"I'm sorry. I don't mean to be rude. But if there are enough vampires, Blood Thralls, out there to almost swarm the base, then you don't have a chance. It's a miracle you're still here. Trust me. We're leaving soon as Gordon and Dominique are ready to go. We're going to find a couple of cars and drive as fast as we can east."
"We are?" Selah looked from Lee to McKnight, who nodded her agreement. McKnight wasn't wasting any time. She was shoveling food down like it might be her last meal. Selah took the hint and got to work.
"Well," said Helen, sitting back, thick hands on the table. "Well, I don't know about that. We've done all right so far."
Lee shrugged. "What did you do for a living, Helen?"
"I was a massage therapist."
"And you, Sam?" The old man huffed and then allowed that he was a retired police officer. Their professions came out one by one. Stay-at-home mother. Yoga instructor. High school teacher. Owner of an art store in town. Jane was last, and she said with some pride that she was a freelance graphic designer.
"Right. I'm military. Been military all my life. So has McKnight here, and Gordon upstairs. We know what we're talking about. When I tell you that you need to leave, you need to leave." He held Helen's gaze, and then stared at the rest of them. "You don't have to. You can stay. But you'll die tonight if you do. You have an hour to get your gear together. I suggest you get to it."
Helen opened and then closed her mouth. She was not used to being argued with, and definitely not so clearly and succinctly. Lee went back to eating, clearly not interested in pushing his point further.
"Helen. Maybe he's right." Susan's voice was hesitant. Fenton nodded. Soon, an argument was in full swing, with Helen and Sam holding out, the others rallying against them. Selah finished her plate, had a second in record time, and then she, McKnight, and Lee stepped aside.
They walked out into the hall. Up close, Lee didn't look too good. His bronze skin was pale and the occasional chill still shook him.
"All right." His voice, however, was firm. "We're out of here in thirty. Selah, get an Omni from Jane. If anybody has one, she does. McKnight, get Dominique ready to go. I'm going to find us transport, then get Gordon down."
"How is he? Gordon?"
"Not good. His clavicle is broken. If he wasn't a Hybrid he wouldn't have made it last night. He's paying for it now. He'll move though. Thirty minutes. Clear?"
Selah nodded. The argument was still going on in the dining room, Helen speaking over several other voices. McKnight moved toward the stairs, as did Lee. Selah hesitated, then edged back into the doorway. She hung back, and when Jane glanced in her direction, she beckoned her over.
A moment later, Jane stepped out into the hallway. "Hey."
"Hey, Jane. I have a favor to ask."
"Sure. You know, you look really familiar."
"I do?" Selah paused. "I don't think so."
"You do. I can't place it." Jane frowned, then shrugged. "Anyways. What you want?"
"An Omni. I need to get in touch with somebody."
"Sure thing. Come on, I'll lend you mine. It's a sweet new model." Jane walked quickly to the steps, light on her feet. "You need Goggles? FingerTips?"
"No, not really." Selah followed after her. "Just a quick call."
"Sure thing." Jane skipped up the stairs, up to the second floor, and then down the hall. Without any prompting, she began to tell Selah about herself--how she had moved here from Alabama two years ago without knowing a soul, simply because her sister, who had died five years before, had described these mountains as her favorite place in the world. Jane had had an abortion back in Alabama, and when her boyfriend had left her, she'd felt so lost, so alone in the world, that coming up here had felt like re-connecting with her sister, like following in her footsteps. Her sister had been a geologist, not something she was into, but her freelance work had taken off while she had worked at Helen's healing center, so everything had come together like, well, magic. The place, she said, turning to Selah as they entered her room, felt like home, the first she had ever had.
"Uh, wow," said Selah. She had never had somebody tell her so much personal information all at once. "I'm ... sorry. About what happened back in Alabama. But, yeah. I'm happy for you."
"I know." Jane shrugged philosophically. "But that's the past. I'm invested in being here now. Of course, this universe, you know? The minute I start getting settled, it dumps a new vampire war on me. Go figure. Anyway, here's my Omni. Let me log you into a guest account."
Jane's room looked like an explosion had gone off in it. Shirts, socks, dirty plates, pillows, underwear, magazines, blankets, ski gear, all of it was tossed across the floor. She picked her way over to the desk and unplugged the Omni from the screen and its externals and handed it to Selah, who sat tentatively on the edge of the bed and logged in.
She paused, staring at the screen. It was so tempting to just quickly scan the web, see what was going on, what had happened. But no. She went straight to her private Garden and logged in. Immediately the same insanity as before began to flood the screens--over 425,000 friendship requests, 1,345,000 notifications, far too many mentions in other people's Gardens, vBlogs and related media, high-ranked connection requests from media outlets--too much. She panicked and closed down all the feeds. Stared at her blank Garden, and then fled into her Shrine.
It was as blank as before. A handful of messages were beeping there, private access-only messages from friends and family. She saw two from Mama B, one from Cloud, and a score from old friends in Brooklyn. She looked at their frozen faces and they seemed so young to her, almost alien. She glanced up at where Jane was leaning against her desk. "Erm, do you have any earbuds?"
"Oh! Sure. Here." She handed Selah a pair.
After fitting them in, Selah activated her grandma's messages. The first was a response to the one she had sent from Armando's safe house, so many lifetimes ago. Mama B was distraught, fierce, demanding, and Selah didn't even hear what she said. Her eyes burned with tears, and her heart felt like it had tripped on buckled pavement. She simply stared at Mama B's face, heard her voice, and then closed her eyes. The message ended. Something about the Lord and love and forever. She saved it and then opened the second message.
Mama B looked up at her, expression soft, loving, wondering. "Oh, child. Oh, Selah. I love you, I believe in you, and I know that the Lord will protect you. You are alive when I though you lost, you are healed when I thought you fallen, and, oh, you have made me so very proud. I love you with all my heart, Selah, and I will be telling the General that you're going to the military. I know he will work it so that you are set free. We will soon see each other again, Selah. I know this. Until then, child, stay strong, believe in yourself, and trust in the Lord."
The message ended. Selah took a deep shuddering breath, closed her eyes again, and saved the message. She felt warmth spread through her and nodded to herself. She stared at Cloud's message. It blinked blue. She didn't know if she was ready to hear what he had to say. Instead, she opened a call to General Adam's number. Cloud would probably answer that anyway.
Instead, a window opened on the screen showing the General's face. He looked older than she recalled, his face clean-shaven, but his eyes had lost nothing of their mineral mica gleam. "Selah. Are you all right?"
"I am. General. Thank you. For your help. For doing everything you've done." Selah wiped the last of the tears away and sat up a little straighter.
"That was nothing. Where are you? Are you in immediate danger?"
"Immediate, no. In a couple of hours, maybe. We're in McCance. We escaped the base last night. The chopper crashed. We lost... We... I mean. We made it down. We have two men from the Hybrid program with us. And Sergeant McKnight. I think you know her, right? And Dominique, one of the scientists from USAMRIID. She was the one working on the vaccine."
"All right, good. What are your immediate plans?"
"We're leaving McCance now. I think we're going to try for Denver. We heard something about the base being attacked last night?"
"Yes, it was. Nothing like the attack you saw in LA, but it was still close. You got out just in time--the whole base is on lockdown. Get to Denver." He looked offscreen. "That should take you three hours. Two if you go fast. We have people there who can protect you. Old friends of yours. Call me when you hit the city limits. I'll arrange an escort for you there."
"All right. General, what's the plan? What happens next?"
The general rubbed his face, and Selah saw the exhaustion for the first time behind the iron control. "First, we make sure you're safe. Then we need to speak with this Dominique about what sort of facilities she needs to create the vaccine. Then we publicize it and force the President's hand." He said each phase with calm certainty, such that it sounded almost simple.
"All right." Selah took a deep breath. "Okay. I'm going to get going then."
A voice spoke from offscreen and the General paused. "One moment. Cloud wants a word."
"I--I really have to get going. Maybe later?"
The General raised a hand. "I don't know everything that happened between you, Selah, but Cloud wants to say something brief. It pertains to your safety. I'm asking you to hear him out."
"Oh." Selah wanted nothing more than to kill the connection, but finally she sighed. "All right."
The screen swooped as it was handed over, and then Cloud was looking up at her. His face was so familiar. He hadn't shaved in a few days and his upper lip and chin were covered in stubble; she remembered how he couldn't grow any on his cheeks or jawline.
"Hey, Selah." His voice sounded strange. Like he was trying to play it professional. But his eyes were liquid, with depths to them she didn't want to explore.
"Hi, Cloud. What's up." It wasn't a question. A mere acknowledgement. It was still too much to talk to him. She didn't want to open those doors just yet.
"We need to start talking about your public image."
"My what?" That she had not expected.
"Your public profile. It was pretty huge before LA, but after you posted that public goodbye to your grandmother, it's taken off. You've gone viral."
Selah blinked. 425,000 friend requests. "I, uh. I don't know what you're talking about."
Cloud shifted from side to side, licked his lip, clearly thinking hard about how to convey this to her. "Look. Real quick, because I know you have to run. You started this all with that broadcast back in Miami, remember? In Magnum? Then it snowballed when you saved me from the cage fight on live broadcast. Then Sawiskera died that night. You wouldn't believe the conspiracy theories. Well, maybe you would. The next time you appear is in LA, the night everything went to hell. You posted that public goodbye to Mama B, and you said something about a vaccine. Followed immediately by the start of the second vampire war."
Selah blinked again. Her brain felt stuck in second gear. "Public? I sent it ... to her privately." Her stomach sank. "But I didn't plan any of this."
Cloud grinned and that smile hurt. It was the first unselfconscious smile she'd seen since LA. "I know. That's why it's been so effective. The government ignored you at first, but two weeks ago, they put out an official statement declaring that your vaccine claim was a hoax. That really got people going. Totally backfired. Now, anybody who's anti-Lynnfield is up in arms and you're like their martyr, or Che Guevara or something. Selah, you're huge, and we need to start thinking what we're going to do with this."
Selah closed her eyes. She thought of Jojo staring up at her, his eyes mute with pain and depths of alien emotion. Theo striding toward her. Tom. The nightmarish descent to town. That was real. That was what her life had been about. This? 1,345,000 notifications.
"Cloud. I don't-- No, I can't handle this right now. Not now."
"I understand. Just don't post anything public until we've talked this over, all right? Things are getting critical. I don't know how much you've kept up, but the country, shit is getting so real I don't even know. We need to play your next move carefully. It could, if we do it right, spark a revolution."
Selah laughed. "A what? A revolution? Whatever, Cloud. Look, I have to go."
"All right. Just think about it. That's all I ask."
"All right. I will."
Cloud smiled up at her, and then she saw awareness steal back over him, a layer of shadow slip behind his eyes. The moment fell away and so did his smile. "All right, Selah. Take care."
"Yeah. You too." She killed the connection. Stared down at the blank screen, took a deep breath, and looked up.
Jane was staring at her in disbelief. Selah jerked her head back an inch, surprised, having forgotten she was there. Oh shit, she thought. She winced. "You heard all that."
"You're Selah Brown! The Selah Brown. I didn't recognize you without the hair, but that's it. I knew I recognized you from somewhere. I mean, holy shit. It's you."
"Yeah. Erm... Can you not tell anybody? About me being, uh, me?" Selah felt as if she had fallen through a crack into an old episode of the Twilight Zone. Jane pushed away from her desk and crouched before her.
"Did you kill Sawiskera? Was it you? I know most people think it was Plessy, but it was you, right? Nobody knows for sure. And Arachne, was she really your twin sister?"
"What? No. What? Where did you get all this from?"
Jane grinned at her and ran her hands through her hair. "I mean, wow! Look, just tell me one thing. One thing. Did you-- Okay. Your ability to move like... Your vampire power. Is it ... Were you born from a vampire mother? That's my theory. Can you just tell me that? Are you a day-walker?"
"A vampire-- What? No!" Selah stood up. "I'm just a normal girl. I'm just--" She stopped. It wasn't true. She wasn't a normal girl, hadn't been in ages. "Look, I'm not-- My mother, I mean. Arachne was not my twin sister. And, okay, stop."
Jane stood up. Selah took a moment, composed her thoughts, put out both hands to forestall any further conversation. "It's not safe for you to know me. I'm serious. This isn't all right. I should have been more careful. You need to start packing and get out of here, and forget you ever met me."
"Sure," said Jane. "Sure thing. I'll not tell a soul. I promise. I'm a huge fan. I can't believe I didn't recognize you. Here, take my Omni. And my Goggles and my FingerTips. No, please. They're satellite linked, so you can use them anywhere. If you're going to be hitting the road, you'll need them, right? Much more than me."
Selah looked at the Omni in her hand. She opened her mouth to resist, then closed it. Jane was right. "Thank you. That really helps."
"No problem. Okay. I'm getting myself under control. I'm cool. I just want to say one thing. One last thing, then I'll stop. I really admire you. What you've done. Fighting the vampires like that. It's ... it's been really inspiring. Seeing you save Cloud. Doing all the stuff you've done. It's really made an impression on me."
Selah looked blankly at Jane. Was she serious? She tried to see things from her point of view. Cutting out the harsh realities of what had happened. The deaths. The sacrifices. The pain. "You're welcome," she said at last. "I'm glad ... I mean... Yeah. Thanks."
Jane nodded once, tightly, and then stepped back. "I know you need to go. I need to pack. If you think we should leave, I'm leaving. I'll get the others to go too."
"Yeah." Selah moved toward the door. She paused, turned back around. Jane was still watching her. "Did you mean that?" Selah was having trouble wrapping her mind around it all. "Never mind. Thanks. And ... take care of yourself."
Jane nodded and Selah escaped while she still could. Cloud's words came back to her. Revolution? She needed to learn what was going on. She had no idea how far or how badly the war had gone. She strode down the hall, mind whirling. Public profile? She stopped short. Her message to Mama B had gone public? It took a moment for that piece to slot into place. That had been meant to be private. What had she said? Selah closed her eyes. She couldn't remember exactly. She fought the urge to replay it right then and hurried on. Later. She would check it all out later.



Chapter 18
 
Dominique was downstairs at the dinner table with McKnight, looking uncertain and tentative, wrapped up in her soiled white USAMRIID snow jacket, face pinched and with a bowl of soup in her hands. She was eating it quickly though, which reassured Selah. Walking over, she hugged her from behind and was rewarded with a tentative smile.
"How you feeling?"
"Pretty good. Well, I've got a nasty headache. And it's a little hard to focus and, well... A ringing in my ears." She paused and smiled weakly. "So yeah. Pretty good."
"Yeah." Selah turned as Lee came down. Gordon made his way down after him, an improvised crutch under one arm. The heavyset Hybrid was moving with grim determination, his left arm in a sling across his chest. Both of them wore sunglasses and their arrival seemed to be a signal to the others in the hotel, who crowded in from the dining room and other parts to see them off.
"Half of us are leaving," said Helen. "A few of the faithful are going to stay."
Selah stepped up next to Lee and they returned Helen's defiant stare. Lee shrugged and turned to Gordon. Selah tried to think of something to say, and then simply nodded. "Be careful. Thank you again. You've done so much."
Helen stepped forward and took Selah's hands in her own. Something within the older woman seemed to relent, melt away, and she gave Selah a toothy grin. "Darling, it's what good people do for one another. That's all. Now be careful, drive safe, and don't hesitate to drop us a line and let us know how you're doing. We'll be thinking of you."
Selah squeezed Helen's hands back and nodded. "I will."
Then, far too quickly, they stepped outside and climbed into the Subaru station wagon that Lee had procured. It was low-slung, forest green, corners comfortably rounded, and it looked like it could run forever. Without any cases or packs, they simply got in, Gordon collapsing with a grunt into the passenger seat, Dominique in the middle of the back seat, McKnight and Selah each taking a window at her side. Selah watched as a half dozen people ran back and forth from the front door to three other cars that were parked curbside, loading what looked like an endless supply of suitcases. Jane was amongst them, lugging a hiking backpack that trailed wires and several poster tubes under her arm. Selah raised her hand and waved, and Jane gave her a luminous smile back.
Lee closed his door and looked skeptically at the hotel, then down the road. He wiped his sleeve over his brow. He was sweating despite the cold. There was an hour maybe before it got dark. He had left the engine running, so he simply lowered the parking break and pulled out onto the road.
"This is so much better than walking," said McKnight. "Goddamn."
Lee looked at her in the rear-view mirror and grinned. "You getting soft, McKnight?"
"I guess so. In my old age." They watched McCance slide by. "And call me Rebecca already, Lee."
"Rebecca." Another sharp smile. Lee was clearly pleased to be on the road as well.
They drove carefully out of McCance, past dead stores and silent homes, and Selah tried to rein in her imagination. Not picture Blood Thralls lying under beds, beneath storm drains, faces frozen, eyes liquid black, waiting, waiting for the sun to go down.
Unable to resist, she dug Jane's Omni out of her pocket. She pulled out the Goggles and FingerTips as well. Thumbed their on switches, and saw the little Bluetooth signals pop up on the Omni's screen. The Goggles and FingerTips were fully charged and tethered. "Um, I'm going to go under for a bit. Check the news. If anything, just give me a push, yeah?" Lee nodded, intent on the road, and she slipped the earbuds and three FingerTips on, one on her right thumb, index finger, and middle finger. Then she pulled the Goggles on over her head, fit them snugly over her eyes, and pressed the activate button that lay across her temple.
The car disappeared. Instead, she was looking out into white space, without definition or real depth, that conveyed a sense of immensity, of vast space. Pearlescent light filled the air, coming from no real source, gentle and pervasive. She still felt the car rumbling beneath her, but all she could hear was the gentle hum and chimes of the login screen. A window opened up before her, its rim made of acid etched steel, its screen black and scrolling archaic green blocky text. Selah smiled. Jane's preference, no doubt.
She raised her FingerTipped fingers and typed her login information into the floating keyboard that appeared in the lower half of the window. Immediately, the environment changed; with Goggles and FingerTips she could access her Nexus, a place she hadn't visited since Brooklyn. With just an Omni, she normally ported straight into her Garden, but now, with this immersive technology, she could enter her Nexus first, a Techno-punk forest glade that brought back a charge of nostalgia and tenderness toward the young girl she had once been.
The blank white void disappeared. In its place, she stood in a magical glade, the colors overly intense, the flowers improbably tall, the trees vast, a combination of Amazonian jungle and redwood forest. Endless rainbows crisscrossed between the trees and a floating Aurora Borealis effect hovered like a low-lying cloud just overhead. The sound of small waterfalls came to her, and looking around, she saw the endless streams that she had spent so much time getting just right. Mr Jams the bunny rabbit hopped into view and looked up at her. He was dyed a riot of purple hues and his rear legs were made of banded steel. Jane would have loved him; he was Selah's first creation.
"Hello, Selah!" He had a British accent that had once caused her no end of amusement. "Do you want to play a game?"
She ignored him and mimed walking with her FingerTipped index and middle finger, propelling herself forward to the greatest tree in the glade. It had a number of different windows implanted into its vast trunk. Some were windows into her former best friends' Gardens. Others looked into a couple of the Multi-User Dungeons she had been playing in before being deported to Miami. Some Fashion windows, a handful of tiny windows no larger than her palm that looked into the public Gardens of some of her favorite bands. She smiled a sad smile, examining what had been important to her back in the day. No longer.
She raised her FingerTipped hand, clicked the three fingers together three times, and the borders of all the widows became outlined in red. With an imperious wave, she wiped them all from the surface of the tree. They disappeared, so that she was looking at rough bark alone. Then she pointed her index finger, outlined a rectangle in the air, and a fresh window opened up, looking out into pearlescent nothingness.
She almost spoke out her first command, but remembered in time that she didn't have a mike attached. Instead, she activated the hovering keyboard, and typed out 'CNN.' The window immediately looked into a newsroom where news anchors were talking silently, endless windows hovering behind them showing scenes from around the world. She finger walked up to the Window, tapped its lower sill twice and it dropped to the floor, turning the window into a door. She turned her profile to Private, and finger walked through and entered the CNN Garden.
A murmur of well-modulated voices filled her ears, but she didn't key into any one news anchor just yet. Instead, she finger walked around the newsroom, looking at headlines, watching videos. There was a wealth of information here. All she had to do was tap any one newsfeed to draw up supporting documents, related videos, interviews, and recorded reportage. She just browsed at first, trying to absorb as much as she could.
LA was a hell zone. The city had been declared an official disaster area. She turned away from shots of countless thousands trudging along roads south to San Diego, north to San Francisco, people falling down, exhausted from dehydration, dying on the highway shoulders by the score. Paused to watch a Public Service Announcement instructing viewers on standard safety procedures. The need to collect in government-approved shelters if your home wasn't certified at least B+ Safe by a government-approved agency. Curfew started at 6pm, and anybody found outside by security forces would be shot on sight. A review of common myths about vampires--how crucifixes, Stars of David, and other religious symbols didn't stop them; holy water and garlic had no effect; stakes though the heart would hurt them as much as any other form of bodily damage, but not more so.
Selah walked on, drawn by a huge map of the US. It showed the West Coast drenched in red, with LA, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Tucson, Boise, and Salt Lake City represented by a garish crimson skull and crossbones. A number of cities around those were circled in blinking yellow. The red had spread through most of California, Nevada, Idaho, Arizona, Utah, and Colorado. She felt her stomach clench. So fast?
She reached out and pulled up the interactive console. Examined it. Hit the Historical Replay button. Looked up and saw a large date appear on the upper left of the map, the day LA had fallen. On cue, LA suddenly blinked and was replaced by a skull and crossbones. The days began to flicker past and she watched the red flow out like spilt blood over California, lap around San Francisco and San Diego, engulf the refugees with disastrous consequences, then spill out into the other cities. Watched Phoenix fall first, followed shortly by Vegas and the others.
She took a deep breath. Calmed her mind. Studied the console and selected the 'Latest Sightings' button. Immediately, a constellation of blinking yellow dots appeared scattered over the Rockies, down through New Mexico, up into Wyoming, and even Montana. She tapped a couple, bringing up dates, locations, and a few detailed reports.
Gallup, New Mexico: two vampires seen on city limits by Minutemen patrol. Engaged in gunfire, vampires killed. No human casualties.
Rock Springs, Wyoming: Siege continues. 37 vampires reported killed over the course of the night. 9 human casualties, identities still awaiting confirmation. Situation critical.
Omaha, Nebraska: Lone vampire intercepted and killed leaving family residence. More vampires found within residence, house condemned. Seven human casualties.
And on and on. Each brief note hinting at tragedy and violence. Selah stepped away, overwhelmed, and hurried to a Public Bulletin entitled What We Know. She activated it and watched as words began to scroll up the screen, accompanied by images. It was brief and mercifully to the point. A comparison was drawn between the original vampires of the first war and this new wave of vampires that was threatening the country. Blood Thralls, Selah thought, but she didn't see that name anywhere.
"This new breed shows a marked drop in intelligence and ability to plan and exercise restraint on their hunger. Unable to operate complex machinery, they are limited to traveling on foot or, in a few rare cases, stowing away with cargo. Strength, speed, and endurance have also been found to be less than that of the original vampires, leading some to speculate on a weakening of the virus or thinning of the generative curse. Encounters with these Gen 2.0 vampires always result in attacks which are of as direct and violent a nature as possible. No attempt to converse, reason, or otherwise interact with Gen 2.0 vampires has been met with any success.
However, despite their growing numbers they appear to possess limited vitality. It has been speculated that either due to an inability to feed consistently or the short lived nature of their state, Gen 2.0 vampires do not last more than a week before collapsing. Investigations are ongoing into this phenomenon, with hope being advanced by strategists that if we can but contain the infection for that period of time, the Gen 2.0 vampire threat will collapse upon itself."
She watched the rest of the video, but it didn't tell her anything she didn't know. Instead, she turned and walked up to one of the news anchors. He was a good-looking man, in his forties with greying hair and a harried look of genuine concern. Over his shoulder hovered a window showing President Lynnfield and Plessy as they stood together during a press conference. She reached out, interrupted his report, and had him start from the beginning.
"President Lynnfield was joined last night in the Rose garden by Mr. Plessy, the elected leader of the Free City of Miami, as he made a statement as to the government's latest attempts to contain the vampiric infection."
The window over his shoulder came to life and swooped forward. President Lynnfield looked grave, and by his side, Plessy stood with hands clasped before him, chin and brows lowered. Selah felt a wave of hatred at the sight of him, a visceral sense of disgust.
The President began. "Good evening, and thank you for coming on such short notice. Never have our liberties and freedom been so imperiled as they are today. Never have the core ideals of the American people been so threatened by an alien and despicable threat. Yet we stand tall, refusing to bow our heads, determined to fight on and rescue this noble and beautiful country from the danger that stands poised to wash over us."
All right already, thought Selah. Enough with the empty words. She reached out and forwarded the video a minute past more grandstanding. Stopped and pressed play once more.
"Which is why I stand firm with Mr. Plessy, united in our common cause to restore order to this country. Mr. Plessy has disavowed Miami's involvement with this outbreak and maintains the integrity of the US government's treaty with the Free City of Miami, ensuring that no Miami vampire leaves the city's confines. This gesture of good faith is not only welcomed, but appreciated, and what's more, a common ground has been found between his ... ah ... citizens and our own.
"Mr. Plessy has stated in no uncertain terms that the safety of his citizens depends on the health of our government. That their desire for equality with humanity requires a hale and hearty humanity to be equal to, and that their respect and desire for civility, order, prosperity, and advancement means that this barbaric attack is as much an attack on the dreams of the Free City of Miami as it is upon the USA.
"As such, he has agreed to support us in this war with unconditional support. We are launching a joint effort to fight fire with fire, and are creating a joint task force composed of our military elite and the best citizens that Mr. Plessy has to lead strike teams into contaminated areas and build firewalls to prevent the advance of these Gen 2.0 vampires."
Plessy nodded, face almost comically stern, his small eyes pitch black behind his rectangular glasses. Which were for effect only, Selah knew. He didn't need them. His vision was perfect. Reporters had raised their voices in consternation, and the President raised his hands and waited for quiet.
"Know that your government is acting with the safety of the American public in mind. Extraordinary times require extraordinary measures. We will, in the fullness of time, reveal more details about these joint task forces, but we must remember that the most important goal is victory, and that rather than risk annihilation, we must use whatever forces and tools are at hand to ensure the safety of our people."
Selah paused the newsfeed just as it began to roll back behind the news anchor. She frowned. Joint task force. Vampires and humans working together to fight off the Blood Thralls. Why? Why would Plessy go out of his way to help his former enemy? When all he had to do was sit behind his walls and watch the country fall?
Selah flicked her FingerTips and drifted away in thought, returning through her door to her Garden. There was something that Theo had told her back in LA that was teasing the corner of her mind. She closed her eyes and thought back. Something about how each city had drawn a different kind of vampire. Those who wanted order and stability had followed Sawiskera, wanting his power to exert some form of government upon the city. Those who had wanted anarchy and freedom from his authority had gone to LA, there to live out their fantasies and allow their passions full reign, away from the mightiest vampire of them all.
Plessy. He had been a vampire for but a few years. He had been Embraced during the first war. His mind frame, his worldview, it was still based on essentially human ways of thinking, even if he was now a heartless predator. Selah bent her FingerTipped fingers, then sprung her hand up as if leaping off the ground. Her virtual body did the same and she rose up amongst the branches and rainbows, past cyborg squirrels and iridescent butterflies. She used to do her best thinking up here.
Plessy's goal had always been to merge with human society. Seduce it, lure it into thinking of vampires as alluring figures of sexual power and inordinate cool. That's why he'd run all those TV programs, done all that PR. This war was almost perfect for him. It allowed him to actually act on his promises, his words. To play the part of a concerned friend. To demonstrate to one and all that he and his vampires had humanity's best interests at heart.
Say Plessy and Lynnfield managed to win the war. Contain the Blood Thralls so that they died off. The political landscape would be forever changed, with Plessy's vampires hailed as heroes, staunch human allies. The walls of the 'Free City of Miami' would drop. Plessy would win. He and his vampires would gain unparalleled access to humanity, from its government down. From there, it would take little effort to take power, control the right people, and ultimately lead the country. Maybe not in the first five years, or even ten, but that didn't matter. What were twenty-five years, or even fifty, to a vampire, especially if they were then seen as living saviors from humanity's greatest war?
Selah shivered. Her head was spinning. If they lost to the Blood Thralls, then Louis and his LA vampires would rule a devastated country, an apocalyptic wasteland that would be unable to resist his depredations. If they beat the Blood Thralls, then that would only pave the way for Plessy and his Miami vampires, who would step up as heroes and finally slip the bonds of their imprisonment, setting the stage for their corruption and coup of the US government.
With a groan, she pulled off the Goggles and the rainforest was replaced by the dim interior of the Subaru once more. Dominique was asleep beside her, head resting on McKnight's shoulder. Who stared out at the mountains. Gordon was asleep as well. Lee was focused on the road. Selah's heart raced. She looked out her window, through her dim reflection at the line of trees that sped by in the dusk. What were they supposed to do? Win or lose, the vampires would come out ahead.



Chapter 19
 
It took just over two hours to hit the Denver city limits. There was no traffic once they passed Grand Junction, and the I70 was clear all the way through the small towns that lined its route. Selah stared at the town signs, read the names, but each one was abandoned and dark. Rifle. Glenwood Springs. Gypsum. Eagle. Edwards. Vail. The interstate was broad and desolate as it carved its sinuous path through the mountains. The Subaru didn't have a live windshield, so instead Selah followed their progress on her Omni, watching as the great sprawling mass of Denver drew ever closer.
Finally, the mountains fell back and were replaced by broad hills, small outlying suburbs glimpsed in their hollows, brilliantly lit against the vast panoply of night sky and stars. She called the General, not bothering with the Goggles or earbuds.
General Adams answered, his weathered face filling the small screen. "We place you on the edge of town. That about right?"
Selah looked out the window. "We just passed a sign that said Exit 260, 6th Avenue and Colorado Springs. We're heading straight in."
"All right. I've got a team ready to provide escort. They're pulled over on the shoulder perhaps a half-mile ahead of you, under the 470 overpass. They'll pull out behind you, and then they'll give you a call." General Adams smiled. "I think you'll be pleased with who's there to meet you."
"Oh yeah?" Selah tried to think. "Somebody I know?"
"You'll see. They'll lead you a safe house where you can spend the night and we can make plans. Timing is critical now. This whole war could be over within the month if we don't contain it. So drive safe and I'll talk to you when you're in the safe house."
He cut the connection. Selah looked forward. "You get that Lee?"
"470 overpass. Got it." Lee didn't look good. His face glistened with sweat and his short hair was spiked with it.
"You all right?"
He smiled, the expression tight, almost feral, and wiped his forearm across his face. "I'm fine."
"Withdrawal," said Dominique, her voice quiet, almost dreamy. Selah blinked and stared at her. She was still resting her head back, looking past Selah out the window. "He overdosed last night. Now his system is crashing."
"Crashing?" Selah sat forward and turned to face Dominique fully. "What does that mean, crashing?"
"Nothing," said Lee. "It just means I feel like shit. I'll be fine. A day or two. All I need."
Dominique nodded. "It's like coming down off heroin. He won't be fine. We've documented what happened to the apes when this happened. I'm surprised he's still able to drive."
"What?" Selah looked to Lee, who simply hunched his shoulders. "Lee. Do you need to pull over? I can drive."
"So can I," said McKnight, stirring. "There's no need for this."
"I'm fine. All right, not fine." His grin reappeared, all teeth, no humor. "But I can drive. Trust me. It's not a problem."
Selah looked past Dominique at McKnight. They shared a troubled glance and Selah sat back. Gordon was still knocked out. Dominique had closed her eyes again. From her voice, it had sounded like she hadn't really woken up.
"There," said McKnight.
Selah peered over Gordon's shoulder. The overpass. Lee approached it at a steady ninety miles an hour, but as they drew closer he eased off the speed, slowing down to sixty right as they went under the first overpass. There were three of them in quick succession and a car pulled out after them when they passed the center one. It fell behind at first, but then picked up speed. Selah's Omni vibrated, an anonymous window opening on the screen registering the incoming call.
Selah tapped the acceptance button and a familiar bespectacled face appeared, beaming widely at her. "Chico!"
"Selah! How are you?" His voice was warm and rich with genuine pleasure. He'd lost weight since she had seen him, his face gaunt. Eyes narrow behind the glasses as he smiled, stubble thick along his jaw, but Chico all the same.
"Good. I've been better, but not in a long time. Are you here? In the car behind us?"
"I am. Cloud and I have kept in touch since ... well, LA. I got out when you told us to. The guys and I ran for Vegas and I stayed there a week before things got too dangerous and I moved on. I've been in Boulder for a week now, trying to figure out my next move. And now you show up!"
The screen suddenly swerved as a voice spoke up in eagerness and then Chico's face was replaced by that of a young kid wearing an eye patch, his hair teased into slender dreads that ended in tiny bells. "Selah!"
Selah grinned. "Ramonito!" She almost bounced in place, a mixture of happiness and relief flooding her. The familiar face almost made her want to cry as the walls she had erected these past few weeks tumbled, after all the despair and pain and solitude was hit by Ramonito's mega-watt smile.
"Selah! I've been fine, Chico's been taking care of me. He's not so bad. Where are you? Are you really here?" Before she could answer, the Omni swooped and swung again and Chico's face reappeared. She heard Ramonito complaining loudly in the background, but Chico ignored him.
"Where are we going, Chico? It's so good to see you guys. I didn't know if you made it out, if anybody made it out."
"We did, but it was crazy there for awhile. And you. Look at your eyes! You did it. You're healed. Good for you, Selah." He nodded. "I knew things would work out for you. I knew it."
Selah pursed her lips and nodded. Now wasn't the time to explain what had happened to Theo. Padrino Machado's death. Instead, "Where we headed? Is it far?"
"No. Listen, we'll pull in front. Follow us, okay? We're like ten minutes away. I've not been there before, but Ethan--you'll meet him there--he's got everything set up."
"Sounds good. See you soon, Chico." She couldn't help but match his smile. It was infectious, sincere, open, and when he clicked off, she felt a warm feeling of friendship and relief flood through her. The car behind them pulled ahead and Lee slipped in behind it. She didn't both trying to figure out where they were going, the Omni tracked them on its map, but she simply gazed out the window at the city. It was an endless sprawl and never seemed to resolve itself into an actual city. She told Lee and McKnight--she still had trouble thinking of her as Rebecca--about Chico and Ramonito, filled them in as to who they were and what role they had played in LA's last nights. They turned off on Route 6, and everywhere there were trees and inhabited homes, but no skyscrapers, no tall buildings.
"Man," she said. "Denver is the flattest city I've ever seen."
"There's a downtown," said McKnight. "You just need to get into the Lincoln Park area. We're still out in Lakewood. It's pretty suburban around here."
"I thought you were from LA?" asked Selah.
"My family had a home not far from where we are now." McKnight looked out the window. "We'd come up winters sometimes. My dad would work, we'd head up into the mountains and ski, snowboard, whatever." She pursed her lips. "That was a long time ago."
"Oh," said Selah. "They still around? Your family?"
"My dad is. Lost my brother in the first War. My mother passed away before the War started up." McKnight's voice was soft. "Sometimes I think it was a mercy. Her passing away before the first vampire got caught. Sometimes."
Selah didn't know what to say. "My mother passed away in the War. A car accident, nothing to do with vampires. My dad... Well, you know about him."
"Yeah," said McKnight. "Listen. There wasn't much information in his file. All I saw was that he's being held in a New York prison called Rikers Island."
Selah chewed this over. Rikers Island. She'd spent long nights at the USAMRIID trying to figure out how she could get hold of her father, help get him freed. He'd violated the censorship laws. Which meant as soon as the information became declassified, she could start working on getting him freed. A hard knot of excitement formed in her stomach. Hadn't Cloud just told her she had a national platform now? Maybe she could use it to break open the news on the Hybrid Program. With the War raging on, that wasn't going to be such a big deal anymore. She could blow it wide open, and that would force the information to become declassified, wouldn't it? She took a deep breath and felt her stomach flutter. It might work. It really could work. She'd ask the General to look into it when they got to the safe house. Now that she was free, she'd find him. She nodded to herself and looked back out the window. She finally had a chance to free her dad.
They pulled off Route 6 and drove north for a few minutes before taking a side street into a quiet neighborhood. Large, beautiful trees grew along its length, and verdant gardens hid the houses, which were set back from the curb. Everything was still and quiet, but Selah took reassurance from the lights that blazed from emergency exterior lighting outside the homes.
They got out of the car and then Chico was striding toward her, arms open, grin almost twice as wide, and he enveloped her in a big hug that lifted her right off the ground. His eyes practically disappeared as he smiled, and he kept one hand on her shoulder as Ramonito stepped up, suddenly shy. Selah grinned and hugged him tightly, prompting him to give her a quick hug and then step back. Turning, she introduced them to Lee and McKnight. Together, they helped move Gordon and Dominique into the house, getting off the street as quickly as they could.
Their escort proved to be a team of three older soldiers, or special agents, Selah couldn't tell. Their lead guy was called Ethan. He had short, spiky black hair shot with gray, a face that had clearly been handsome when he was younger, but was now carved with thick lines due to what must have been decades of stress. With him was Fred, a stately woman with regal cheekbones, thick black hair that she had up in a French twist, and tawny skin so lustrous that Selah had trouble believing she was over forty. The last guy was called Sam and looked like Gordon's younger brother, rangy and heavy around the shoulders, but with a compact, square face that managed to look both sympathetic and grim.
The house had two stories, and had been retrofitted for security during the first War. Impenetrable hurricane shutters were bolted over the windows and the door was made of reinforced steel covered with a wooden veneer. As soon as they were all in, Ethan flipped open a large control panel and toggled a bunch of switches to 'on.'
Once Gordon and Dominique were placed in beds upstairs, they gathered in the kitchen. Ethan, it turned out, had served under General Adams back in the day when the General had been a mere Captain in the army. They'd kept in touch once Ethan had transferred out into a now defunct special espionage team, where he'd met Fred and Sam.
Selah held her mug of hot chocolate and let the military types hash things out, intent on Chico. Ramonito sat next to her, taking big gulps from his drink. She began to catch them both up on what had happened since he, Armando, and Cloud had saved her in LA, but he cut her off. "The General wants to be debriefed. Might as well tell the story only once, right?"
They patched the General in on a large screen in the living room, and there, Selah told everybody the truth. She began by stating the nature of her curse, how she had discovered it in Miami, outlining quickly how she and Theo had killed Sawiskera with Cloud's help. Then onto LA, their discovery of the Blood Thralls, Arachne's destruction, and how she had cured herself. That was hard. She simply stared at the wall above the screen as she recounted how Theo had dug out his own heart, how she had consumed it, and why. Again, the guilt washed over her, but she fought it down. She thought of Theo, back in the mountains, alone in the dark with nothing but a feral hunger for her death to drive him on. The silence in the room told her nothing, expressing neither approval nor disapproval, so she plunged on, explaining how she had summoned the military to take her in, and everything that had happened since then.
When she finally got to McCance, her voice was hoarse. She shrugged and offered the General a bitter smile. "So there you have it. The life and times of Selah Brown. I checked the news while we were driving down. Is it true? Are we-- Is President Lynnfield forming a joint task force with the vampires from Miami? How is that better than a vaccine?"
General Adams looked as if he had just tasted something sour. "Well, first let me congratulate you and your friends for accomplishing a very difficult series of tasks. It's no exaggeration when I state that our survival, our chances for victory, depend on your vaccine. Had you not done what you did, had you given up, then, well...
"That said, yes. It seems as if Lynnfield is eager to climb in bed with Plessy and join forces. There has been a lot of consequent civil unrest, but the public does not have a viable alternative at the moment, and the fear that the rapid spread of these 'Blood Thralls,' as you call them, has generated has made the public very pliable. Friends of mine have told me that special ops teams are already being formed, composed of vampires and humans both. Further intel has reported humans being deliberately vampirized to boost the strength of these teams."
Lee had been half asleep in an armchair, face slick with sweat and shivering, but his eyes snapped open at this last. "You're kidding me. We're what?"
The General nodded gravely. "The Hybrid Program has been deemed insufficient. This is what we have come to. Lynnfield has bartered our country's soul for the chance to fight fire with fire, not giving thought to what may come down the road. The idea is that only vampires can fight vampires effectively, and that by unleashing trained squads upon the Blood Thralls, we will be able to stem their momentum long enough for the infected to collapse."
"Leaving us with who knows how many trained vampire hit squads on the loose," said McKnight.
"It's more than that," said Selah. Everybody turned to look at her, and for a moment only, it felt strange to have so many professional and dangerous people take her interjection with such gravity. "If Lynnfield and Plessy win, if they beat back the LA infection, then sure, we'll have vampire hit squads out there. But they'll be our saviors." She remembered Cloud's original lecture back in Miami. How he had outlined Plessy's plans with such fervor and conviction. Now here she was, making his argument. "Plessy's PR campaign will have won. Everybody will believe that the Miami vampires are different, that they're good, that they care about us. Within a few years, you can bet the Miami Wall will come down, and Plessy will be free. Him and all his vampires will be welcomed back into society, and then its pretty much game over."
Everybody but General Adams took a moment to process this. The General simply nodded.
"Well, shit," said Ethan. He hoisted himself up onto the kitchen counter. "Then we need to arrange a hit on Plessy. Sabotage their relationship."
That stopped people in their tracks. Selah saw Fred nod. The General didn't look convinced. "Perhaps. The risks are very high. If the hit fails, it will only bring Plessy more sympathy."
Ethan smiled, and Selah saw a trace of what must have been his boyish charm. "The greater the risk, the higher the payoff."
Fred nodded once more, "We don't even have to get in close. Remote detonation. I doubt even a vampire could withstand a concentrated blast of C4."
The General raised his hands. "Well, let's table that for the moment. We need to focus on the most important long-term option we have--getting a vaccine made. That's our only real option. With a vaccine, we can blunt the Blood Thrall's advance, if not stop it altogether, and make Plessy's offer redundant."
"What about Lynnfield?" asked Selah. "He's said no to the vaccine. How are we going to make him go along with it now?"
"We won't give him a choice." The general's smile was smooth and cold. "We'll present the vaccine to the public and allow the consequent pressure to force his hand. He can only sit on the vaccine while nobody knows about it, or while he can claim it's an urban legend. Real proof will give him no choice. So what we need is to get you and Dominique to an appropriate lab as soon as possible."
At the General's request, McKnight and Fred went upstairs and returned five minutes later with Dominique. She had showered, and walked unassisted, dressed in the same clothing the folks from McCance had provided her. Lee vacated his armchair for her and she sank into it gratefully. Selah stepped up and squeezed her hand. Dominique looked up and smiled tightly, her gaze still slightly vague.
"Dr. Sanderson," said General Adams. "Thank you for all you have done. I understand you were injured during your escape from the lab. How are you feeling?"
"Much better, thank you," said Dominique. "I think my concussion is disappearing. I'm still having some trouble remaining focused, so bear with me if I lose my train of thought."
"Of course." Sam stepped up and handed Dominique a glass of water. She smiled at him and took a sip. "We need to produce a viable sample of the vaccine. What do you need to make that happen?"
Dominique frowned as she thought this over. "A sample? I would need a fully-equipped lab. Preferably a couple of helping hands. What time frame are you looking at?"
"We need the sample as soon as possible. Each week puts us deeper in the hole. We have at most a month to disseminate the vaccine to the public, at the very latest."
"I would need a week, minimum, to create the vaccine itself. That's assuming the lab has the right equipment. I can provide you with a detailed list of what I'd need, but..." Dominique shook her head. "It's a pretty specialized process, made all the more complicated by the fact that we don't really understand why Selah's blood does what it ... does. We've also done no trial runs, no controlled tests, nothing." Frustration began to rise in her voice. "This is going to be incredibly risky. There's no guarantee that it would work on the first try. Usually it's a question of trial and error till we get it right."
The General shook his head. "We don't have time."
Dominique shook her head right back. "The urgency of the deadline has no influence on whether the hemaglutinin proteins we'll be producing will bind with a patient's antibodies, or determine what kind of response such a binding might induce. We're operating beyond our range of knowledge here. Nobody has ever worked with material like this. It could sicken the patients, or even kill them. We simply don't know."
Selah stirred restlessly. She had thought this a sure thing.
"Dr. Sanderson. I hate to say it, but we simply don't have a choice. We're out of time and this is the only possible solution we have." The General spoke in measured, guarded tones. "If we don't produce a vaccine, then either the Blood Thralls wipe out our civilization, leaving behind a barbaric wasteland for the vampires to rule, or the Miami vampires defeat them and become so entrenched and socially acceptable that we will never be able to dislodge them. This simply has to work."
Dominique opened her mouth to complain, and then settled for shaking her head again. "Look, I'll do it. I'll do my best. We came up with a theory at the USAMRIID, but I have to tell you upfront we don't understand why the theory works. It's based on observations of how Selah's blood reacts to vampiric contamination, but even those observations were more speculations than definite fact." She took a sip of her water and then set it down on the coffee table. "To be honest, we don't know for sure that what happens when Selah gets bitten can even be explained through pure science. I never thought I'd say this, but there you have it. There may be something going on that defies our understanding."
"Dr. Sanderson--" said the General.
"I said I'd do it. I'm just making sure you all understand what's going on here. Far more takes place then a simple immune system response. It's not like Selah gains the ability to bend iron and leap tall buildings with a single bound because she has the right T-cells. Her very genetic makeup responds somehow, reconfigures itself, while the vampires who drink from her... Who even knows what happens biologically to the vampires to explain the resurgence of emotion and deprivation of their powers.
"What we're going to try and do with this vaccine is ignore all that. Focus on the one aspect we've been able to tease out of this process and emphasize that in the hopes of providing an immune response that will allow a person to reject infection. Will it work? We don't know. Is there a chance? Sure. But there's also a chance the subject will die as their immune system runs amok. We were actively debating the possibility of the subject developing an auto-immune disease as a result of the inoculation."
Dominique sat back and surveyed them all. "To develop a working vaccine that can be mass produced within the week? That would require that all of our assumptions and conclusions be correct, and that everything reacts as we hope it will. Is it possible? Sure. Is it likely?" She looked at Selah. "No."
Everybody sat in silence. Ethan was the first to move. "We need to arrange this hit."
Chico blew out an exasperated sigh. "We're not going to solve a war with more violence. Somebody will simply take Plessy's place."
"But that will buy us time."
McKnight shook her head. "That's not the issue. The Blood Thrall advance is the issue."
Ethan smiled and spread his arms open wide. "We need to focus on what we can do. We can take a hit out on Plessy."
"Toward what end?" McKnight shook her head disdainfully. "So that we feel better about ourselves for having done something while we drown in a plague of vampires?"
"We're not asking you to be involved," said Ethan, an edge to his playful smile. An infuriating smile.
Chico raised his hands, "Guys, enough, come on."
"I'm just saying," said Ethan. "It's a clear and viable option. We could be in Miami or DC in two days and ready to go."
"What we need," said the General, "is for Dominique to provide us with a list of equipment or name some labs that would suit her. So get some rest. Sleep, and tomorrow morning, we'll plan our next move. Whatever is going to happen next will happen fast. We're going to do our best to stay ahead of events and steer them in the direction we wish them to go. Understood?"
People nodded, and then the general closed down the line. A moment of hushed stillness, and then Ethan hopped off the counter. "All right. I'm going to cook up a large pasta carbonara. It's my specialty. You guys hungry?"
Selah's stomach gurgled at the thought of hot food and she nodded. McKnight did so almost reluctantly, but Dominique had fallen asleep again. Selah looked over to Lee, and realized that he had disappeared. Ethan entered the kitchen and began to rifle through the fridge, and Chico stepped up to crouch by Dominique and talk softly to her. Selah turned and began to head out of the room, but Dominique stopped her with a light touch.
"Don't," she said. Chico fell silent. Dominique shook her head. "There's nothing you can do to help him. Nothing anybody can do. He just needs time."
Selah opened her mouth to protest and then closed it. She nodded. Dominique smiled sadly, and reached out to squeeze her wrist. Selah bit back her protests and sat down. Some things, it seemed, would have to wait.



Chapter 20
 
Plans were set in motion early the next morning. With crisp mountain sunlight coming in through the windows, they ate a light breakfast cooked up by Ethan and listened as General Adam ordered his thoughts and told them what he thought was best.
Selah, Dominique, and McKnight would head out with Chico to Brightstar Labs in Iowa, a private research lab that had granted Dominique access to whatever she needed. Lee and Gordon would check themselves into a medical clinic an hour away from Brightstar, where Dominique could keep an eye on them and ensure that their withdrawal symptoms and treatment were handled correctly. Ethan, Fred, and Sam were to head to DC.
"You're going to do it," said Selah, a bite of crepe lifted to her mouth. General Adams frowned and didn't answer, so she looked over at Ethan. He was wearing a black apron with vertical white stripes down its front and was about to pour more batter into the crepe pan. He raised his eyebrows, affecting an innocent expression that was belied by his self-satisfied smile. "You guys are going to try and hit Plessy."
Fred looked beautiful in her sky blue fleece pajamas, somehow exuding elegance and class as she sat back at the round breakfast table, one leg crossed over the other. "Selah. Plessy must be stopped."
Selah turned back to General Adams. "This isn't right. We shouldn't fight them like this. We'll hand them all the ammo they need to paint us as a terrorist cell or something."
"They're not executing the strike straight away," said General Adams. "They're going to get into position. If your vaccine falls through, we'll have no other choice."
Selah frowned and bit down hard on her wedge of crepe. She almost resented that it was delicious. Ethan was making a huge fuss about cooking for everybody and his smug attitude made her want to slap him. "Fine. It won't be necessary. Our vaccine is going to work."
Ethan raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical, and flipped the next crepe. Fred bounced her foot, and sipped on her freshly squeezed orange juice. Sam leaned back, chewing slowly on his bite of crepe, and studied the ceiling.
They headed out about a half hour after. Gordon was doing much better, but the combination of the awkward pain from the broken clavicle and the nascent withdrawal had him morose and taciturn. Lee was in poor shape and only came down when it was time to drive. He ducked into the back of the car, hunched and refusing to talk to anybody, and slumped over to stare out the window. McKnight took the wheel and Selah and Dominique got into Chico's car, a brand new Honda Civic that fairly crackled with new tech.
Ethan and his team waved from the door, and they were off. It was a long drive, but the company was good. Dominique explained in greater detail what was involved in creating the vaccine, and Chico in turn filled them in about his flight from LA, the things he had seen, the horrors he had witnessed. The countryside rolled by, and soon the mountains were lost behind them. There was plenty of traffic streaming east, escaping the encroaching wave of Blood Thralls, and progress was slower than they had anticipated. McKnight drove close behind and Chico placed the Civic on autodrive for long stretches, leaning back and relaxing as the car navigated itself.
They stopped for lunch at a rest stop diner, where they loaded up on grilled cheese sandwiches and drinks. Lee and Gordon chose to remain in the car, both of them claiming they weren't hungry, so that Selah, McKnight, Dominique, and Chico enjoyed an impromptu picnic in the sun, sitting on the broad wedge of grass that separated the parking lot from the rest stop itself. Selah lay back, enjoying how the grass tickled the nape of her neck, and drank in the sun. It had been too long since she had simply allowed its rays to sink into her skin, which had grown ashen and dry. She would need to get some basic necessities, she decided. Shea butter, moisturizers. She tuned the others out and ran her hand slowly over her scalp. Her hair was growing out. She'd need to make some call about what to do with it soon if she wasn't to grow out a mini-fro.
McKnight forced them to get back in the cars and they were off once more. Selah pulled out Jane's Omni, and after excusing herself, she slipped on the Goggles and FingerTips. She logged into her Glade, and checked into the CNN news room. The shock was less the second time round, but she stopped in surprise at the sight of a familiar face. Fernanda, the reporter she had met in LA, was frozen in one of the screens, ready to give a report on student unrest in DC. Selah walked her FingerTips over and activated the video feed.
Fernanda looked fresh, beautiful, her hair grown long, black undulating waves curled behind her ears, her expression grave and forthright as she told Selah about the recent disturbances on the DC Mall as a few hundred students had gathered to protest the government's decision to work with the Miami vampires.
Selah shivered. The last time she had seen Fernanda had been in the LA Observatory. That final nightmarish night before the Blood Thralls had burst the Wall and the war had begun. Fernanda had been ordered by Arachne to interview Selah, extract a confession for the murder of Colonel Caldwell, and Selah had managed to convince her to escape and warn Chico of the impending crisis. She stared up at Fernanda's smoothly professional manner, so at odds with the panicked terror of that last night. She'd made it out. Had returned to work. Had probably filed a hell of a report too. The report finished and several related videos appeared, prompting Selah to learn more about the subject. Instead, she smiled with muted happiness for the reporter and moved on.
There was too much going on. She left the CNN room and toured a constellation of private news sources, from top profile video bloggers to Aggregate Response Visualizations. The war was endlessly complex and the US military was struggling vastly to contain it. Dispirited, Selah retreated to her Garden and stepped into the sterile space. She could rebuild it anytime she wished to, but that desire was wholly absent. The vampires in Miami had wiped it clean, and with it, severed her connection to her old life, the Selah from Brooklyn. She toyed with the idea of summoning an archived copy of the Garden, but didn't. That wasn't her any longer.
Instead, she began to browse the mass of messages and activity that had been piling up ever since she published that first video recording in Magnum, the Miami nightclub. She summoned an organization program and had it sort the friend requests into an artificial set of tiers, based both on proximity to people she knew, their own personal importance index, and the level of intimacy they were requesting. That took a good fifteen minutes, though in the end she didn't accept any of them.
She turned her attention to the million plus notifications of references to her account. These ranged from mash-ups of the videos she had published to extended essays speculating on what had happened to her in Miami and LA. She dipped in and browsed fifty or so connections to get a taste and found everything from bizarre fan fiction to political screeds. She turned then to another window and checked who was tracking her Garden. She blinked. Everybody was, it seemed, from CNN to classified links to different US government bodies. News groups, conspiracy theorists, even groups located within Miami.
She suddenly felt nervous. Anything she said or did or posted would instantly be picked up across the whole web. The pressure was suddenly enormous. People were reviling her, cheering her on, demanding she explain her actions, celebrating her as a heroine for more causes then she could count. Her silence seemed to have goaded them on more than anything she could have said; a quick check showed that she had only posted a half dozen items since she had arrived in Miami. The first was a photograph of houses lining the approach to the Miami Wall. A recorded caption blinked beneath it, and when she played it, she heard her hushed voice say, "Edge of the world. I'm going over, and I might never stop falling." She smiled, remembering how nervous she had been. Terrified. How dramatic.
Then there was a seven-second clip. Curious, she played it and immediately saw a shot of her face inside a car. She looked so young, so nervous, filled with bravado: "Going to South Beach. Fuck the law!" She blinked. It had over two million views.
The next item was her Magnum 360 degree recording. She didn't bother playing it. That had gone massively viral, over five million views. Selah couldn't believe it. There were tens of thousands of recorded reactions, endless copies made and then edited.
The next item was the message that hung in the empty space of her Garden. Turning to it, she read the words again:
I am alive and well. The bastards that did this are going to pay.
This one had received another million plus views, along with a huge response. She pulled out some stats. The avalanche of connections had started with this posting, sparking off conjecture and theorizing across the net. She shook her head. Ridiculous.
The next item hadn't been posted by her, but it had been tied so firmly to her Garden that it might as well have been. It was the video of her rescuing Cloud from the cage fight, and that had over seventeen million views. She hesitated then played it again. The memories came rushing back. She stopped it when she saw herself appear, almost too fast to follow on the high definition film. Her impossible rescue. It was here that the attention to her Garden had gone critical.
Then, nothing for almost three weeks. Endless public activity, especially related to Sawiskera's death. Then her public posting from LA. Her message to her grandmother, accidentally posted for the world to view. She couldn't take it any longer. A feeling of claustrophobia was starting to build in her chest, in her throat, so she pulled off the Goggles and squinted against the bright sunlight. Stared out the window, mind racing. She had posted four items, plus the rescue footage, and that had set off a wildfire. She looked down at the Omni and quickly logged off, suddenly terrified of posting something by accident.
Chico was slouched back, watching the car drive itself, half dozing in the sunlight that poured through his window. Selah stayed quiet. She couldn't begin to phrase to them the tight panic that was swirling in her chest. Everybody was watching her account. Cloud was right. Holy crap, Cloud was right. She needed to think really hard before posting her next item or video. What she said next could set off who knew what kind of reaction. She rubbed her face again, a sense of surreal disbelief swamping her. The Selah those people saw, the Sawiskera-killing Selah, the girl turned king-slayer who showed impossible vampire powers only to appear as human once more with that cryptic message on the eve of the Second War--that girl wasn't her. The girl was ... What? A creation, a cipher, a social construct, a projection from millions of minds. It had nothing to do with her.
They drove on. The sun rolled across the sky and the highway remained broad and immense, flung across the country like an endless spear tossed at the eastern horizon. Soon they were driving through fields of corn that stretched impossibly far around them, and for a while Selah slept. It seemed as if the War and Plessy and Theo and all the bad madness of it were suspended while she rolled across the earth in the car, a time-out that allowed her to lower her walls and breathe deeply for the first time in ages.
When she awoke, they were pulling up outside the Holyoke Private Clinic. Yawning, sitting up, she looked around. They were in a small town, and the clinic was an unprepossessing building, a single-storied complex with large tinted windows, surrounded on all sides by a parking lot. Behind them, a highway was filled with rushing cars, but here, everything seemed still and calm. They parked next to each other and Selah got out, stretching with her hands on her hips. She walked over to the Subaru and pulled open the back door, then recoiled in shock. Lee was curled up on the backseat, knees under his chin, face pressed into the fabric of the seat.
"Lee?" Selah reached out, then drew her hand back. McKnight got out, face grim.
"He's in bad shape. He stopped responding an hour ago."
Chico jogged off toward the clinic doors and Gordon pushed open his door and slowly climbed out. Selah immediately stepped forward to help, and he gratefully laid his large arm around her shoulders. He seemed to have lost weight already, his face sallow, and his eyes were no longer the jet black they had been before; now they were a smoky gray, his black irises wreathed in ashes.
"Thanks," he managed, leaning back against the car. Pinpricks of sweat were across his brow. He fumbled out the aviators that Selah had stolen for him and slid them on.
Dominique joined them and looked at where Lee lay curled with pain. She shook her head. "He should never have injected himself. God. Why did I let him carry the Serum? That was exactly the kind of stupid stunt that he always pulls."
"If it hadn't been for that stunt," said Gordon, "we'd all be dead now, most likely."
Dominique pursed her lips. A group of nurses hurried toward them, two wheelchairs pushed over the asphalt. Gordon sank into his gratefully, and two nurses began to extract Lee from the back of the car with the utmost care. Dominique immediately began to speak quietly with what must have been the heard nurse, an overweight and curly-haired woman in her forties who listened with gravity and asked pointed questions. The whole group left the cars and began to make its way to the clinic.
McKnight and Selah remained by the car. Half an hour later, Dominique and Chico returned, faces somber.
"Well?" Selah looked impatiently from one to the other.
"Well nothing," said Dominique. She looked drained, exhausted. "They're going to monitor them. Do their best to make them comfortable, provide them with all the medical attention they need. But there's nothing really to be done." She placed her hands on her hips and stared at the ground. "The Hybrid program placed them in a state of suspended transition between becoming a vampire and remaining human. A state of near biological impossibility, depressing certain key functions so that they stepped closer to death while enhancing others. Cutting off their supply of serum means that some of their systems are coming back to life, while others, like their endocrine system, are starting to normalize. It's painful. It's incredibly painful and nauseating and debilitating, and they just need time."
Selah looked back at the clinic doors. "At least ... at least we'll be close, right? In case they need anything?"
"An hour away," said Chico. He reached out and placed a hand on Selah's shoulder. "I've seen friends go through DT. There's nothing much you can do but let them work their way through it. We'll be here when they're ready for us."
"Yeah," said Selah. "All right." She shrugged and hugged herself. "I just hate it, you know? Losing people. It's all I seem to be good at these days."
"Grow up," said McKnight. It wasn't particularly malicious, but it still stung. Selah stared at her. "You're not losing people. They're either dying or leaving you to heal. And it's not that you're good at losing people. You just happen to be in a war. That's what happens. Quit with the pity trip."
Selah opened her mouth, outraged, and then snapped it closed. McKnight met her gaze with weary sympathy and raised eyebrows. Selah turned away. She struggled with her anger, and then forced it down. Hell, McKnight was right. She nodded.
"Let's get going," said Dominique. "We don't have much time."
The Brightstar Lab was an hour away in a small neighboring town, a large complex of townhouses and office buildings that housed a variety of different medical practices and privately-owned research labs. The buildings were painted in pastel hues and arranged around simple fountains, with plenty of trees and grass everywhere. It was surprisingly pleasant and bland at the same time. They escorted Dominique into one of the buildings, met with a small cadre of doctors who were very curious to meet Selah, and then waited fifteen minutes before Dominique took a battery of blood samples from Selah to begin working with. Despite her clear fatigue, she asked for them to come pick her up around 9PM, and then gave each of them a tight hug and left to get to work.
Dispirited, Chico, McKnight, and Selah grabbed dinner at a local Chinese restaurant called The Great Wall. Selah snorted when she cracked open her fortune cookie. You Will Be Showered With Great Luck! Yeah, right. From there, pleasantly full, they drove to a hotel close by and checked into two rooms, a single for Chico and a double with king-sized beds for the women.
After viewing the mandatory Safety Video that the hotel insisted all guests watch, Selah took off for a walk before sunset. There was a small park only a block from the hotel and she wandered across the grass and through the beautiful stately trees till she reached a picnic table. Sighing, she sat down and simply watched a large family play with its new puppy, three little kids shrieking and chasing it and yelling out random and improbable commands that it happily ignored. She smiled. Perhaps she could finally relax a little.



Chapter 21
 
Nine days passed. Selah spent her time either visiting with Gordon and a very sullen Lee, or on the net, keeping abreast of the news, how the war was developing. She made no move to publish anything in her Garden. Instead, she did research, learning as to where groups were coalescing, people unhappy with the government, with the direction the President was taking them. It was hard to find honest reporting; the vast majority of stories, especially those found on major news sites, were in full compliance with the censorship laws, painting cheerful pictures of a determined citizenry marching behind their brave and resolute leader. Still, she began to discover anonymous blogs that were hosted on overseas servers, coalitions, student bodies. There was a large groundswell of dissent, but as far as she could tell, it had yet to reach any kind of critical mass.
Dominique was gone each day from dawn to dusk, waiting impatiently for the hotel to remotely unlock their front doors and unbolt their windows so that she could slip out and drive to Brightstar. At night, she would study data, plug into her Omni, and continue to work long into the night until she became as wan and dazed as Gordon. Chico urged her to rest, to eat, but Selah and McKnight stayed silent. The weight of millions of lives rested on her shoulders and it was clear that Dominique knew it.
The General called in once every evening for an update, and each time Dominique had to tell him that she still had no idea if the vaccine would work. One day, she might announce a breakthrough and then spill technical terms at the General, who nodded as if he understood. The next, she might be in the depths of a trench, stymied, frustrated, and despondent. That's when Selah saw her worth as a scientist; it was during such times of extreme frustration that she became even more controlled, determined, and resolved.
One night seven days in while McKnight was out, perhaps fifteen minutes before curfew, Dominique pulled off her Goggles and looked at Selah, hesitating.
"What?"
"How's Lee?"
"Lee?" Dominique hadn't asked once about the pair of them. "He's pulling it together." Selah shook her head. Gordon had been available for visits after the first day. Lee had only been allowed guests the prior day. "He's lost weight. He's irritable. He curses a lot or ignores you. Spends all day watching movies. Or at least staring at them."
Dominique nodded slowly. She looked down at her hands.
"What is it?" A memory came to Selah. How Lee called her 'Dom.' How uncomfortable Dominique had been around him.
"Nothing," said Dominique. She reached up and curled a strand of hair behind her ear. "No ... nothing."
Selah watched her. Instinct told her to stay quiet. Dominique grew restless under her gaze, glanced up once or twice to check if Selah was still looking at her, and then looked away quickly. "It's nothing," she asserted again, sitting up straight. "That's good. I'm glad to hear he's starting to recover."
"What happened between you two?" Selah kept her voice gentle. "Were you guys attached?"
"What?" Dominique's attempt at surprise was weak. "No." A long pause. "I mean, well, not attached. Briefly. At first, when he arrived."
Selah nodded. Shifted around in her chair to face Dominique, who was looking down once more. "When he first arrived for the Hybrid program?"
"Yes." Dominique seemed to wrestle with herself, fight her desire to speak. "The first two months they were in residence, they were just tested and prepped. No serum. We ... Well, we got involved. It was ... it was nice." She hesitated, looked up and blushed, "Really nice. But when the serum treatment started, of course, his sexual functionality dropped. His interest. I knew it would. I'd seen it over and over again in the apes. It's just that, well. I wasn't thinking. Didn't want to. So he started to lose interest in me. Started to become cruel."
Selah pictured Lee's face. The confidence, his calm, his detachment from everything. She could see that.
"Obviously, it didn't work out. I pulled away. It was pretty awful for a while. But he's coming off the serum now. I can't help but wonder."
Selah stood up and walked over to the other woman. Crouched before her and took her hands. Dominique looked at her, indecision and fear, hope and longing writ plain on her face. "You should go visit him. Not yet. Give him a couple more days. But come with me next time. Just the two of us. If it feels right, I'll take some time with Gordon and maybe you two can talk."
Dominique held her hands tightly and searched Selah's eyes. "It's been so long. And I don't even know if I forgive him. For some of the things he said. Things he did."
Selah held her gaze and eventually Dominique dropped it. "I might. Given what he was going through. It wasn't even him. Can I say that was him, with that drug inside him? I don't know." She sounded miserable.
"Come with me. Just a quick visit. We'll see how it goes. Lord knows he can be an ass, but look what he did, what he sacrificed to get us all here. I think you might be surprised."
Dominique bit her lower lip. Her eyes grew teary and she laughed, tilting her head back and wiping her eyes with her sleeve. "God. All right. All right, in a couple of days. I'll go."
That night, Selah lay in bed and thought of the men she had met over the previous few months. Theo, with his dark majesty and compelling charisma. Cloud, brilliant and sensitive, passionate and dedicated. Tom. Gentle, soft-spoken Tom. Lee, abrasive and arrogant, heroic and cynical. Hands laced behind her head, listening to McKnight and Dominique breathing slowly as they slept, she thought of them all. Theo, his face torn by Jojo's fangs, lurching toward her to kill her. Cloud, distraught as he stared at her from the ambush he had helped Arachne lay, betraying her for fear of his life. Tom, left in the silence and cold of the shattered chopper. Lee, hunched in his armchair at the Clinic, face pasty, lips pale, a ghost of himself, a coiled shadow filled with anger and hunger.
She turned restlessly on her side and stared at the dim wall. Did she love somebody as Dominique did? She thought she had, for a moment, with Cloud. Thinking of it hurt. Felt like trying to grip a handful of razor blades underwater. Her mind wanted to shy away from the thought, from the memories. She needed to speak with him. Needed his advice on how to handle her Garden, her 'public profile.' She had felt a moment of peace and forgiveness in LA before summoning the military, had felt emancipated from all petty insecurities and fears. Now, back in the real world, things weren't as simple, as cut and dry. Did she forgive him? Did she still feel for him? Staring at the wall, she realized that she just didn't know. Her mind fought to think of something else, and exhausted, she finally conceded, turning onto her back and closing her eyes.
The next morning, Selah called Cloud. She went for a morning run, showered, ate a light breakfast of fruit and juice, and when she felt ready, when she felt collected, she put her Goggles on, entered her bare Garden, and opened a window through which to call him.
He answered on the third chime. His hair was spiked every which way and he was rubbing one eye with his left hand, staring blearily down at the window which rocked in his lap. "Hey. Selah." He was fighting for lucidity.
Selah felt a pang. Despite how clean and composed and collected she felt, it snuck in on her, under her defenses, a surprise attack. A memory of how long it took him to get going, how he had once told her that as a child he would sometimes be a somnolent zombie up until eleven the morning, dragging around school yawning and staring blankly at teachers until they learned to leave him alone. That image had always stuck with her, a tiny Cloud looking up in blank confusion at exasperated teachers who towered over him.
She sat up a little straighter. "Is this not a good time?"
"What? No. Just give me a moment. Hold on." The window rocked again as he set his Omni aside, and he left its view. A moment of subtle sounds offscreen, and then his face reappeared. "I'm going to put you on 360. Is that all right?"
"Sure," said Selah. A small green light appeared next to the window, and on it were the words, "360 Mode." Selah pressed it with a FingerTip, and her Garden disappeared. She was suddenly on his bed, in his bedroom, and Cloud was ambling toward a small kitchenette, rubbing absently at his shoulder. He was wearing a black shirt with a picture of 80's Michael Jackson screenprinted on the back, a pair of shaggy pajama bottoms and big fluffy slippers. He yawned again and pulled out his coffee grinder.
Selah took a moment to look around. His Omni was recording everything around it with extremely high fidelity. His single bed, the shelving right over it laden with electronic equipment. It was a narrow apartment, a small studio, and he'd clearly just moved in. An open closet showed a few hanging shirts, and on his desk an Omni socket gaped in the center of a number of peripherals. Morning light streamed in through a veil of huge, tropical leaves, and the sunlight had that peculiar golden, syrupy quality to it particular of Miami.
"So," said Cloud. "How's Dominique's progress?"
"Good." Selah felt a pang and regretted going into 360. She had wanted this meeting to be professional. Sitting on his bed, even if he couldn't see her avatar, was throwing her completely off balance. Would it be too much of an admission to step back into her Garden? An admission of what? Suddenly frustrated at herself, at her indecision and awkwardness, she decided to press ahead.
"Look, I called you so that we could discuss my public profile. You said it needed to be approached carefully. I agree."
"Yeah, it does." He poured some beans into the grinder, placed the cap on, and paused. "Just one moment. Might be loud." Pressed down, and the sound of a metallic tornado sprang up from within the capsule-shaped grinder. Selah's irritation grew. She forced herself to stay quiet and wait. After thirty seconds, he eased back, the grinding stopped, and he poured the powder into a small French press. A kettle was beginning to chirp and whistle, and he pulled it off the stovetop and poured steaming water into the press. Selah couldn't smell the aroma, but from the sensual way the steam curled out of the glass top, it was easy to imagine.
Cloud came back over, picked her up, and set her on a small side table. It was disconcerting; she had to remind herself that she was simply his Omni's camera. He sat on the edge of his bed. "All right." He rubbed his face once more. "I obviously don't know directly how much attention you've received, not having access to your account. But I can tell from indirect means. General Adams has me preparing the social aspect of all this, and that's involved reaching out to different organizations covertly, checking on how much support we might have, how much of a figurehead people have made you to represent their dissidence."
Selah shook her head. "Social aspect? What social aspect. We release the vaccine and we're done."
Cloud stared at her. At his Omni's screen. "What if the President doesn't want to go along with our plan?"
"He'll have no choice once we prove it works."
"No? He's in bed pretty deep with Plessy already. What if he has no choice about having to shoot it down?"
Selah shook her head again. "He won't be able to."
"Not if enough people hear about it straight away, perhaps, and support us. We need to present him with more than just the reality of the vaccine. He's already been told about it and shot it down. We need to present him with the vaccine and millions of voices demanding he run with it. And to do that, we need to gain momentum, use the attention you've garnered and build a platform to launch the vaccine on."
Selah chewed that over. "Fine. All right. So we need people to support the news. What were you thinking?"
Cloud stood up and walked back to his kitchenette. Selah watched him, his sinuous, fluid movements. He'd been a dance major in college. He poured his coffee and added a dose of cream and a dollop of maple syrup. Stirred it and turned around to look at her.
"First, we need to have you release a statement. Something stating that you're still alive, that you're free, that the government has tried to repress you, but you won't be stopped. End on this tantalizing note, promising more information, that something big is coming that will change the war. Then I arrange a publicity tour, inviting, say, the top ten individuals out there who run influential news aggregates or whatever to have one-on-ones with you in your Garden. We prep each of them, and then allow them to get the word out." Selah was shaking her head again. "Then we plan a launch party for the vaccine, use like a virtual concert space, open admission. Make the statement and demonstration on stage in front of millions and hit the ball over to the President."
"One-on-ones? Publicity tour?"
"Yeah." Cloud took a sip of his coffee. "Exactly."
Selah tried to envision it. Smiling, making small talk, hosting strangers. People perhaps as excited as Jane had been to talk to her. Shaping a public campaign. Fielding their questions about Sawiskera, about Arachne, about Theo. Something within her rebelled.
"Cloud. It won't work."
"Won't work? Why won't it work?" How surreal, she thought, that they were here talking as if nothing had happened between them. As if he hadn't betrayed her and left her to die. "I'm not the person they think I am."
"What do you mean?" She knew Cloud hated to appear as if he hadn't covered all the angles. She watched him scrambled to process this. "I mean, of course you're not who they think you are, no celebrity is--"
"No. What I mean is that I'm not a hero. I'm not this rebel leader. I didn't do any of this to start a movement. I've read some of the stuff people are saying. They make it sound like I'm a mixture of Neo from The Matrix and Luke Skywalker. That's not me. I'm not this ... this huge hero. As soon as they start talking to me, they'll see that. They'll realize I'm just a girl, a regular person, and the whole thing will collapse."
"That's not true--"
"Look. I counted. I've posted like five items since I arrived in Miami. That's it. Five items, and they think they know who I am. This Selah they've built up is their creation, not mine. I'm not her. It won't work."
Cloud opened his mouth and closed it. Frowned. Took a sip of his coffee and set it aside. "I don't agree. I think you are what they think. You killed Sawiskera, you killed Arachne, right? You've survived when anybody else would have died. That's a fact. You are a hero, Selah. You are what they think you are."
"Oh, am I? You didn't seem to think so when you ran out on me back in LA." It came out before Selah realized she had said it, slipped out like a knife from a sheath. She froze. He froze. Her heart began to pound, and she almost reflexively closed right out of the 360 view, of the window altogether. Instead, she stared at him, suddenly terrified.
"I..." He paused. "That's not fair."
Selah felt tears prick her eyes again, and her vision of his room began to waver. She reached up and lifted the Goggles, and immediately was back in the hotel room alone. Wiped angrily at her eyes and lowered the Goggles once more. Cloud was right there. His very calmness was infuriating. She didn't want a rational conversation, she suddenly realized. Buried pain and anger and remorse came boiling up within her with a power she couldn't control, and she realized she had to kill the connection, kill it before she said something she would regret forever.
"No," she said. "Maybe it's not. But it's still true." She felt cold, almost numb. "I'm going to go. Goodbye, Cloud." She reached up with her FingerTips and closed the connection. His room vanished, the window closed, and she stood alone in her Garden once more, trembling.
She pulled off the Goggles and walked to the window, hugging herself. Her whole body was shaking and she felt her anger and pain sluice away and leave her numb instead. What had just happened? She stared down at the parking lot. Replayed his words, her own. She was still shaking. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead on the glass. Calm down. Breath. Breath. She didn't think. Shied away from it all. Cloud. His face. His rumpled hair, the wounded remorse that had burned in his eyes at the last. Closed it all down, and shut the door. Fought for breath, and then straightened, wiping her eyes and cheeks.
All right. Think. What do I need to do? She was not going to do a publicity tour. Maybe he was right, maybe it was the best approach, but she couldn't. Couldn't face an endless line of enthusiastic fans who wanted to tour her past and emotions like avid tourists, pointing and poking. But they needed a platform. Somebody who could get the word out. A thought slid into place effortlessly--Fernanda, the CNN reporter.
Without thinking it through further, she slipped the Goggles back on, turned the CNN window into a door, and stepped into the news room. Strode around its curved wall to a new screen where Fernanda awaited to deliver her latest story. There was a small 'Connect with this reporter' icon at the bottom right of her screen. Selah hesitated, then pressed it. A small window popped into existence in the air, offering options to type, record her voice, or do a full visual recording. She hesitated again and opted for text.
A small floating keyboard appeared. She bit the tip of her tongue, thinking, and then typed out, We rode a van together through a wall and my friend had his head in the clouds. I would like to talk. Send me a private number to contact you. Hesitated, and then pressed send. There. She stepped back, suddenly pleased. That would work. Fernanda would be perfect. She had been there at Arachne's Observatory, she knew what had gone down, owed her life to Selah's urging she escape. She would be perfect to talk to.
Quickly, she left the newsroom, returned to her Garden, and logged out. Pulled off the Goggles, earbuds, and FingerTips and set them aside. Looked out the window once more. Screw a publicity tour. She'd go right to the source.



Chapter 22
 
Dominique made it home that night just before the hotel locked the doors and windows, slipping inside with a bottle of champagne as the sun set luridly in the vast Ohio sky behind her, four paper cups held aloft. "Guess what? We're going to celebrate!"
Chico, McKnight, and Selah looked up from the game of poker they were playing. There was a moment of silence, and then McKnight shook her head. "No way."
"You did it?" Chico rose to his feet. Selah stared, eyes wide, as Dominique strode forward.
"No. I mean, yes. Maybe? Who fucking knows? But I've finally crossed the biggest hurdle. To make the antibodies, I have to inject the vampire virus into a fermenter filled with army worm cells, right? There they were supposed to enter the cells, where they would convert them into mini-factories so that they would churn out the right proteins."
Chico nodded and Dominique set down the bottle and swept her hair back into a ponytail. "So it wasn't working. First off, the vampire pathogen wasn't really a virus to begin with. Second, it didn't seem to give a shit about army worms. So everything ground to a stop. So what I finally did today was insert Selah's genetic material harvested from her blood stem cells into the worm cells. It was a long shot, because I didn't even know if the pathogen would recognize the human element through the worm cell wall, but it took!"
Selah blinked. "So that's it? We're there?"
Dominique tore of the lead casing off the champagne cork and began to work free the wires. McKnight took the bottle from her hands, and expertly pulled the casing off. Dominique grinned. "The cells have been churning out proteins all day. I managed to collect enough to place a vial in the centrifuge, which is spinning right now. By tomorrow morning, we should have isolated the protein from all the cell debris, DNA and pathogens, giving us our first dose of what could potentially be the vaccine."
McKnight thumbed the cork out of the bottle's neck and it popped out explosively, ricocheting off the ceiling and disappearing behind one of the beds. Chico rounded the table and swept Dominique up into a huge hug, and Selah quickly separated the paper cups so that McKnight could pour.
"Now," said Dominique, holding up her hands, "this is a huge step, but we're not there. It's like trying to make carrot cake with sweet potatoes. It may end up looking the same, but who knows if it will taste right? These proteins, they're from Selah's genetic material. We have no idea how Selah does what she does. These pathogens were harvested almost six years ago during the first Vampire war from Gen 1 vampires. We don't know how they'll affect the Gen 2 vampires. We don't know yet what the effect of injecting this cocktail into a human being will be. We need to run tests. We need to have trials." She pressed the base of her palms to her temple. "But, holy shit, I did it."
Everybody let out a cheer and McKnight lifted Dominique clear off the ground, wrapping her arms around her waist and spinning her around as Chico handed out the cups. They lifted them up and Selah looked at Dominique. "This one's to you. For your integrity, for your desire to do what's right, for your natural genius, and changing the fate of mankind. To Dominique!" They all toasted, and drank deep.
They spent the next hour talking, speculating, and it was decided that Chico would simply crash in their bedroom that night so that he could take part of the festivities. The bottle was quickly consumed, and general lamentations were made as to the unavailability of a second or third.
Chico was at Selah's Omni, searching for a channel that would play Etta James for Selah's edification when the bolts in the door clicked open. Everybody froze and stared at each other, and then as one turned to look at the door.
"What just happened?" asked Dominique.
"That's not right," said McKnight, shaking her head. She walked over to the bedside table and took up her Beretta.
Selah rose to her feet. The door remained closed, innocuous and bland, but suddenly the night beyond seemed to press on it, and she almost expected the door to bulge inwards. "The security is controlled from the front office. Somebody must have unlocked our door."
Chico set the Omni. "A glitch, you think? Should we call down and check?"
"No," said McKnight. She moved up to the door and listened carefully, then looked at the others. "The window didn't unlock. Someone specifically unlocked the door. We need to move. Now."
"What?" Dominique shook her head. "You mean leave? Now?"
"Now!" McKnight's voice was the hisscrack of a whip and everybody was shocked into movement. "No! We don't have time for stuff. Just get behind me. When I open this door, we're running for the car. If the car is guarded, we're heading for the highway. Get over here! Hurry!"
Everybody stepped in behind her, Chico taking the rear. McKnight put her hand on the door handle. "We're breaking to the left. Run, don't look back, and stay behind me. Ready? Go!" She yanked the door open and bolted outside. The open-air hallway was lit by wall lamps, though the pool below and the small garden that surrounded it were dark. Selah ran out next, and despite McKnight's injunctions she glanced to their right. Two figures in black paramilitary gear were running toward them. Her throat closed up tight and she sprinted as fast as she could after McKnight's retreating form. Dominique pounded right after her and they barreled down the hall to where McKnight had stopped and turned.
Chico let out a yell of anger. Selah ran past McKnight, who waved her on, and down the stairwell. A gunshot rang out just behind them, and a cry of pain. Dominique was right behind her, barefoot, and they both spilled out into the pool area. Another two figures emerged from the hotel office, dressed in similar black paramilitary gear, and at the sight of the women, they broke into a run.
"Come on!" yelled Selah, grabbing Dominique's hand and hauling her out of her shock. They sprinted over the cement deck and down the narrow path between the garden's plants, bursting out through the little white gate into the parking lot.
Another gunshot, a flat, vicious crack, and Selah fought the desire to look back, to find McKnight and Chico. Gritting her teeth, fingers clamped around Dominique's wrist, she cut to the right and sprinted toward the Subaru. The cars reflected puddles of refulgent orange light from the parking lot lampposts and the Subaru was a dozen cars down.
"Do you have the keys?" Selah turned to look back at Dominique, and saw that the two following figures had halved the distance, were right on their heels. There was no way they could get into the car before they were grabbed. Panic clutched her around the throat. How had they found them? A third figure was loping their way from the other side of the parking lot, almost bent over double, and not in the paramilitary gear. Instead ,it wore a white shirt and jeans. A stab of terror, then a flourishing of hope. Selah dug deep and put on extra speed, running flat out at the third figure. The sound of pounding footsteps were right behind them and she pulled the surprised Dominique past their Subaru. Almost there, almost there. At the last second, she ducked to their left between two cars, Dominique nearly slamming into the further one, stumbling then coming on after.
Yells of anger and several gunshots erupted right behind them. "What's happening?" yelled Dominique as they rounded the hood of the first car and Selah began to run back to the Subaru.
"Blood thrall!" Selah ran back to the Subaru and crouched down behind it. "The keys. You got them?"
"No. I thought you did!"
Another couple of gunshots rang out, and then the Subaru's headlights flashed and the doors unlocked. Selah and Dominique scuttled to the doors just as a man in black came sliding over the hood of the car, right at them. Selah yanked open the driver's door and slammed it into him, knocking him back as he launched himself at her, but he had the presence of mind to grab the top of the door and steady himself. She slid into the driver's seat and then hauled with all her strength on the handle, trying to break it free from his grip. She failed.
Cursing, heaving, she stared up in panic at the man. He was a dark silhouette against the night sky, the padded plates of his armor gleaming like the carapace of a beetle. He was bigger, he was stronger, and once he managed to set his feet, he began to yank the door open to get at her.
Dominique was in the backseat, scrabbling around for something to use as a weapon when a fifth gunshot split the night and the man holding the door stumbled away and fell. The back door was pulled open and McKnight fell in, tossing Selah the keys as she did so. Selah fumbled them, nearly dropped them under the seat, yanked the door closed, and slid them into the ignition and started the car.
"Where's Chico?"
"Drive!"
"Where is he?" "They got him. Go dammit!"
Selah didn't even bother with reversing. She slammed on the gas and the Subaru bucked up over the curb, crushing its way through the low bushes then out over the broad sidewalk onto the road. Jouncing and jumping, they plowed out, Selah simultaneously accelerating and turning the wheel.
"You're hurt," said Dominique, "You're shot."
The rear windshield exploded into a shattered web, and a stuttering slurry of rapid gunfire from a machine gun of some sort raked the night, but failed to connect.
"Go," said McKnight, voice like a clenched fist. "They're trying to shoot out the tires."
Selah needed no urging. The Subaru wasn't designed for terrific acceleration though, and it seemed as if the asphalt had turned into molasses. A car pulled out from the parking lot behind them, headlights strafing the night. "How did they find us?"
"I've no idea," said McKnight. She was leaning back stiffly against the car seat, hand pressed to her side. "Where are you driving to?"
"I don't know. Where should I go?"
"We need a secure place. They'll track us through the traffic cams. We need to ditch the car."
"What? Then where?"
"The lab!" said Dominique.
"The lab?"
"Left! Take this left!"
Selah turned the wheel, tapping the brakes so that they almost slid out into a broader avenue. All the lanes were deserted and all the traffic lights blinked orange. She stepped on the gas again.
Dominique was thinking out loud. "The lab's got great security. I can get us in, but they won't know the passcodes. It will slow them down."
"But we'll be trapped," said McKnight. She hissed and lowered her face.
"It's our only choice," said Dominique. "You're too hurt to move. We can't stay in the car. We need to go to ground and it's the only option."
Selah looked in her rearview mirror, saw only spider-webbed glass, and glanced at the side mirror instead. A car had pulled out behind them, coming on fast. She had the acceleration pedal right down to the floor, but the Subaru was taking its sweet time to get over sixty. She kept glancing from the road before them to the mirror. The other car was gaining fast.
"We're not going to make it," said Selah. "They're faster than we are. We need a closer destination."
"There is no other destination!" Dominique was trying to press something against McKnight's side, but the other woman refused to take her hands off the wound. "Go faster!"
The other car came up behind them and Selah put all her weight futilely on the pedal. The other car swung wide into the other lane and crept up right next to them. Selah stared out her window in panic, prepared to ram the Subaru right into them, but froze. The passenger had a machine gun aimed at her through his open window and the driver was looking over his shoulder barking out an order and pointing at the side of the road. But that wasn't what grabbed Selah's attention. That was nothing. Incredulously, she stared at the figure crouched on top of the car, riding it was ease and confidence, the tips of his fingers wrapped around the front edge of the roof. He turned and looked at Selah, and in his black eyes, she saw the hungry void yearn for her.
Theo.
The driver was completely unaware of his passenger. He yelled again, made another chopping motion with his hand, but then Theo crouched down even lower and dug his fingers through the front of the windshield and began to peel the roof of the car right off like the lid of a sardine can.
Panic. The driver sawed his car away and into another lane, lost speed, fell back. They heard the explosion of gunfire, and in the rearview mirror, Selah watched as the car swerved back and forth and then completely fishtailed out and nearly flipped over. In moments, it had fallen too far back from view to make out details, and then was swallowed up by the night.
"What..." Dominique paused, swallowed. "What was that?"
"Theo. He's here." Selah shifted her weight in the seat, focused on the road. They were exploding through intersections at eighty miles an hour.
"Theo? How did he find us?"
"I don't know. Maybe he's connected to me. Maybe he can sense me somehow. I don't know. He's had over a week to catch up with us. Now he's here."
"Thank God," said McKnight. Her voice was disturbingly weak. "We'd be done for."
"Why did he do that? Save us? I thought he wanted you dead."
"Yeah. He does. But he wants to be the one to kill me." Selah felt a chill run down her back, and shrugged. "How much farther to the lab?"
"Three more lights. You might want to start slowing down."
Selah looked in the side mirror and saw headlights far behind them, but clearly driving after them. "Somebody's on track behind us," she said.
"Vampire," said McKnight.
"Yeah," said Dominique, "Yes, he is."
"No," said McKnight. "Vampire. In the hit squad. Grabbed Chico."
Selah eased off the gas. Their intersection was coming up. She shook her head, trying to think. It was all happening too fast. "That means this is one of those new elite squads. The government ones."
McKnight snorted. "Elite my ass."
"Here, turn here," said Dominique.
Selah did so, slowing down to a measly twenty-five miles an hour and sawing the car around to take the right. They were close now. She recognized the street.
Accelerating once more, she drove down the broad street. The office buildings were set far back from the road, surrounded by large parking lots and swathes of grass, trees bordering each lot and separating it from its neighbor. It had seemed bland and cheerful during the day. Now, pushing nine o'clock, its silence and stillness made for an ominous backdrop.
"There, on the left. That's it."
Selah slowed again and drove into the parking lot. God, she wished Lee or Gordon were with them. She kept checking in the side mirror, but there was still no sign of the car. Maybe they had lost them. She drove right up to the front door, parked, and jumped out.
McKnight was hit pretty bad. Blood had soaked through her shirt over her stomach, and she had tremendous difficulty getting out of the car. Dominique rushed to the door, punched in a security code, and yanked the door open. Selah slipped under McKnight's arm and took as much of her weight as she could. Together, they staggered through the door just as the second car pulled into the parking lot behind them.
Dominique stepped in right after them and pulled the door closed. She entered a second code and the doors locked. "Magnetic locks," she said. "We're safe for now."
McKnight slid out of Selah's grasp to the floor. Dominique was immediately by her side. "We need to get her to a hospital," she said. "She's going to die if we don't."
The front door exploded inward. The entire section of wall around it burst in with a mind-rending roar as the front of a car rammed through it, sending shattered brick, dust, and chunks of cement flying through the air. Selah screamed and fell down, landing hard on her ass and then rolling over onto her side, arms over her face. She was stunned, couldn't think, but she forced herself to rise to all fours then her feet, not knowing which way was what, knowing that she had to move, had to keep going. Dominique was hauling McKnight away from the wreckage, and inside the crumpled shell of the car Selah could see a vague form stirring behind the wheel, its shape and outline indistinct in the thick pall of dust.
She stumbled toward Dominique and helped her lift McKnight once more. The Sergeant was out, face pale, eyes closed. They both got under her arms and began to hurry down the hall, Dominique's breath almost a sob as they fought to gain speed. Selah tried to look behind them, but McKnight's arm prevented her from doing so. More bricks cascaded down from the ceiling above the door, crashing onto the rubble.
"Where we going?" she yelled.
"Here, down here! To the lab!"
They ran down the corridor, took a left. Selah thought she could hear footsteps behind them. Doors lined the walls and Dominique stopped at what seemed a random one. She typed in a code, hauled the heavy door open, and they stepped inside. She immediately turned around and pulled the door closed, then sagged against it and flicked on the lights.
They were in a small lab. Equipment lined the surface of the countertops that followed the walls around, and the center of the room was divided by an equally busy island. Cupboards were placed in a continuous line above the counters and the air was filled with a charged, whirring sound.
"Here," said Dominique. "Help. We have to get her up." She cleared a table top with a sweep of her arm, sending metallic objects and books crashing the floor, and then, together, they lifted McKnight onto the surface. Dominique seemed to know what to do--she immediately checked McKnight's breathing, tilted her head back to open her mouth, and then pulled up her shirt to reveal a blood-drowned bullet hole just above her hip. She ran to a cupboard, pulled out a first aid kit, and came back. Opened it, fingers shaking, and ripped open a large pad of gauze. "Here," she said, handing it to Selah. "Press down hard on the bullet hole."
Selah did so, and the white weave of the gauze quickly sopped up the blood and turned a crimson. Somebody knocked on the door and then pounded onto it with their fist.
"Don't worry," said Dominique, voice quavering, "That's a fire door. Metal. Nobody's getting through." She continued to rifle through the kit and pulled out a packet. Read it with feverish speed, and then tore it open. "All right, pull off the gauze. I'm going to pour this in. Should help with clotting. Then put the gauze back on and don't take it off again no matter what. Lift it!"
Selah did so and jumped as a second pound shook the door. She looked over her shoulder. The last attack had distended the vertical surface of the door, caused a dent the size of a football to bulge inward with horrid Cubist angles.
"Selah! Press down!"
She looked back. White crystals lay thick over the bullet hole, and she immediately pressed the gauze back down. Dominique rushed to another closet and pulled out a tartan blanket, which she draped over McKnight. Again, she checked the Sergeant's breathing, then her pulse. She shook her head and tears began to brim in her eyes. "She needs help. She can't stay here."
Another pound shook the door. Then a third. Selah looked over her shoulder again. The door was beginning to buckle inward. "Dominique. That door isn't going to hold."
Dominique pushed the base of her palms against her temples. Blood smeared her brow. "Wait. Wait. She might have an exit wound. We need to cover that too. Oh God."
More blows. The door was groaning and wrenching under each one. "Dominique! Focus! What can we use in here against him? It's Theo! He's coming in!"
Dominique shook her head, blinking rapidly, looking down at McKnight. "Airway. Breathing. Circulation. Disability or deformity. Exposure."
Selah looked down at the pad. It was saturated with blood. She reached for the first aid kit, plucked out another packet of gauze, ripped it open with her teeth, and pulled free the fresh gauze which she pressed down over the red one.
"Dom! Help me! Do we have any acid? Or what else is there here?"
"Acid?" Dominique blinked. "We might have some hydrochloric acid. But in small quantities. Not enough."
"All right. Okay. What else? What about the centrifuges? The vaccine? Is that here?"
"The vaccine? Yes. This is the lab I was working in. The centrifuges are over there." Dominique pointed to a box on the counter.
Selah wanted to scream. Dominique had to be going into shock because she just stood there doing nothing. "Then put the vaccine into a syringe or something! Hurry!"
"But they're not done spinning yet," said Dominique. "And we should check for an exit wound."
Selah released the gauze padding and ran over to where Dominique had pointed. The door took another blow and metal squealed under it. She hesitated over a small white box the size of a rice cooker, and tried to flip open the lid. It wouldn't open. She stared at the small LCD screen and pressed a red button. The whirring within slowed, came to a sudden stop. The lid came up. She looked down at the blue-capped heads of what looked like a dozen tubes. Pulled one free and held it up to the light. Dense, white, cloudy matter was concentrated at the end, while a half-inch of clear liquid atop it.
Selah turned back and saw that Dominique was pressing with both hands on McKnight's gauze padding. The door was a crooked mess that was barely hanging onto its hinges and she could see hints and flashes of Theo beyond it. She rushed back to the first aid kit, drew out a syringe in plastic wrap and tore it free.
Theo hit the door with both fists, bringing them down like twin sledgehammers, and the door burst free of its hinges, slamming down with a crashing boom onto the linoleum. Dominique screamed and tried to skirt away, but refused to take her hands off McKnight. Selah forced herself to focus. She bit off the top of tubes' blue caps and inserted the needle into the clear fluid. Backing away from Theo, she pulled the plunger up with as much care as her shaking hands could manage.
Theo paused only to stare around the room, and then he blurred in that impossible, terrifying manner of his, suddenly appearing before Selah, one hand clamped around her throat. It felt like having a car door slammed on her neck. He lifted her off the ground with ease, raised her high so that her feet were kicking a foot and a half off the ground, the tube falling from her fingers as she scrabbled at his hand, momentarily panicked, the pain and constriction calling forth the most primitive of instincts.
"Now I have you," said Theo, his breath stinking of old blood. "Now we can end this. Now we can both know peace."
He bared his fangs, his black eyes flat and dead like those of a shark, and began to bring her toward him. Selah's eyes were flooding with water, she couldn't breathe, couldn't think, but with one desperate jab, she buried the needle in his shoulder, jamming it in with all her strength, and slammed down the plunger.
Theo didn't react. He hissed with pain as if he had been briefly touched by a white-hot pan, the kind of burn that will leave a fine welt, but that was all. Selah kicked out as hard as she could, but it felt like kicking a wall. It was futile. She knew he was too strong. He reached out and gripped her shirt by the hem, tearing it off in one violent stroke. She felt his nails caress the spot over her heart, and all she could think, all she could manage as her vision grew lurid and filled with incandescent dancing motes of red and blue, was Oh God, please, not now, not yet.
Theo suddenly faltered, lowering her to the ground, but keeping his grip on her neck. Selah managed to squeeze in a whistling breath and her vision momentarily cleared. His black skin was slick with blood sweat. He was clenching and unclenching his jaw, blinking rapidly. A surge of hope rushed through her, and then he let go of her altogether and staggered back, crashing into the central island, his outstretched arm knocking textbooks and equipment to the floor. He supported himself for a moment, and then slipped and fell.
Selah sank to her knees, hands at her throat, gasping, whistling for breath. Her throat was aflame, throbbing and still impossibly tight. She coughed, gasped, almost retched. Watched Theo with terror and hope. He was sitting with his legs kicked out, back against a table leg, staring stupidly at his palms which were smeared with his own blood. Dominique stood behind him, an empty syringe in her hand, staring down at him with revulsion.
"What is happening to me?" Theo's voice was quiet. Not panicked, not terrified. More dazed than anything else.
Selah forced herself to her feet, swaying as if she might fall over again, and tottered around to stand next to Dominique and hold on to her arm. She stared down at Theo. The blood sweat was growing worse, small beads joining to run in miniature rivulets down the side of his face. His clothing was sticking to him now, and blood ran from his ears, nostrils, and the corners of his eyes.
She stood frozen. The moments passed by, measured by the sterile ticking of a wall clock, and Theo sat still, silent, his body being ravaged from within. She gripped Dominique's arm with terrified intensity, not sure she could believe what was happening. Sure on some primitive level that he would simply force himself to rise once more and finish the job.
Instead, he gasped, exhaling a mist of crimson into the air, and let his head sag back against the table leg. Closed his eyes. Blood pooled in the hollow of his neck, the delicate troughs above his collarbones. His mouth was seamed in blood and brilliant flecks of vermillion spotted the floor around him.
He opened his eyes. "Selah," he said. There was a tone of entreaty in his voice that she had not heard before. "Selah."
She tore herself away from Dominique and walked around him, to stand before him at a distance of three yards. He looked up at her and she saw that the blackness of his eyes was fading, looking like morning mist before the sun. Even as she stared down at him, she saw his sclera lighten to gray, his irises warm to a dense and nut-hued brown.
"Selah," he whispered, voice choked.
"I'm here," she said, and slowly lowered herself down to one knee. He didn't track her with his eyes, but continued to stare blindly up at the ceiling.
"Selah. I don't know what's happening to me."
"You're dying, Theo." She felt tears prick her eyes once more. Gone was that flat hunger, that predatory need. Instead, she sensed that he was back, the Theo that she had known, perhaps even a Theo that predated his vampiric self. For a moment, even as he died, there was a new cast to his features, a rounding and gentling of his expression that made him seem a mortal man.
"I love you, Selah. My Sethe, my light in the darkness. I'm sorry. I'm so ... sorry."
Selah felt a sob rise up within her, and moved forward. She reached out and cupped his cheek, the harsh scarred cheek that had haunted her so since she had first met him back in the dark streets of Miami. He placed his hand over hers and squeezed it gently.
"Theo." She couldn't think of anything to say. Nothing that could encapsulate the heartbreak she was feeling. Her terror was sluicing into pity, into a profound heart-wrenching sorrow for him, for McKnight, for everybody she knew and loved that had been damaged or killed by this vampiric curse.
"You have to be strong," he whispered. He was starting to shiver, the vibration almost imperceptible. "End times are coming. Final hour. You need to be strong. You can do what needs to be done. You are beautiful and good. No more doubts. Reckoning."
She felt the tears overflow and run down her cheek. Flashes of memory came to her. Dancing with him in Miami that very first night. Fighting alongside him against Sawiskera. Their quiet conversation in the Japanese garden in LA. That horrific final dawn when he had given her his heart. The ancient pain he had carried through his entire unlife.
"I will," she said. "I promise, Theo. I will."
"Selah," he said. She saw that his eyes had turned a perfect white mere moments before he closed them. "Sethe."
He grew still. His hand fell away from her own and his head rolled away from her palm. Blood dropped from the edge of his chin. Selah stared at him and pulled her hand back, cradling it with the other. Dominique breathed in rapid, shallow breaths, and Selah forced herself to stand. She blinked, rubbed her forearm across her eyes, and looked to the other woman.
"Rebecca," said Dominique, and turned back to McKnight. "Oh, no," she said as she touched the side of McKnight's neck. "No, no, no."
Selah moved to her side and placed her hands on the gauze, pressing down once more. McKnight's face had become waxen and she was breathing in an irregular manner. Dominique turned to the wall and activated an Omni, punching in an emergency code. The Omni's screen flashed red three times and a young man's face appeared.
Dominique began to explain their situation and Selah turned to McKnight. Tried to find her pulse, found it fluttering and weak. Blood was pooled beneath her and had started to drip off the side of the table. So much blood. Selah stared down helplessly at McKnight's face and a wave of anger rolled through her. The young man was explaining that they would send an armored ambulance as soon as they could, but it might taken up to fifteen minutes to reach them. He was asking Dominique if the victim was breathing. If she had a clear air passage. Dominique was yelling at him, telling him to get a damn ambulance over to the lab immediately.
Selah released the gauze pad. McKnight was leaving them. She felt it deep within her bones, deep within her soul. These were her final moments. The span of her life had reached its end, and this was it.
"Rebecca," she said, leaning down close to whisper it in her ear. "Rebecca. Thank you. Thank you so much. For your help. For everything." Nothing seemed adequate. She took McKnight's hand and squeezed it tightly. Ran her other hand through McKnight's blond curls. All toughness was gone from the Sergeant's face. That implacable attitude that made it seem like she could endure anything, overcome any obstacle.
Not this time.
Selah held her hand tightly and smoothed down her hair, watching McKnight as her breaths came slower and slower. They were just little gasps at the end, separated by five, six, seven seconds. Little hitches of the chest. Dominique returned and took McKnight's other hand. Together, the two women watched as McKnight died. And when her final breath came and no other was taken, they hugged each other and wept.
Awareness crept back, and with it, a cold, mind-clearing fury. Selah pulled free from Dominique and ran her forearm across her face, wiping away the tears. They had to move. They had to keep going. She crossed the lab and pulled out each vaccine ampoule. Pocketed them all and then turned back to her friend.
"Dominique, we have to go. We can't be here when the ambulance arrives." Dominique blinked away her tears and looked up at her, overwhelmed. Selah walked over and placed a hand on her shoulder. "Dominique, come on. We've got to end this war."
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