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Dedication

For all those who’ve supported and encouraged me, the journey has been long, but hopefully worth it in the end. Thank you.


EPISODE 1

“This is Lisa Hernandez, reporting live from the White House and the excitement here is palpable! The President just made his way onto the stage, along with the Vice President and Congressional leaders. We’re now awaiting the arrival of— oh! Here they are now. Three delegates from the alien race, calling themselves ahgralamartok. They are quite short— the tallest not even reaching the President’s chin— with large heads and dark, expressive eyes. The aliens are shaking hands with each human in turn and I can’t help but think back to the Close Encounters movie I watched as a child. According to the White House press release, this same scene is playing itself out in dozens of other countries around the world as we speak. The ahgralamartok are meeting with the leaders of every major nation on Earth, offering friendship and technological support to humanity as a whole. Shortly, the President will address the nation and give us more on the specifics of this momentous occasion…”

— From a news radio broadcast on Amalgamation Day


1 • Abraham

Abraham Black first heard the whispers the night his wife and baby daughter died in his arms.

Abraham…

The whispers had frightened him. Had he lost his mind along with his family? Were hallucinations the first indications of the Blight? He hadn’t recalled hearing that as a symptom— severe headaches and the distinctive gray, clammy skin had been the only warning signs. Death quickly followed, usually within hours. Few had lasted more than a day.

Abraham…

As that night wore on and the pain of his loss had sunk in, the whispers had become seductive. They had promised power and glory and, most of all, revenge.

Abraham…

After nearly a year of living with them, however, the whispers had ceased to frighten or seduce. They had become an annoyance.

“Hush, Demon,” Abraham mumbled.

Is that all you have to say to me after everything I’ve done for you? ‘Hush, Demon’?

Abraham rolled over and opened his eyes. Dust, stirred by his movement, twirled and sparkled in a shaft of sunlight fighting through a dirty window of the abandoned barn where he had spent the night. Farm implements, including a newer model tractor, sat unused and forgotten all around him. The concrete floor made his rest uncomfortable, but the building was relatively vermin free and provided shelter from a spring shower during the night. The clouds had evidently passed over while he slept, but Abraham heard a blustery wind driving against the western wall of the structure.

You know, the brooding, silent type might work with the ladies, but it’s a real downer for a traveling companion.

“I told you to be quiet.”

Oh, no. You don’t get to order me around that easy. We’re a team, remember? You signed on for this.

Abraham sighed, caught in the ugly truth. “A moment of weakness I regret every day.”

Speaking of weakness, you need to eat, Big Fella. I can’t sustain you forever you know.

In echoing agreement, Abraham’s stomach rumbled. He stood up and scratched his cheek, his fingers scraping through the short whiskers there. Shaking his head, he picked his way through the scattered mess of tools on the floor. Someone had come through here before him, probably months ago, maybe looking for fuel or other useful supplies. While the equipment was all essential for a life of agriculture, little of it would be helpful to someone desperately trying to escape a deadly epidemic. Abraham opened the door and stepped out into a stiff breeze. His skin prickled at the change in temperature.

Springtime in Montana was a fickle beast. Sunshine and warm temperatures could give way to clouds and snow in a matter of hours. Wind existed as the only constant, yet its strength remained as capricious as the rest of the weather. Abraham’s navy blue jacket flapped away from the plaid, flannel shirt he wore underneath. He grabbed at the jacket’s edges before remembering the zipper had broken a few weeks back. Sighing again, he scanned the horizon, squinting into the morning sun.

In the distance, beyond intermittent clusters of trees and brush, a thin plume of smoke trailed into the sky, following the wind. A mile, maybe two, he decided while absently twirling the wedding band he still wore on his finger. Its fit had loosened during the long winter. Smoke meant habitation. Habitation meant the possibility for a meal. Abraham set his feet and marched toward a potential breakfast.

So much walking! If you followed my advice more, we wouldn’t have to live this vagabond, trudge-about lifestyle.

“What do you care, Demon?” Abraham scoffed. “It’s not your feet in these boots.”

It may as well be! Do you understand the energy I have to expend to keep you upright and strong? No. You don’t. And do you convey any appreciation of my efforts?

“Why should I? The longer I live in this world, the more I think I’d have been happier to die along with my family.”

Except you didn’t. The Gray Blight spared your life, even as you watched your wife and child wither and expire from it.

“Be quiet or be gone! I’m sick of your jabbering.” The reminder hurt, like lemon juice poured over a wound that would never heal, but almost as distressing was the fact the demon had become his only companion in an increasingly lonely world.

By some reports he’d heard, the Blight had erased as much as ninety percent of the human population. No, erased was too clean a word for the carnage the plague had wrought. Abraham had encountered grisly examples of the Blight’s work on a weekly basis, at the very least, even a year later. Bodies sprawled where they’d fallen, decayed or picked apart by scavengers, especially in these rural areas where entire families had fallen victim to the indiscriminate disease. The first aliens to arrive on Earth— the Grays— claimed it hadn’t been their fault, laying blame on the Bugs, the second extraterrestrial arrivals. In the Grays’ defense, they had developed a cure, though it came far too late for most. Regardless of which alien species carried the guilt, the damage to the human race had been brutal and thorough.

I picked you because I thought you were a fighter. You’re alive for the purpose of exacting revenge on behalf of your family. Cut out this melancholy shit and get your ass in gear.

“Watch your language, Demon,” Abraham said with a growl.

Or what? You’ll appeal to God to smite me from His perch in heaven? You’ve tried that before, remember? How well did that work out? Where is your God anyway? Where was He the night your family died?

“Enough! Must you continue reminding me how far I’ve fallen?”

To be honest, it is part of the job.

“Well then, consider that job finished for the day and please shut up.”

Not unless you say my name.

“No. It’s disgusting. How did you get a name like that anyway?”

Well, not everyone can have a cool moniker like Mephistopheles or Beelzebub, now can they?

The chorus of Say My Name by Destiny’s Child played in a continuous loop in Abraham’s brain. He stopped and clapped his hands against his ears to no avail. “Quit that!”

It was so sad when Beyoncé left the group for a solo career, don’t you think?

Abraham groaned. “Pus Drinker, stop the song and shut up!”

The music quieted. Abraham grunted and resumed walking while feeling the demon grinning like a spoiled child inside his mind.

Birds chattered in a grove of trees off to his right. The terrain of south central Montana consisted of a transition zone from the mountainous region to the west into the largely desolate plains of the east. Fences and overgrown irrigation ditches regularly obstructed his path, along with the infrequent creek, but, being on his own, he preferred to travel cross country rather than follow the roads. People generally still used the highways, either with horse-drawn carts or on foot. He sometimes saw powered vehicles— most often law enforcement or military. Few private citizens had access to reserves of gasoline after the power grid had failed around the time of the Blight. Since then, life had been dialed back a couple of centuries, with the occasional modern anachronism tossed in as a reminder of what had been mostly lost.

After a hike of twenty minutes or more, Abraham climbed over a barbed wire fence and spotted his destination ahead. A two-story farmhouse, painted an olive green with white trim, sat next to a brown, steel construction barn with an oversized sliding door, which hung partially open. Parked next to the house in a gravel driveway were a pickup truck and a four-door sedan. Weeds had grown up around the vehicles, indicating lack of use for several months. Over the course of his walk, the wind had died down to inconsistent breezes and the air held a promise of warmer temperatures as the sun rose in the sky.

Abraham removed his jacket and tied it around his waist by the sleeves as he surveyed the farm. Except for the smoke coming from the brick chimney along side the house, the scene looked exactly like the dozens of other empty homesteads Abraham had encountered in his travels.

He moved forward, boots crunching in the gravel. A dog, sleeping in a patch of sun on the modest porch, raised its head and growled. Abraham stopped several feet short of the steps and eyed the dog. Shepherd mix, he decided, as it got to its feet and continued to growl. It still bore a thick winter coat, making it appear bigger than normal. Abraham had always liked dogs. Their universally negative reactions to him— or rather to his invisible companion— dejected him.

“Hello?” he called out. “Is anyone home?”

For several seconds, Abraham heard nothing but the wind and rumbles from the dog. Then, a curtain pulled back in one of the second story windows. Reflections in the glass didn’t allow him a look at the occupant, but one side slid open and the snout of a double-barrel shotgun appeared. “What do you want?” a woman’s voice asked.

Abraham held out his hands to show he meant no harm. “I hoped you might have some work needing done… maybe in exchange for a meal?”

The shotgun wavered. “You know your way around a plow?”

“I’m sure I can manage.”

After another pause, the woman said, “The field round back of the barn needs turning. The plow’s already out there. Horse is in the barn. No funny business, I can watch you from the other side and you’d be smart not to test my skills with this.” The shotgun moved up and down.

“Certainly not, ma’am,” Abraham answered. “I’ll get right to work. Thank you.”

Keeping his distance from the dog, who stood resolutely on the porch, Abraham walked in between the house and the barn to the back side. There he saw a fenced area, perhaps half an acre in size, with a gate facing the barn. A sizable plow, meant to be pulled by a horse or ox, tilted in the dirt in the nearest corner. Wind whistled through the barn, coming through an opening, twin to the one in front. A horse nickered inside.

Abraham guessed the woman was desperate to even consider taking his help and he wondered if she were alone here. Glancing back to the house, he noted the distance was well beyond the effective range of her shotgun. She had either hoped Abraham was ignorant about the weapon, or she herself was.

Just go in and take what you need. I can protect you from her and the hound.

“Not happening, Demon.” Abraham gazed at the plow, calculating. He knew the horse would react to him in similar fashion as the dog had. “What will it cost for the strength to manage the plow by myself long enough to turn this plot?”

A lot more than if you went inside and fixed yourself a good meal.

“Answer the question.”

A week.

“Agreed.” Abraham strode to the gate and flipped the latch. He opened it enough to slip through and approached the plow.

When I said I thought you were a fighter, I didn’t mean you should be fighting me. This is such a waste of my talents and your life.

“Stop whining and do as I asked.” Abraham reached for one of the handles and power surged through his limbs. The implement felt light and insubstantial in his hands. He pushed forward, churning a deep furrow in the earth with ease.

Every time he took energy from the demon like this, he paid in life. A day here, a week there, Abraham suspected he’d spent several months of his lifespan since he had first agreed to accept the demon’s help. Sometimes he wondered if the demon knew exactly how much life he had in store, but ultimately, Abraham didn’t really care. Over the course of the past year, he had all but given up on his initial desire to strike back at the aliens who he blamed for destroying his family. If he used up his remaining life in an effort to make a few others less miserable, then he viewed it as time well spent.

And it had the added benefit of bringing him that much closer to seeing his family again.

He reached the back fence of the spacious garden plot and noted a single cow grazing in the next field. Its hip bones protruded and Abraham could easily make out the creature’s ribs. Winter had been harsh and long. This animal had been fortunate. Many had not survived. Abraham turned back toward the barn and drove the plow through the stubborn dirt, which felt more like hardened clay beneath his feet. He hoped it would yield enough nutrients to grow whatever crop the woman had in mind.

Barely half an hour later, Abraham loosened his grip from the plow and wiped his brow with a shirtsleeve. He enjoyed the workout. Simple physical exertion, even if it had been demon enhanced, focused his mind.

A low hum, or buzzing sound reached his ears over the buffeting breeze. Abraham glanced around, searching for the source as it grew louder. Finally, he looked up and saw it. At least half as long as a bus, the beast’s body was walnut brown and composed of a dozen segments, each sporting a pair of legs, which dangled as it flew by three sets of humming, diaphanous wings. Another insect-like alien, black and as tall as a man with two enormous, curved spines jutting from its back, rode atop the flying creature, just in front of the first set of wings. The pair hovered for a moment, then the rider pointed down with a short forelimb at the cow in the next field. The segmented mass of legs and wings swooped down on the hapless bovine, snaring it with three pairs of limbs and slowly lifted it off the ground. As it rose, the cow bellowed in fear.

Abraham felt rage and bloodlust rise from the demon inside him, squashing his own fright and confusion. “What do I do?”

Give me control.

“No! Just tell me how I can stop it.”

There’s no time! I promise to release you when the deed is done.

The cow’s hooves hung twenty feet above the ground and continued to climb. “All right, but only until that monstrosity is dead.”

The Doors’ Light My Fire sprang to life in Abraham’s head as he sprinted across the freshly tilled earth. He felt his lungs heave and his feet pound the ground, but he had no control over any of it. He raced to the back fence and jumped. His right foot touched the top of a post only long enough to launch his body like a missile toward the flying nightmare above him. Mid-leap, a three-foot long sword of flame appeared in his right hand and an inhuman roar erupted from his throat. The sword swept through the back two sets of wings as if they hadn’t existed, leaving only burning stumps in its wake. The creature screeched in agony and twisted in the air while letting go of its prize. Abraham’s legs curled into a tuck and he somersaulted away from the flailing insect, finishing the arc of his attack by landing lithely on his booted feet several yards away. The flier and its rider impacted with a thud, barely audible over the injured beast’s pained cries.

Abraham shot toward the spot where they fell, shouting in a language he didn’t know. The rider sprang to its feet and stared him down. The spines along its back spun around to the alien’s front side, revealing themselves as another set of scythe-like limbs, which it had tucked out of the way while riding its mount. It hissed and brandished its natural weapons with zeal, slashing at Abraham. His mind flinched, but his body, controlled by the demon, parried with his own torrid weapon, cleaving the alien’s appendages clean away. It clacked its mandibles furiously, the noise joining the screams of its mount, but only until Abraham removed its head on his back swing. The body crumpled into the tall grass.

“Oh, I’ve waited so long for some real action!” Pus Drinker said with Abraham’s voice.

Elated chills made Abraham’s body tingle as he stepped over to the formerly flying beast, wailing and writhing on the ground. Its limbs flailed randomly, but Abraham dodged them effortlessly, admiring his handiwork.

End it, Abraham wanted to say, but his vocal cords weren’t his own.

“But then my time will be finished,” the demon said. “I was just starting to have fun.”

Do it, Demon. You promised.

“I promised to relinquish control when the beast was dead. Maybe I should leave it alive and go find out what the woman is hiding in her house.”

The thing will die sooner or later. Then you’ll be caged and useless inside me until the day I die, I swear to God.

Pus Drinker growled. “There’s no need for that! Fine, you win. But you need to let me out more. There won’t be any humans left in the world if we don’t start doing something about all these uninvited guests.” Casually, the demon swept the sword through the creature’s head, silencing its screeches.

Abraham regained control of his body and the flames vanished from his hand. He sank to his knees in the grass and swallowed rising bile in his throat. Looking up, he saw the cow lying a few yards away, her neck twisted at an unnatural angle.

Aw, now that’s just a damn shame. Probably not three good steaks in that pile of skin and bones either.

“Shut up,” Abraham said and wiped his mouth.

The demon cackled. You’re like a broken record, Abe. Oh, wait. Are you old enough to remember those?

Abraham got to his feet and walked toward the house. A curtain fell closed in one of the upper story windows just before he bent down to climb through the barbed wire fencing surrounding the cow’s pasture. Abraham’s body began to ache. His feet felt like stones, his legs rubber. Slowly, he made his way to the front porch, where the dog growled a menacing greeting.

The front door opened to reveal a dark-haired, pale-skinned boy, whose eyes bore the look of someone in great pain. Abraham guessed his age at no more than fifteen years. He wore gray sweat pants and a stained T-shirt. His left arm was fully wrapped in a crude sling, spotted with patches of dark blood. In his right arm, he held the familiar shotgun, pointed straight at Abraham’s chest.


2 • Neri

Neri White picked up her favorite knife and, with a steady hand, guided it through the soap and stubble covering her ebony scalp. Sitting on a short stool in front of the vanity table across from her bed, her eyes followed the blade’s progress in an oval, brass-framed mirror. Reaching down, Neri rinsed the knife in a pail of warm water at her feet, then repeated the process, creating another hairless swath on her head. Neri couldn’t stand vermin. The mere thought of tiny creatures living and feeding off someone sent shivers down her backside. As a result, she required those living in her house to keep themselves clean shaven, preventing lice and other hygiene issues, since they couldn’t bathe as often as she wished. And anything Neri asked of those under her care, she also did herself. It only seemed fair and that’s how her mama had taught her.

Pausing a moment in her weekly routine, Neri glanced at the only photograph she had of her mother, which sat in a thin, gilded frame next to the mirror. In it, Mama, who appeared a few years younger than Neri’s twenty-four, looked back at the camera with a broad smile, embracing her sister, Neri’s Aunt Tish. Everyone had always said Tish and Neri’s mother, Rose, had been like peas in a pod during their childhood, growing up in rural Mississippi. Neri knew Mama had always looked up to her elder sister, even after Tish had married and moved far away. When cancer took her mama, less than a year after Neri had graduated high school, Aunt Tish asked Neri to come stay with her. Even though the plains of Wyoming were a world apart from the streets of Jackson, Mississippi, Neri hadn’t hesitated in accepting the offer. Kin was kin after all, as Mama would say, and blood listened to blood.

Neri knew blood well.

She reapplied the knife to her head and winced when she hit a troublesome bump and nicked her scalp. Neri set the blade down with a sigh. May as well put it to use, she thought as she reached up and dabbed the wound with her finger, coming away with a drop of blood. She studied the miraculous liquid, poised on her fingertip, and marveled at the possibilities it presented to her.

Neri had always been talented, perceiving things others did not, and her mama had been the first to notice when Neri was very young. Later, Mama had schooled her in the basics of her gift, though Neri never witnessed her mother perform any magic herself. She had strongly cautioned Neri about the use of blood.

“Blood can be a powerful tool,” Mama had told her. “But never use any ‘cept your own. People who use the blood of others for power create dark stains on their souls that never wash away.”

Neri had taken her mother’s words to heart and had never used blood— even her own— to enhance her gift until after Mama had passed. Once the Gray Blight struck, Neri had sought for ways to help as those around her became ill. Her experiments with her own blood never yielded a cure, but her abilities had grown substantially during the Blight. Guilt consumed Neri for weeks after the deadly plague had taken Aunt Tish. Everyone she cared about had died while Neri had become stronger.

With a shake of her head, Neri took a moment to center herself, as she’d done hundreds of times, and traced her finger on the surface of the mirror, leaving a red smear along an inward spiral.

The mirror— indeed the whole room— darkened for Neri, then images began to flash and spin within the silvered glass. Black, terrifying creatures, with limbs like swords, sliced indiscriminately through people on a crowded street. Eyes, bulging with fright, raced past her in the vision. Men and women fell by the dozens to the monstrous invaders. Some even succumbed to their neighbors, doing anything to flee the carnage. Neri felt their screams in her chest. Blood painted the pavement.

Light returned and Neri shivered. Forecasting the future always required interpretation. She was rarely graced with exact dates or times, but rather vague impressions of future events. The most disturbing aspect of this particular vision wasn’t the senseless massacre— Neri had witnessed death many times through her magic— or even the nightmarish beings perpetrating the slaughter. She recognized them as the second group of aliens to descend upon Earth; someone in the media had dubbed them “Bugs” and the name stuck. They had arrived shortly after the first cases of the Blight had been reported and attacked humanity’s new friends, the Grays. Everything thereafter had turned to anarchy and chaos. But no, the thing Neri found most troubling was the overwhelming feeling of inevitability she’d received in the vision. After several months of relative stability and quiet, the Bugs were about to make their presence known again and nothing on Earth could combat the doom she had seen.

“Neri?”

Startled, Neri turned to see Maureen Thompson’s head poking through the bedroom doorway. Maureen had been a close friend of Aunt Tish and the first to come live with Neri after the Blight had claimed her family. Maureen looked after the day-to-day needs of the house and the young women who lived there, acting as an adoptive mother or grandmother to all of them. Neri collected herself and forced a smile. “Good morning.” 

“I knocked but I guess you didn’t hear me since you were working your spell.” Maureen uttered the last word in a whisper. She’d never been quite comfortable with Neri’s talents.

“You are fine. Come in.”

Maureen blushed and shuffled inside, closing the door behind her. She wore a light shirt underneath denim overalls that hung loosely on her frame, as did her skin. Maureen had been a portly woman before the troubles began. She’d shed much of her extra weight in the intervening months, causing her skin to droop on her thinner body. Gray and white stubble sprouted on her head. “I’m sorry to bother you, but Sheriff Wickham is downstairs.”

Puzzled, Neri asked, “Did he say what for?”

Maureen shook her head. “Only that he wanted to ask you some questions. What should I tell him?”

“I’ll be there in two shakes. Just have to finish this first,” Neri replied, pointing to her half-soaped head and turned back to the mirror.

“I’ll let him know.”

“Thank you,” Neri said as the door clicked shut again. She bent to her task and cleared her head of hair with practiced efficiency.

After finishing, she dried her head and neck with a towel, then wiped her knife clean and slid it back into its leather sheath. She turned to her bed and donned the V-neck shirt and dark jeans she had laid out earlier. Neri kept her feet bare inside the house, a holdover from her childhood when her shoes were always dirty and stored on the porch and she rarely had socks to wear. Walking over to open her narrow closet, she pulled a floor-length, white satin robe off a hanger. The women in the house had come across it somewhere during the winter and presented it to her. They had taken to calling her Madam White whenever they were out in public and decided she should look the part. Neri, who had earned money through her teen years telling fortunes in Mississippi, understood the benefit of a little theater in her presentation to the outside world. She slipped the robe on over her clothes and tied the sash.

Making her way downstairs, Neri found Sheriff Wickham standing stiffly in the living room, near the front door, with his hat held in both hands at his waist. His sandy brown hair bore the impression of said hat and the badge on his chest sparkled as he shifted his weight. She thought the two of them were close in age. At two or three inches above six feet, Wickham dwarfed Neri, who had to cheat up on her toes to reach five foot four.

Neri adopted a smile as she approached him and offered her hand. “Good morning, Sheriff. You’re out early. Can I fetch you something to drink?”

“No, thank you, ma’am,” he said as his calloused hand engulfed her own. He hesitated, his gaze landing on the multitude of crisscrossed scars along her dark arm as her robe’s sleeve slid away. “I don’t want to take up too much of your time.”

“Not at all. Please, have a seat.” Neri pointed to a well-worn couch. 

Sheriff Wickham’s leather belt and holster creaked as he perched on the edge of the sofa and placed his hat on the cushion beside him. He waited for Neri to seat herself in a straight-backed armchair across from him before speaking. “Have you taken in a girl named Ellie Matson in the last few days?”

Neri nodded. “She arrived… let me see… day before yesterday.”

Wickham let loose a pent up breath. “That’s good news. Her father will be happy to hear she’s safe.”

“Of course. We’ll take good care of her. She seems like a nice girl.”

“No. I’m afraid you don’t understand. I’m here to take her home. She’s only sixteen.”

Neri pursed her lips. “I don’t believe that would be a good idea, Sheriff.”

“Ms. White, with all due respect, it’s not your call to make. Ellie’s a minor. As such, she belongs with her parent, according to the law.”

“Did the father say why she’d run away from home?”

The sheriff shook his head. “He thought she might have been kidnapped initially. Then I got word she might be here.”

“The girl told us she’d been abused,” Neri said. “By her father.”

Wickham frowned. “That’s a serious accusation, Ms. White. I’ve known Dean Matson for years. He and my father were friends. Was there any evidence of this? Injuries or marks?”

“No. She wasn’t beaten. The abuse she claimed was sexual in nature.”

The sheriff’s eyes widened in surprise. “Apologies, but I find that difficult to believe. Mr. Matson has always been a family man. I’d like to see her, please.”

Neri paused and decided to test her standing with the inexperienced lawman. “Sheriff, have I done well by you this past year or so? You brought several young women here who were suddenly without families and no means to get by on their own without selling themselves… or worse. Maureen and I have taken them all in gladly and without question.”

“Of course, Ms. White. You and Mrs. Thompson have been a great deal of help.”

“Then give me a bit of leeway in this instance and let me talk to Ellie. I believe I can ferret out the truth to your satisfaction. If she did lie about her father, I’ll bring her to you myself tomorrow. If she didn’t, well… would you want to be the one to deliver her back to her abuser?”

Wickham stared at the floor, clearly uncomfortable. “I’ll be honest with you, Ms. White—”

“Please, I think we’ve known each other long enough you can call me Neri.”

He looked up and blue eyes searched her face. “Neri, some folks in town are… curious about what goes on out here. There’s some pretty wild stories flying around.”

“Oh?” Neri said with a hint of a smile. “What sorts of stories?”

“Crazy stuff,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “Witchcraft. Voodoo. Other things I’d be embarrassed to repeat.”

“And what do you think of these stories, Sheriff?”

He cast his gaze downward again. “A year ago I was a wet-behind-the-ears junior deputy for a town of about five thousand people. Now, I’m sheriff for a town of probably less than five hundred. We’re still clearing bodies from houses in the outlying areas. Hell, we’ve got aliens from other planets doing God knows what just a couple hundred miles away. What do I think? I don’t have time to think. All I know is I see good people helping other good people. Your methods may seem a little odd, what with your shaved heads and all, but that don’t change the fact that you’re caring for folks who didn’t have anyone else to do it. I, for one, appreciate that and thank you for it.”

Neri smiled. “You’re more than welcome, Sheriff.”

“Grant,” he said.

“Beg pardon?”

Wickham looked up again with a smile of his own. “Grant. That’s my name. No need for all that ‘Sheriff’ business. Least in private like this.”

Neri admired his strong jawline and the hint of a dimple on his cheek. Her heart fluttered briefly and she worked to control her grin as she held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Grant.”

He took it after quickly wiping his palm on a pant leg, his fingers warm against hers. “Likewise, Neri.” He let go and stood up, clearing his throat and grabbing his hat in the process. “Let me know what you find out from Miss Matson either way. I’ll use the ride back to town to figure out how to explain the situation to her father.”

Neri stood as well and showed him to the door. Outside, the sheriff’s horse stamped its foot and pulled its lead taut from the makeshift hitching post they’d erected a few months ago, just beyond the front porch. Gasoline was too precious to use for anything but emergencies and Wyoming had no shortage of horses. “You take care and enjoy your ride. Looks like it’s shaping up to be a fine day,” Neri said, glancing up at the cloudless sky.

Grant tipped his hat and descended the three steps off the porch. He undid the lead and mounted in one fluid motion, turning his horse toward the gate at the edge of the gravel driveway. Neri stood in the doorway and watched as he encouraged the horse into a trot as they left her property. She had considered revealing her morning’s vision to him, but thought better of it. Sheriff Wickham had plenty of other things to worry about without adding that possible horror to his list.

Maureen came up behind her. “That’s a mighty fine animal.”

Neri chuckled. “And the horse ain’t bad neither.” They shared a laugh and Neri turned to embrace Maureen.

“You could do much worse for yourself than that one,” Maureen said after they parted.

Neri shook her head, recalling the terrors she’d witnessed in her mirror. “No time for that. Where’s Ellie? Girl and I need to have a talk.”

“I think she and Kenzie were tending to the chickens this morning. I’ll find her and send her in.”

“Thanks,” Neri said as Maureen stepped off the porch and strode around the house and out of sight. Neri turned and went back up to her room. She took off the robe and carefully hung it back in her closet. The sheriff’s visit troubled her on a number of levels, not the least of which were some unfamiliar romantic feelings his presence had stirred up. Neri had never thought of him in that light before— hadn’t thought of anyone that way since she’d moved west after her mama had passed. How could she even consider having a relationship after what she had seen in her mirror? As bad as the world had been the past year, it was about to get worse. She had to prepare. Neri had people counting on her for help.

One of those people was Ellie Matson. The girl had looked a fright as she stumbled through the front gate two days before. Her distress had been clear and real when Neri had briefly interviewed her and accepted her into the home. Sheriff Wickham— Grant, Neri reminded herself— considered Ellie’s father to be a good man, yet Neri had encountered many men in her short life who put on a pleasing face out in public, only to strip away that mask in front of their families and allow their true natures to roam free. She knew a tough path lay ahead convincing Grant to look beyond the civilized exterior Ellie’s father presented the world.

Neri heard a soft knock at her door, which she’d left slightly ajar. She turned to see Ellie’s bright green eyes peeking through the narrow gap. “Come in,” Neri said with a wave of her hand. “Don’t be scared.”

Ellie pushed the door open just enough to slip through and stood in front of it. She reached up for a lock of hair that was no longer there and startled herself when her fingers came away empty.

Neri smiled. “I had mine in tight braids with beads I loved to play with. I miss them sometimes, but I got used to it.” She gestured to the bed. “Please, sit down.”

Ellie nodded and sat on the corner of the bed. Her gaze skipping around the room like a bird’s caught in a cage. “Did I do something wrong, ma’am?”

“No. I just want to talk for a minute,” Neri pulled her stool over and sat in front of Ellie, letting the girl have the high ground to put her more at ease. “How are you getting on with the others?”

“Just fine, ma’am.”

“Oh, hush with the ‘ma’am’ talk. If my mama were here, God rest her soul, you could call her ‘ma’am’. I’m Neri. Okay?” Ellie replied with a stiff nod. “I imagine the girls have some strange stories to tell about me,” Neri said with a grin.

Ellie’s delicate, brown eyebrows shot up. “Oh! No, ma’am— uh, Neri.”

Neri placed a hand on Ellie’s knee. “It’s all right. You got nothing to fear from me. It’s true I can do some unusual things, but I do them for our benefit.”

Ellie nodded again, but remained silent.

“Now that you’ve had a couple days to get settled, I wanted to find out more about your pa— your father.”

She shifted on the bed and looked away. “Like what? Does this have to do with the sheriff comin’ round?”

“Y’all saw him?”

“One of the girls did. Me and Kenzie heard them talking about it. Wondering why he was here.”

Neri nodded. “In a way it does have to do with him. I need to assure the sheriff this is the best place for you. To do that, I need to get the whole story about what happened before you came.” Neri reached back and retrieved her knife from the table. She gave Ellie’s knee a gentle squeeze with her other hand as the girl stiffened. “Just relax. It’s for me.” Neri brandished her arm to highlight her collection of thin scars. “I use my blood to make magic. Right now, what I want to do is find out what your father did, but without you having to go through remembering the pain. I can see it through your eyes, live your memories, and you won’t feel a thing.”

Ellie gasped as Neri unsheathed the knife. “Please, don’t.”

“Girl, it’s all right. I’ve done this lots of times. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“It’s not that,” Ellie said.

“Then what is it?”

Tears formed in Ellie’s eyes and her head dropped. “I’m so sorry. I lied to you.”


3 • Abraham

The boy adjusted his grip on the shotgun. “What are you?”

Not “who,” but “what” Abraham noted. “My name’s Abraham Black,” he said, standing still with his hands held out. “I’m not here to hurt you. In fact, I’d like to help if I can.”

He won’t listen. Just take what you need and let’s go. I’ll protect you from the gun and the dog.

Abraham ignored his internal companion and waited silently while the young man deliberated.

“What was that thing that tried to take our cow?” he asked finally.

“A Bug,” Abraham replied. “One of the aliens who came after the Grays did last year.” He only knew what he’d heard in scattered news reports. A second group of aliens showed up and immediately waged war on the Grays, mostly in space above Earth. Humanity’s network of satellites had been the first casualty, causing global communications chaos. “I’ve seen them once or twice before, but only from a distance.”

“How did you make fire like that?”

Abraham glanced down at his right hand. “I don’t know exactly. It’s something that happens only when I’m in real trouble.”

You’re such a sap. It could happen anytime you wanted.

At a price, Abraham thought.

Just chunks of your miserable life, which you don’t seem too keen on anyway.

The shotgun barrel dropped a few inches as the boy shifted his weight, then his knees buckled. A woman darted forward from the shadows beyond the doorway and cradled him down to the floor. “Jake!” she shrieked.

Abraham took a step toward the porch. The dog’s hackles rose along with the volume of its growl. From her knees, the woman looked up in fright and fumbled for the shotgun lying next to the stricken young man. Abraham stopped. “I just want to help, ma’am.”

“Stay back!” She wrapped trembling hands around the stock and found the trigger. Abraham flinched, but the gun didn’t fire. The woman’s attention flicked back and forth between him and the boy.

“Ma’am, I swear before God I will not harm you. Is he your son? What happened to him?”

The barrel of the gun shook and Abraham felt certain the demon’s protective powers would be tested. Then, with tears in her eyes, she set the gun down and stroked the boy’s hair. “Yes, he’s mine,” she said, her shoulders quivering. “He’s all I have left.”

Abraham climbed the porch steps. The dog continued to growl, but thankfully kept its distance. “What happened?” he asked again, bending down to look at Jake. His skin held little color, but it didn’t possess the characteristic gray associated with the Blight.

The woman sniffed and spoke without taking her eyes off her son. “Our supplies are getting low. We knew we had to get a field turned to start growing some food. Jake tried to harness one of the horses to the plow, but it kicked and broke his arm. I managed to get him inside and mostly stop the bleeding, but now he’s got a fever and won’t eat.”

“How long ago?”

“Four days,” she said, then broke down and cried. “I can’t lose him!”

Abraham stood up. He knew some basic first aid, but not enough to help in this situation. Under his breath, he asked Pus Drinker, “Can you heal him?”

No. Healing isn’t exactly in my wheelhouse, you know? Kinda the other team’s thing.

“Why not? You keep me healthy,” Abraham whispered.

That’s different. You’re… part of me.

Abraham closed his eyes and suppressed a shudder.

Look, the kid’s got a day, maybe two, and he’s toast. Let’s just grab a meal, some supplies, and go.

“Shut up,” Abraham said, louder than he intended.

“What?” the woman asked, looking up at him with red eyes.

“Nothing, sorry. Let’s get him in bed and figure out what we can do.”

Jake’s mother allowed Abraham to carry the boy upstairs to his room. He weighed next to nothing and Abraham felt feverish heat radiating from Jake’s skin. He moaned as Abraham settled him in the bed.

“Do you have anything to bring down the fever?” Abraham asked the mother, who fretted and adjusted Jake’s pillow.

“Acetaminophen, but I gave him some right before all your excitement outside.”

Abraham shook his head. “Better give him another dose. And a wet cloth for his forehead.”

She nodded and hustled out of the room.

This is a losing proposition, Abe.

“If you won’t help, just be quiet.”

The arm’s infected. In the bone.

“How do you know that?”

I can smell it. I may not know healing, but sickness? That I know.

Abraham knelt beside the bed and gently pulled the sling aside. Underneath, the makeshift bandages were soaked with blood. He noted an unnatural bend in the arm and a significant lump protruding from the wrap. He could only imagine the pain the boy had endured.

Jake’s mother returned and placed a rag on his head. He revived enough to take the pills, then slumped back on the bed, his breathing slow and steady.

After a minute or two, Abraham stood, satisfied Jake rested comfortably for the moment, and sighed. “Is there any more water? I could use a drink.”

The woman looked up in surprise from studying her son, as if she’d already forgotten Abraham’s presence. “Yes, of course, I’m sorry. Where are my manners?” She straightened and held out an unsteady hand. “Cassandra Newbury. Call me Cass.”

“A pleasure. I’m Abraham Black.”

“Yes, I heard outside,” she said. Her face flushed briefly. “Thank you for your help, Mr. Black.”

“No trouble. You can call me Abraham, or Abe, if you like.”

Cass glanced once more at her injured son, then gave Abraham a tired smile. “Let’s get you some water.”

She led him downstairs to a quaint kitchen, decorated in flowered wallpaper, and poured him a glass of clear water from a plastic gallon-jug on the counter. Abraham took it gratefully and downed the whole glass. Cass shook her head and poured him another before taking a seat at a round dinette table next to a silent refrigerator. She stared without focus at the tiled floor.

Abraham followed Cass’s lead and took his glass to the table, sitting across from her. She had brown hair— lighter than Jake’s— with strands of gray showing at her temples. He guessed she might be around ten years his senior in age, perhaps even as old as forty-five, though her skin didn’t have the color or lines he’d grown accustomed to from folks who lived off the land. He revised his age estimate down a few years.

Cass looked up at him, on the verge of tears once more. “What am I going to do?”

“He needs a doctor,” Abraham said gently, trying to calm her. He would need her help if they were going to save the boy. “I’m not familiar with this area. Are there any towns nearby that might have one?”

She sniffed and nodded. “Last I heard there was one in Bridger. It’s about ten miles east.”

“That’s not too far. Why didn’t you take him?”

“My husband was the one who ran the farm. I worked as a transcriptionist over the internet.  I barely know one end of the plow from the other. I have no idea how to saddle a horse—though yesterday I tried and failed miserably— and it was much too far for Jake to walk or me to carry him. Ed had been teaching Jake how to operate some of the machinery… then he and our younger daughter got sick…”

Abraham reached across and placed a tentative hand on her shoulder. “I understand. I lost my family too.”

Cass squeezed his hand and more tears fell. “It’s been so hard. The only reason we got through the winter was because Ed had been into the survival stuff— you know, living off the grid and such? He had our basement stocked with canned goods, water, all sorts of things. We have enough to last another three or four months maybe, but Jake and I knew we’d have to do something to make it through another winter by ourselves.”

Abraham nodded. The mention of supplies and survival gear gave him some hope. “Do you have a generator?”

“Yes, but we used the last of the gas a few weeks ago. Otherwise I would have taken Jake in the car.”

“Hm. Can you show me what supplies you do have? Maybe we can figure out something to get him transported.”

Cass glanced up at him with narrowed eyes for an instant, then her face relaxed. “I’m sorry. All you’ve done so far is help and I’m being suspicious.”

“It’s all right. Have you had other visitors?”

She nodded. “A few. Mostly last fall. Jake was able to chase most of them off by showing the shotgun.”

“Most?”

“One man was especially persistent. Jake had to shoot to show he meant business. Hit him in the shoulder and he ran off. We never saw him again.”

“Lucky,” Abraham said.

“I suppose so. Jake was pretty shaken up about it for several days.” Cass paused and Abraham tried to imagine how he would have felt having to shoot someone at fifteen years old. “Anyway, let me show you the basement.” She stood up and opened a door just off the kitchen, revealing a shadowed stairwell.

Cass took a battery powered lantern off a hook by the door. After turning it on, she headed down. Abraham followed. The basement had no windows that he could see. Good for security, but bad for other reasons, though the air didn’t seem stale. Wooden shelving lined all the walls, but most of it was bare. As Cass played the light around, it revealed two twin-size beds positioned close to each other at the far end of the room. In one corner, a handful of electrical cords ran down from the ceiling.

“We kept the generator up in the mud room, closed off from the rest of the house, for ventilation,” Cass said. “Three electric space heaters kept us relatively warm and we have a couple of lamps, but it was a long, dark winter down here.”

“I can only imagine. Where was the gas stored?”

“In an underground tank out back. We filled two-gallon cans with a hand pump. Our water well can also be pumped by hand.”

Abraham nodded in appreciation. “Your husband was certainly prepared.”

“Both our families thought he was a little nuts. Turns out he was the sane one. I just wish he was here to see his efforts pay off.” Cass’s free hand covered her mouth and she fell silent.

“You mentioned farm machinery earlier,” Abraham said, deciding to change the subject. “I assume you meant things more sophisticated than the hand plow out there.”

Cass nodded. “There’s a tractor parked on the other side of the barn. Something’s broke on it though. It doesn’t run.”

“Gas or diesel?”

“I’m not sure. Why?”

“Maybe there’s something left in its tank.” Abraham climbed the stairs, happy to see daylight once more. He hustled outside, ignoring the dog as it jumped up challenge him with a growl when he passed.

Cass followed in his wake, admonishing the dog on her way by. “Hush now, Trixie. Abe is a friend.”

The mutt is probably smarter than the lot of you put together.

“I’ve enjoyed this time of quiet from you, Demon,” Abraham whispered. “Don’t ruin it now.”

Too late. The woman seems sturdy. Bit too blubbery-eyed for my taste, but nothing a good gag and blindfold couldn’t fix.

“You’re disgusting.”

Hey, one man’s revulsion is another man’s fetish.

Abraham reached the far side of the barn and saw the tractor. Tall grasses had sprouted up around the wheels. He didn’t know much about agriculture, his family having descended from gold and silver miners near Butte, Montana, but he did have a passing familiarity with anything on wheels. He found the fuel tank and read the word “Diesel” embossed on the cap.

“Shoot,” he said and slapped the tractor’s hood.

“What’s the matter?” Cass asked, catching up to him.

“I hoped it might have enough fuel to get the car at least to Bridger, but it’s diesel.”

Cass’s features brightened. “Wait! Our truck is diesel! It’s the same, right?”

Abraham smiled. “Yes it is. Now, let’s see if this old girl has anything to give us.”

They retrieved an empty can and managed to collect close to a gallon of fuel and transfer it to the pickup truck parked in the driveway. Cass went back inside the house to check on Jake and start packing supplies. While they had worked to drain the tractor, Abraham had coaxed Cass into understanding they may not be able to return to her home right away, depending on a number of circumstances such as Jake’s health and the availability of more fuel. They had to leave under the assumption they wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

Walking around the truck, Abraham checked all the tires and popped the hood to make sure none of the hoses had rotted or developed holes over the winter. Everything looked to be in good shape. He worried about the battery and the possibility of sediment in the fuel tank, but he could do little about either, so he climbed in the driver’s seat and said a quick prayer before turning the key Cass had given him.

The engine turned over and started up without a fuss. “Praise the Lord,” Abraham said.

I really wish you wouldn’t say that. It makes me feel…  dirty.

Abraham smirked. “One demon’s revulsion…”

You chose this moment to finally develop a sense of humor?

Abraham quickly studied the gauges. The fuel needle hovered over empty, but all cars and trucks held a gallon or two reserve beyond that. With luck, what they scrounged from the tractor would be enough to get them to the nearby town. He cut off the engine, knowing such a short run wasn’t good for long term maintenance, but he couldn’t afford to waste any of their precious fuel. Abraham pocketed the keys and bounded into the house to help Cass.

They spent the rest of the day loading the truck bed with all the supplies they could fit and preparing the property for a possible extended leave of absence. Abraham cut away a section of fence leading to the pasture and set the horse loose to graze. They left the back door to the barn and the horse’s stall door open to give it access to shelter and hopefully encourage it to stick around. Cass did the same for a small flock of chickens the family kept.

Late in the afternoon, Abraham gratefully ate a bowl of cold stew from a can and took a nap on the Newbury’s living room couch while Cass tended to Jake, getting him ready to travel. Soon after sundown, Abraham carried Jake down to the truck and carefully stretched him out across the skinny bench seat behind the two front seats in the extended cab of the pickup. It didn’t afford much room, but provided a considerably better option than having him ride in the bed with the supplies. They used the two seat belts to strap him in as securely as possible. Finally, Cass opened the tailgate for Trixie the dog to jump in and slammed it shut.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Abraham asked as Cass climbed in the passenger seat.

“She rode back there all the time with Ed. And I won’t leave her behind.”

“All right. We don’t know what kind of shape these roads will be in, so buckle up and hang on. I’m going to drive without the headlights to avoid unwanted attention.”

“Will you be able to see?” Cass asked.

“Yep, I’ll be fine.” Right, Demon? What will that cost me?

Eh, night vision? That’s on the house. At least we’re not walking.

Abraham closed his eyes and mumbled another quick prayer as he turned the key. As before, the truck started right up. He whispered thanks and adjusted the mirrors before putting it into gear.

The gravel roads hadn’t been maintained in months, but traffic had been all but nonexistent during that time as well. Abraham tried to find a balance between speed and comfort for Jake on the uneven surface.

They travelled for about ten minutes over the bumpy road, and Abraham had just begun to relax and settle into driving, when a massive black shape passed in front of the truck. Abraham stood on the brake pedal and veered to the right. Cass and Jake both cried out as the truck shuddered and slammed into the ditch beside the road.  Heart pounding, Abraham fumbled with his seatbelt and opened the door. A low, droning sound resonated in his chest and teeth. He looked up to see the late evening sky filled with darker objects, blotting out the early stars as they passed. One buzzed by at a much lower altitude and Abraham recognized it as the same type of flier and rider he’d fought that morning. Fortunately, it ignored him, single-mindedly following its brethren through the night.

Trixie’s head popped up from the truck bed and she growled defiantly at the sky as hundreds, if not thousands, of Bugs flew above their heads over the course of several minutes, heading northeast.

Well, that can’t be good.

Abraham shook his head in amazement and fear, for once forced to wholeheartedly agree with his demonic parasite.


4 • Neri

“What, exactly, did you lie about, Ellie?” Neri asked, her knife still poised above her forearm.

The girl covered her face with her hands and cried. Neri sheathed the blade and moved to sit next to Ellie on the bed. She held the distraught girl as her shoulders shook from her sobs.

After a minute or two, she calmed enough to speak. “My dad didn’t hurt me. He didn’t do the things I said.”

Neri wondered if separation might have created sympathy for her abuser in Ellie. Time and distance could make a familiar hell seem more appealing than an unfamiliar sanctuary. “Why did you run away then?”

“Dad wants me to marry Tommy Anders. His family owns a big ranch north of town and Dad wants to get better connected with them on account of their land and cattle and stuff. Tommy’s ugly and mean. I can’t stand the thought of being near him, let alone being his wife!” Ellie burst into a new round of tears.

Neri continued to hug the girl while trying to collect her own thoughts on this new development. Clearly, she would have to stop being so trusting of people coming to her for help. She waited for Ellie to quiet again and asked, “If that’s the real reason, why lie about it?”

Ellie looked up, her eyes red and puffy. “I didn’t think you’d let me stay, since I have family, unless I said those things. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“It’s true, you’ve put me in a tough spot with the sheriff,” Neri admitted with a sigh. “I don’t like the idea of arranged marriages, but I don’t know if that’s grounds enough to keep you here.”

“So, I was right then. I’ll have to go back.”

“Maybe. I’d like you to come with me tomorrow morning and talk to the sheriff. Tell him your story— no lies— and see what he says. I believe he’s a good man. He might know of a way the law can help you.”

Ellie sighed and cast her gaze downward again. “He’s just one man. There’s no law anymore.”

Neri squeezed Ellie’s shoulders. “True law isn’t law because it’s enforceable. It’s law because it’s right. When push comes to shove, good people will do the right thing.”

“You really believe that?”

“I do.” She gave Ellie a pat. “Now go on and dry your eyes. Them eggs won’t collect themselves.”

Ellie nodded and gave Neri a half smile before leaving the room. Neri tilted her head back and studied the ceiling. She did believe what she’d said to Ellie. She also knew reality would make doing the right thing very difficult for the sheriff. Somehow, Neri had to tip the scales in their favor.

Another soft knock at her door caused Neri to turn. Maureen poked her head in and smiled. Neri gestured her inside.

Maureen closed the door and took Ellie’s spot on the bed. “How did it go?”

“She lied about her father,” Neri said. “He didn’t abuse her, but is forcing her into a marriage she doesn’t want.”

Maureen nodded thoughtfully. “I talked with Kenzie a bit.”

“And?”

“I think she’s quite smitten with Ellie. They’ve shared a room the past two nights.”

All of the women shared rooms, except for Neri at the women’s insistence. Neri sometimes wondered if it was out of respect or fear. “By room, I assume you mean bed. I don’t need things sugar coated. You know I don’t have a problem with that sort of thing. It happens all the time.”

Maureen chuckled. “I know. It’s really my old bones that need the sugar coating. What I mean is Kenzie’s only a couple of years older than Ellie. They’re both young. And probably prone to foolishness.”

“I see your point. Sarah’s in that room too, right? Ask if she wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on them today. I told Ellie I’d take her with me to see the sheriff first thing tomorrow.” Maureen gave a nod in response and the two stood up.

Neri said, “Where do y’all need help outside? I’m itching to get my hands dirty.”

———

That evening, after a satisfying day of hoeing weeds in one of their garden plots, Neri sat in a comfortable chair by an open window in her room, reading a worn book in the dimming light of sunset. Her familiarity with A Lesson Before Dying meant she could relive the story in any light, even no light at all. Neri’s mother had read it to her as a young girl— not a typical bedtime story, to be sure, but the ideas within were hugely important to her.

“Prejudice isn’t just about the color of a body’s skin,” Mama would say. “It’s about believing there’s only one way to do things. One way to live. Never discount someone else’s viewpoint, Neri. That’s like telling them they don’t exist.”

Neri shed a tear as she recalled her mother’s words, wishing she could have taken them to heart sooner in life. Along with reading A Lesson Before Dying, Neri’s mother had also once told a frightening story about how she and her sister— Neri’s Aunt Tish— had been stolen away one night when they were children by little bald men who poked and prodded at them for hours before depositing them back in the woods behind their house as if nothing had happened. As a child, Neri had accepted the story at face value until she told some of her friends at school about it one day. They had laughed and called her and her mother “crazy” for saying such a thing. Neri went home crying after being made fun of and asked Mama if the story was true.

“Of course it’s true,” she said.

“How come Aunt Tish never said anything about it?” Neri asked.

Mama frowned. “She’s afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“People calling her crazy.”

The next day, Neri’s friends had asked if her mama had told her any more crazy stories. “Nah,” Neri had answered. “That was just a spooky story for around a campfire, you know?” Her friends had laughed and everything had soon been forgotten. Neri even found herself believing the lie she’d told as time went on. Mama never mentioned the incident again and Neri gave it little thought as she’d grown older. It wasn’t until she and Aunt Tish had been sitting in the living room downstairs, watching the Amalgamation Day festivities on television, that Neri was reminded of the story. The Grays had just marched onto the stage to greet the President and Neri turned to Aunt Tish to say something when she witnessed a look of pure terror on her face. Aunt Tish mumbled an apology and ran from the room.

In that moment, Neri had understood the insidious nature of prejudice. She had been willing to manufacture and believe a lie about her beloved mama because the truth had made her uncomfortable.

Aunt Tish had refused to talk about it afterward. The Blight took her less than a year later, leaving all of Neri’s questions unanswered.

Darkness fully encompassed Neri’s room. Beyond her window, frogs, lining a stream called Bull Creek, which ran to the east of the farm, sang a monotonous tune. The book lay open in her lap.

Her door rattled and a frantic woman’s voice called out, “Neri?”

She set the book aside and hurried to the door. “What is it?” Neri opened it to see Sarah’s worried face lit by a lantern in the hallway.

“Kenzie and Ellie. They’re gone. I’m so sorry!”

Neri pulled the woman into a hug. “Hush now, it’s all right. When did you see them last?”

Sarah trembled in Neri’s arms. “Maybe an hour ago? They were in our room when I went downstairs to play cards with Melody and Tawny. When I came back up just now, they weren’t there and their things are gone.”

Neri took the taller woman by the shoulders and looked her in the eye. Sarah was two years older than Neri, but authority in the house had never been about age or size. “Find Maureen and let her know. I’ll check the room and see what I can figure. They can’t have gone far. We’ll find them.”

Sarah nodded and ran down the stairs. Neri passed by the staircase to the other end of the hall. The door to the room Sarah shared with the two younger girls stood open and a cool breeze brushed Neri’s cheek. She took a breath and collected her power until it built into a comfortable knot inside her chest, just below her sternum. Her senses sprang to life, as if waking from a long sleep. Neri heard the other women conversing downstairs, Maureen’s voice firm and decisive. Neri allowed herself a moment of pride and affection for her little tribe of survivors, then focused her attention on the bedroom.

Her eyes absorbed the dim light, giving Neri a clear view of the furnishings and the single open window. She even picked out two warm spots on one of the beds where Kenzie and Ellie must have huddled together, planning their getaway. Sadness and disappointment crept into Neri’s thoughts, causing her concentration to waver.

She frowned at her lack of control and set the feelings aside to resume her inspection of the cramped room. The drawers of an upright dresser contained a jumbled mess of clothing and one side of the single narrow closet stood mostly empty. The girls hadn’t taken everything. Though Ellie had arrived with nothing but the clothes she wore, Kenzie had been in the house since mid winter. Enough time for her to accumulate a small wardrobe through hand-me-downs from the other women and occasional trips to town. Neri moved back to the bed and pulled away the covers. Mingled scents from both young women reached her enhanced nose. She drew her knife from its sheath clipped to her belt and used the tip to prick the end of her thumb. A bead of blood formed and Neri used it to draw the curved shape of an infinity sign in the middle of the bed sheet.

“Seek,” she whispered.

The pattern she’d made glowed red and lifted from the bed into the air, swirling with increasing speed to form two sparks of crimson light. They hovered above the bed for the span of a heartbeat, then darted out the open window. Neri danced around the bed to follow their progress outside. She watched the lights wind their way down an elm, which grew next to the house, then run along the gravel moving east toward a grove of trees and Bull Creek.

It didn’t require magic, or genius, to determine how the girls had escaped the house, but Neri wanted to confirm the direction of their flight before deciding on her next move. She relaxed and turned to Maureen and Sarah, who stood in the bedroom doorway, as she allowed her heightened senses to fade. Sarah’s mouth hung open while Maureen waited patiently, her features stern.

“They’re headed east,” Neri said. She walked back to the bed and used her four-inch blade to slice away a circle from the center of the sheet. After sheathing the knife, she folded the scrap of cloth and put it in her pocket. “Sarah, you’ll come with me. Put on some warmer clothes and boots if you have them.” To Maureen, she said, “The rest of y’all should stay, in case the girls double back. Oh, but check the barn and the tool shed, just to be safe, and lock everything up until Sarah and I get back.”

“Are you sure?” Maureen asked. “Tawny knows that area well. Her family lived over that way.”

Neri nodded. “We’ll be fine. Just keep an eye on things here.” She slipped between the women, giving Maureen’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze on the way by and hustled back to her own room. Neri put on a pair of thick socks and her hiking boots, then donned a black, wool sweater.

She paused by her mirror. Neri wanted to get moving, but if she could glean some more information about the missing girls, it would be worth the time spent. She sat down and quickly traced a spiral on the glass with the leftover blood on her thumb. The same horrifying images she’d seen that morning of a city under attack from the Bug aliens filled her mind. Neri banished the scenes and gritted her teeth in disappointment. The power of the devastating event she witnessed earlier had evidently overwhelmed her forecasting abilities.

Neri left her room and found Sarah waiting for her at the top of the stairs. The woman had added a blue windbreaker jacket and a pair of hightop sneakers to her outfit and shifted her weight anxiously from foot to foot. Neri patted her arm and the two headed down the stairs and into the living room where warm light glowed from two oil lanterns. Maureen finished lining out instructions for the other four residents as Neri entered with Sarah fidgeting at her side.

The conversation paused and Neri spoke. “Y’all are here because you needed help when you were in a bad way. Kenzie and Ellie are no different, but sometimes folks don’t know they need help or who to trust. We all make mistakes. Best we can do is correct them if we can and try not to make the same ones again. I don’t know how long it’ll take, but we’ll find Kenzie and Ellie and be back. Then we can all sit down and sort everything out.” The women nodded and Neri caught Maureen’s gaze before giving the older woman a smile of thanks. Then she turned and made her way through the front door. Sarah hurried to follow.

A light, but chill, breeze blew from the west. Stars shone in the spaces between scattered, high clouds. Neri walked over the gravel drive surrounding the house and stopped before the first of their garden plots between the barn and tool shed. Kenzie and Ellie had a head start, but that didn’t concern Neri.

Turning to Sarah, she said, “We have a lot of catch up to do, so I’m going to have to give us a boost.” Neri rolled up her sweater sleeve and, with the confidence of practice, drew her knife across her forearm, making a shallow, inch-long cut. Blood welled up while Neri wiped the blade clean on her pants and slipped it back in its sheath in one smooth motion. She took her thumb and coated it from the cut. Drawing in her power again, she told Sarah, “Close your eyes.”

Sarah hesitated, her face portraying a mixture of anxiety and desire to trust. Trust soon won and she complied.

Neri reached up and drew her thumb across each of Sarah’s eyelids. The blood sparkled, first from starlight, then from its own magic and disappeared. “You can open them now.”

Sarah did and gasped. “It’s like the sun’s about to come up. And everything’s so clear!”

“Lift your chin, please,” Neri instructed and dabbed more blood from her arm before drawing a V shape at the base of Sarah’s throat. The symbol glowed and vanished. “Now, pull up your shirt a little. This might tickle just a bit.” Neri made two more lines of blood, each about three inches long, right above Sarah’s legs at her waistline. Those too, flared scarlet and faded away.

Sarah grinned. “I feel like jumping and dancing.”

“You can run like a deer and have the lung power to keep it up for the next hour or so, though it shouldn’t take us that long to catch up to them.” Neri collected more blood from her wound and repeated the process on herself. While she could manipulate her senses without it, she needed the blood as a focus to enhance other parts of her body. “Don’t get ahead of me and stay as quiet as you can. We don’t want to scare the girls if we can help it.”

After a confirming nod from Sarah, Neri cast her eyes east to the tree grove just beyond the farm and bolted forward. Two bounding strides took her past the garden and she picked up speed, gliding with ease and grace over fences and other obstacles in her path. The vociferous frogs paused their songs for a handful of beats as the two women dodged trees and leapt over Bull Creek, then continued their chorus of warbles and croaks. Air pumped through Neri’s lungs like the bellows of a forge and the strength of fire coursed through her legs. She and Sarah bolted across an open field, arrowing forward through the chill dark.

Kenzie and Ellie’s trail wasn’t hard to follow through the wild grasses. Neri and Sarah’s enhanced legs chewed up the distance between them and the runaways. Just a few minutes later, Neri spotted the girls up ahead, resting near the base of one of the bigger trees at the edge of another grove. Coming to a stop and crouching down in some knee-high grass, she took the patch of bed sheet from her pocket and poked at the cut on her arm with a finger, coaxing out a bit more blood. Neri drew the shape of a knot on the cloth and said, “Bind.”

Her drawing blazed with power and transformed into a pair of red strands of light, which snaked off the fabric and shot toward the unsuspecting girls. Kenzie and Ellie shrieked in surprise and began to struggle. Neri loped ahead and stopped in front of them.

“Please relax,” she said as she heard Sarah come up behind her. “The bindings won’t hurt, but I didn’t want y’all running any more.”

Thin bands of ruby-colored light wrapped around the girls’ wrists and ankles. Ellie looked up with wide, frightened eyes. Kenzie’s, however, radiated anger. “Why can’t you just leave us alone?”

“I want to help y’all.”

“Then let us go!” Kenzie screamed. Her face flushed to match the auburn stubble covering her scalp. “You can’t make Ellie go back to her dad. It’s not right!”

“Running away from your problems won’t make them go away.” Neri knelt down in the grass close to them. “Where did y’all think to go?”

Kenzie glanced away. “Rapid City. They got power there.”

Neri nodded. They had started picking up Rapid City stations on cloudy nights with their battery powered radio since a few weeks after the first of the year. “And how did y’all figure on getting there? It’s gotta be two hundred miles or more.”

Neither girl met her gaze. Kenzie shrugged, but stayed quiet.

“I’d bet there are way worse things for two girls to run into between here and there than me or an overprotective father,” Neri said.

Ellie shook her head. “I can’t go back there.”

“I don’t plan on…” Neri trailed off as a strange buzzing reached her ears over the sounds of distant frogs and crickets. She looked around, searching for the source of the noise, which grew louder. Sarah also scanned the area in confusion and backed away a few steps.

A shadow slid over them, blocking the starlight. Neri froze as a jumbled mass of legs, wings, and other body parts hovered a few feet over their heads. Reality joined with the terror of her earlier visions. Sarah looked up and screamed.

Her scream abruptly morphed to a liquid gurgle as an ebon blade surged through her chest. Her body convulsed and lifted off the ground for an instant before the weapon retreated and she fell to the earth, wide-eyed and silent.

In Sarah’s place stood the nightmarish object of Neri’s predictive magic. The Bug hissed and took a step toward her, brandishing its lethal appendage, dripping with Sarah’s blood.


Afterword & Other Works

Ready to continue the adventure? You can purchase the entire first season of Black & White (10 episodes!) here.

Or, you can simply purchase Episode 2 here.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Reviews help lesser known authors become widely known authors. And you’ll have the privilege of saying you were there at the beginning! Thank you!

And, if you’d like to keep up to date on new releases and other items of interest, please sign up to receive my infrequent newsletter (I dislike spam, so I don’t intend on flooding your inbox either!) Click here to subscribe.
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