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 Prologue

 

 Night closed upon them.

 All of the young people realized it at the same moment, as the sun dipped suddenly behind the jagged horizon, permitting only a thread of gray to illuminate their stark faces. Laughter and conversation evaporated, leaving them silent and uneasy.

 Their vehicle sat where they’d left it, a few miles away. The stupid thing had clunked to a halt two hours ago, and wouldn’t start again. With the optimism of youth, fueled by the frenetic energy of the verboten crystal dust, they’d decided to continue to the meeting place on foot, unaware of how quickly the sun would slip beneath the horizon. Anything had seemed possible at the time they set out from their broken-down van.

 But now. . . .

 The buildings—mossy, moldering ruins, which during day might offer shelter—now loomed over them, close and eerie with their pitched angles and jutting beams broken by the sprout of a tree or hanging vine. Large trees grew in the middle of what had once been streets, and the glint of eyes low to the ground accompanied the scamper of animal feet.

 Even without the influence of the crystal dust, the place would have been sinister and alarming . . . but the gritty, mind-altering dust made it more so.

 The smashed and rusted-out vehicles with missing windows and upholstered with fuzzy green moss lined the street, appearing larger and more fearsome than the inanimate lumps they really were. None of these abandoned cars, sitting next to broken and bent signs and parking meters, had been started for decades and wouldn’t be of any help to them.

 What had once been ten- or twenty-story buildings had tumbled into angry mountains of brick and beam, ragged glass and metal, folded in on each other in an unnatural terrain, softened by a thick layer of lichen and moss. What had once been smooth, landscaped walkways and wide thoroughfares jutted and cracked beneath their feet, making each step in the dark unsettling.

 They’d never seen this world as it once had been: tall, glittery buildings, lit so brightly that night held no more secrets than day, filled with throngs of people, cars, noise; smooth and hard and spare.

 “How much farther, Geoff?” asked one of the girls. The effects of the dust ebbed as real fear began to sink in. What had they done?

 Since they were children, they’d been warned: how, in the blink of an eye, the sun could sink, and take its frugal warmth and light.

 And release the fearsome things.

 “It can’t be much farther,” he said brightly, neglecting to admit that he’d left the map in the van. But he remembered the way well enough. “And Nurmikko will be there, waiting for us, and then he’ll take us on to Hemp’s Point.” To safety, freedom . . . and more dust.

 That was what they’d come for.

 Then another of the teens, Linda, choked on a shriek when she saw the orange glint. It blinked before its other eye came into view from around a ragged, viny brick wall. Two orange eyes were joined by two more . . . and more and more. They came from the shadows, filtering from somewhere below ground where they lived in darkness, spilling onto the streets from all directions, released by the setting sun.

 Moving slowly, steadily, they came. Much taller than a man, with massive legs and bulky arms. Grayish skin, tight and bone white under the sliver of moon, orange eyes, black holes where a nose might have grown. Gaping mouths and powerful, clawed hands moved in a horrible parody of the humans they’d once been. The ganga.

 The teenagers huddled together, too paralyzed to save themselves. The last vestiges of their optimistic, frenetic mood disintegrated, leaving them cold and dark and frightened. They bumped up against a large vehicle, whose roof had been crushed into a vee, and sprouted grasses from beneath its hood.

 One of the creatures growled ruuuth . . . ruuuth.

 Geoff gathered his shattered wits and dipped to the ragged ground below, scooping blindly for a stone or some other object to throw. He rose, a hefty rock in his hand, and flung it at the nearest creature, at the same time shoving at the group of his friends. “Go!” he shouted, his head pounding.

 The stone thudded into the chest of one of the creatures, but it seemed to have no effect.

 The creatures were close enough now that their rank scent filled the air. The young people gaped at the huge hands that reached for them, bumping into each other, stumbling and tripping in their efforts to elude the dangerous grasp.

 Benji screamed, staggering away even as she stared back with bulging eyes, holding her hand out in front of her as if to ward off the creature. Marcus picked up a rock and pitched it at one of the monsters, striking its shoulder, but it only growled more loudly, lunging at its attacker.

 The creatures continued to swarm, Zac fell and was grabbed by two skeletal hands the size of dinner plates. As Geoff watched in horror, his friend was mauled by the teeth and hands in a horrible parody of old slasher movies. Only, this wasn’t a parody. The sharp smell of blood, the dull scent of exposed human entrails tinged the night air, and Geoff’s belly lurched.

 Benji, too, fell prey to the nearest of the creatures, but instead of tearing into her with claws and teeth, he—it—flung the blonde over his shoulder as if she were a rag doll. She screamed, pounding on cold gray flesh that was barely covered by tattered clothing, terror choking her cries as he plodded away like a Frankensteinian monster of old. Horrified, Geoff snagged another stone from the rubble and lobbed it even as more of the creatures lunged toward him.

 Then a shout reached their ears, accompanied by the sudden pounding of hooves as a wild mustang galloped toward them. The woman riding bareback clung to the horse’s mane, her long hair streaming behind her as she stampeded into the cluster of monsters, sending them scattering heavily.

 “Run!” she screamed, and even in the dark Geoff recognized her. She wheeled her horse around and started back into the group of orange-eyed creatures as they pressed closer.

 One of them grabbed at her, and she must have kicked her horse, for he reared up and clocked the monster in the face with a solid hoof. But the undead creatures surged closer around her, inexorable and strong. “Run, dammit!” she ordered again, when the stunned youth still hadn’t moved.

 Suddenly, a man’s voice shouted. “This way! Now!”

 Geoff looked into the darkness and pointed, began to stumble toward the disembodied voice—which had come from a completely different direction as the horsewoman. The others followed as quickly as they could.

 Benji struggled against her abductor, screaming. But there was nothing they could do for her as she was toted in the opposite direction, and nothing they could do to help the horsewoman as the monsters closed in around her.

 Then, from the direction of the voice, something flew out of the night. Something that glowed and made a streak of light in the air. It landed on the ground between the slowest of the humans and the surge of creatures, exploding with such force that the lagging man was pitched forward. The horse reared again, screaming crazily, but the woman remained seated as flames burst around them.

 The explosion sent several of the creatures crashing to the ground like a rampage of boulders. Their clothing and skin scorched and burned, flames dancing eerily in the darkness. The mustang leapt from the burning circle as another streak of light arced through the air, landing with a crash and an explosion at the second wave of the attackers, destroying even more of them.

 The screams of the kidnapped girl rang through the night, growing more distant as a third missile pitched and crashed. By that time, the cluster of humans had moved out of sight of the creatures, leaving them growling in the darkness.

 Ruuuth . . . ruuuth.

 


 
 
 Chapter 1

 

 
 “Damn, she went after them,” Elliott Drake said as he leapt over an old sofa to join two of his four companions. The others had gone on foot after the abducting ganga and the woman.

 “Where the hell did she come from?” asked his friend Quent, still peering through an ivy-curtained window that had lost its glass long ago.

 “I don’t know, but, my God, she rode like a fucking rodeo queen.” Elliott looked off in the direction she’d galloped, crouching low over the mustang’s neck, her hair streaming out behind. The rider had already disappeared into the darkness, a nameless, faceless heroine. But not without giving him a peek of moonlit skin where her shirt rode up from her jeans.

 The rest of the zombie-like gangas had also scuttled off into the night, leaving their six would-be victims shaking and clinging to each other until Elliott rounded them up and brought them inside. Unable to see any other sign of movement, Elliott at last turned from the second-floor window of the shadowy, bedraggled buildings, and headed across the room to where the surviving teens had huddled. None of them had appeared injured, although they’d certainly had the shit scared out of them.

 Despite wanting to lecture these kids about what the hell they were doing out after nightfall, with no protection—and not a wit to spare among them—Elliott merely gave them his physician’s smile, one meant to soothe and calm. Poor kids. Whatever mistakes they’d made by venturing out at night, they’d learned their lesson: one of their companions had been mutilated beyond recognition, and the other had been carted off.

 And if Elliott and his companions—along with the surprise Annie Oakley—hadn’t intervened, it would have been much worse.

 He’d seen the remnants of ganga attacks, and they weren’t pretty.

 “Is anyone hurt?” he asked the teens, keeping his voice soothing and easy. Their eyes were wide with shock, but he quickly noted that all six were standing upright, there wasn’t any blood, and no one seemed to be protecting or holding any injury. Definitely a good sign.

 They seemed to cluster together even more tightly at his approach, so he halted and raised his hands in an open gesture. “Are you all right?” Elliott asked, looking at the girl who seemed to be slightly more composed than her sniffling, gasping companion. As he’d done countless times in the ER—God, a lifetime ago—he made certain that his voice was calm and low, but also commanding enough to penetrate her shock.

 She looked at him with big dark eyes, hiccupped, and nodded. For an instant, she reminded him of his favorite niece Josie, with her pretty, round-cheeked face, innocent and tear-streaked. Grief swarmed Elliott for a moment, making the back of his throat ache. They were all gone now. Everything was gone.

 His family, his job, his hopes, his dreams.

 Oh, and the rest of the damned world too. He had nothing left but this band of motley guys he called friends.

 He swallowed and pushed away the wave of disbelief that occasionally rose to hamper him. “Are any of you injured?” he asked again, looking at her, then meeting the eyes of the others, one by one. They shook their heads, and he noticed with satisfaction that some of the shock seemed to be easing from their faces. “Are you cold? Hungry? Thirsty?”

 Of course they were hungry. They were teens. There might be no more YouTube, cell phones, rock concerts or malls, but some things didn’t change.

 Elliott produced dried venison and apples from his pack and some bottles of water. The offerings of food seemed to ease their fear and suspicion.

 The tallest of the group, and the first one who’d had the brains to pick up a rock and throw it at the gangas, finally spoke. “So who are you? Where did you guys come from?”

 Who are you? Good fucking question.

 Where did you come from? An even better one.

 Elliott had been wondering that himself for the last six months—ever since he and his friends had emerged from a cave in Sedona to find the world completely and utterly changed . . . and fifty years older than it had been when they went in.

 It was still impossible to comprehend.

 He rubbed his forehead, brushing the fringe of hair out of his eyes. It was the exact same length it had been fifty years and six months ago when he, Quent, and Wyatt had gone on what was supposed to be a weekend caving trip, led by a local guide nicknamed Fence and his partner.

 Elliott had met Quent and Wyatt on a volunteer humanitarian mission to Haiti in 2004, shortly after finishing his medical residency. Both Wyatt, a paramedic firefighter who had also been part of the National Guard in Colorado, and Quent, a bored and rich playboy who’d loved to go against his parents’ wishes, had been assigned to Elliott’s team.

 Despite their different backgrounds, they’d become fast friends, bonding as men often do when faced with life-altering circumstances. Their work to help the people of the poverty-stricken, devastated island nation after Hurricane Jeanne had been that sort of life-changing experience. Because of the horrors they’d seen, and the people they’d helped in Haiti, their bond was strong, and they remained close friends over the years that followed.

 The trip to Sedona, Arizona, was only one of many such adventures on which the three had embarked since. Quent, as the heir to Brummell Industries with unlimited funds as well as an Indiana Jones-like fascination for antiquities and treasure, usually arranged the trips based on one of his outlandish theories about the location of a lost artifact. Elliott and Wyatt were more than delighted to accompany him because the trips were always exciting, exotic . . . and dangerous.

 The visit to Sedona should have been their least-exciting and briefest adventure . . . but it had turned out to be impossibly long.

 Fifty years long, in fact.

 “I’m Elliott Drake,” he said to the teens at last. “That’s my friend Wyatt over there, with the dark hair. And Quent’s the blond one with the bandanna. Our other two friends went after the ganga that took your friend.”

 That was the easy part. But there was no way he could explain what they were doing here; that, while they were exploring a cave, all hell had broken loose. Earth shaking and splitting, rocks and boulders tumbling, odd smells and sounds, sharp and sizzling shocks of energy . . . and then everything had gone dark.

 And they’d awakened a half-century later, Elliott, Quent, Wyatt, and the two guides who’d taken them deep into the caves. Unscathed and unchanged.

 Well, not completely unchanged.

 They—along with their guides, Fence and Lenny, and Simon, a man they’d found in the caves—spent the last six months in a combination of disbelief, anger and grief, trying to understand what had happened. “What’s your name?” Elliott asked, looking at the boy who’d spoken.

 “Geoff.”

 “Do you know where they might have taken her, Geoff? The ganga?” It was probably a futile question, for none of the few people they’d met in the six months since they’d emerged from the caves knew much about the gangas . . . except to avoid them when they came out at night.

 Geoff shrugged and looked miserable, rubbing his arm. “I don’t know. Will they find her?”

 “They’ll try their best.” Elliott looked over at Quent, who’d walked over to look through a different window. Cracked, covered with mildew spots and encrusted with dirt, the glass was nearly opaque. But he had scratched away some of the grime and peered out onto what had been an avenue or thoroughfare below.

 “You see anything?” Elliott asked, suddenly feeling a wave of the exhaustion that never seemed to leave him anymore. That was what happened when you hardly slept for six months . . . and when you did, you woke sweaty and out of breath from the nightmares.

 “Nothing. It’s quiet out there.” Quent shifted his stance at the window so that he could peer straight down. “Nothing moving but a few rats.”

 In another lifetime, another world, Quent had been known as Quentin Brummell Fielding III, complete with not only a silver spoon, but the whole fucking place setting. Now he was simply Quent.

 Though there was nothing simple about him.

 Or any of them, anymore.

 “They should be back by now, unless they ran into trouble. She was riding like hell, and the gangas couldn’t have gone far. They’re pretty fast but not too agile,” Elliott said. Damn. His fingers closed tightly, and he itched to go after them himself.

 Where had she come from? Did she know these kids? What was she doing, traveling about at night when the gangas were out?

 He wanted to meet her, the bold woman who’d torn through the overgrown town and trampled the gangas, then flashed a tantalizing bit of skin above her jeans as she barreled off in pursuit. That sexy little swell of a curve just above the ass.

 Christ, El, get a grip. It was a flash of skin. It’s not as if you haven’t ever seen a slew of bare asses in hospital gowns.

 Needing a distraction, Elliott looked around the room to consider the sleeping arrangements. He and the others hadn’t planned to stay here tonight, but now it looked as if they’d be shacking up with the kids in an old office building in this . . . whatever it had been. Some town in the middle of some county in what probably had been northern Arizona, but who the hell knew what it was anymore. An overgrown, jungle-like wasteland.

 “What’s your name?” Elliott asked the girl who reminded him of Josie.

 “Linda,” she replied, smiling bashfully.

 “Pretty name.” Though he felt light-headed and weary, Elliott smiled back, keeping his expression gentle. “How far are you from home? Do you all live in the same place?”

 “Yeah. Our parents are going to be all nuclear by now.” Her large eyes swam with tears. “We sneaked out and didn’t tell them, and now we’re so far from home.” A little wail caught at the end of her sentence.

 Elliott patted her arm, giving it a little squeeze. “We’ll get you back home, safe and sound,” he promised. “You’ll just have to tell us how to get there.”

 He hadn’t seen any sign of recent human civilization in their last day of travel, coming from the south, so the kids were either really far from home—or they lived in a settlement large enough to produce at least seven teens of the same age.

 “Are you from Envy?” Elliott asked, as he did anyone they met.

 Linda nodded.

 Excitement spiked through him. “And you can get us there?”

 She nodded again.

 Elliott smiled, and the fog of exhaustion eased. At last.They’d found Envy.

 After they’d emerged from the cave, Elliott and his friends had traveled on foot, horrified at the change in landscape. They scavenged for food and shelter for more than a week before they actually met any people. When they learned that fifty years had elapsed—an inconceivable concept—they were fairly numbed, paralyzed for a time.

 How could one comprehend that the entire world had been destroyed? Most of the human race and its infrastructure—gone? Civilization annihilated?

 It was beyond comprehension.

 At last, trying to find answers to what had happened fifty years earlier—and how—Elliott and his companions had been unable to find anyone who’d actually lived through the destruction, and who could answer their desperate questions. Over and over, during their months of travel in a slow, concentric circle from Sedona, the band of men had occasionally encountered small settlements of people. Finally, about three weeks ago, they met someone who suggested that they go to Envy, the largest known settlement of people. Almost a city, in fact, where some of the survivors might still live.

 Once they learned the city was north, they had at least had a direction in which to travel. And now they were closer than they’d ever been.

 Wyatt interrupted from his position by the window. “Dred, they’re back,” he said, using Elliott’s nickname.

 Below, he heard the faint squeak of the rope ladder and the sniffling, snuffling sound of sobs. He immediately discarded the thought that it could be the woman. She wouldn’t cry. Not someone who came blazing in like fucking John Wayne.

 His guess was confirmed as the young blond teenager emerged, sniffling and sobbing as she rose from the top of the ladder. When she saw her friends, she gave a wail and stumbled over to them without hesitation.

 “Dred!” Fence, their original guide from the caves, called for him as he appeared from behind the girl. The muscular black guy was carrying the bareback-riding woman in his arms as if she were nothing more than a kitten. Limp and unmoving, bruised and bleeding, at first she looked as though she’d been beaten to a pulp.

 But gangas didn’t punch or strike. They tore and devoured.

 “Put her here,” Elliott told Fence. His nickname had come naturally when he started med school and his friends had started calling him Dr. E.D. in texts and emails. Even though he joked that “Dred” made him sound like one of the X-Men, he didn’t mind the moniker . . . though it did give people pause during first introductions.

 “What happened?” he asked Fence, looking down at her. Putting all thoughts of that up-riding shirt from his mind.

 “Looks like she fell off her horse fighting the motherfucker. Horse was gone, and she was lying near a mess of ganga roadkill. Or would it be horsekill. Hoofkill?”

 As he felt her warm throat for a pulse, Elliott couldn’t help a smile. There was little to joke about nowadays, but that didn’t stop Fence from finding a bit of levity whenever he could.

 “Blondie—her name is Benji, for chrissakes—was running away. We found her not too far from this one. I guess she was coming back for help, ’cause she couldn’t lift her,” Fence replied, gesturing to the unconscious woman. “Didn’t get too far before we found her, and Benji brought us back to where she was, on the ground by a pile of ganga crap,” Fence continued, a note of relish in his voice at the description. “The job was already done, and we didn’t even have to use any more bottle bombs.”

 Which was a good thing, since they couldn’t just walk into a CVS and buy more alcohol.

 “Benji seems all right,” said Elliott as he considered the rider’s pulse; it was steady and strong in her narrow wrist.

 Her skin felt warm, but not overly so. And in a moment, he’d know exactly what was wrong with her, thanks to whatever the hell had happened to him during the fifty years he’d been suspended in time.

 Then he noticed a leather pack strapped under her shirt. He gently pulled it away, its heavy contents clunking metallically, and set it aside. The removal of the pack’s wide band exposed some very perky curves covered by the thin white shirt. A fit female patient, likely in her late twenties, observed Elliott the Physician. With a smoking-hot body, noticed Elliott the Man, who was usually tucked away when Elliott the Physician was on duty, but who hadn’t had sex for fifty years. Or at least, for six months.

 “Girl’s scared pissless,” Fence remarked. He grinned, his smile clear and white in his dark face. “But if you want to check her out, feel free. She’d probably love a handsome doctor like you taking care of her.”

 “She’s a bit young,” said Elliott. Not the case with the woman in front of him. From what he’d seen, she wasn’t too young at all. In fact, she was just about right.

 “Yeah, for a guy who’s eighty years old,” Wyatt, who’d just walked up, added dryly.

 “But I’m a young eighty, and still two years younger than you,” Elliott returned with a smile. “Now let me see what I can find.”

 Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes to concentrate, for this was still new to him. Then, scanning his hands just above the woman’s body like a human MRI, he waited for the images to appear in his mind. Like full-color X rays.

 He still found it unfuckingbelievable, this amazing ability he’d somehow acquired while hibernating, or being cryogenically frozen, or time traveling—or whatever it was, for fifty years. Too damn bad he hadn’t had this gift . . . before. Think of the lives he could have saved.

 Before.

 His concentration broke for a moment, and the internal images turned to gray mush.

 Lips curling tightly inward, he pushed away the thoughts and felt the strange hum that skipped through him. He focused on the internal buzz, scanning the images that reappeared in his mind.

 No head injury. No internal bleeding . . . just a fractured ulna, and the fifth rib. Some kind of meat for her last meal, and some vegetation. She was at the middle of her menstrual cycle.

 His eyes flew open in chagrin.

 Christ. Like he needed that damn information.

 Then he realized the teens were all staring at him.

 “Do you know her?” he asked, suddenly uncomfortable, though he didn’t know why he should be. For all they knew, he could have been praying over her. They couldn’t have any comprehension of what he was doing—he barely did himself.

 No one responded to his question, though he saw a few furtive glances between them. Great. They looked more awkward and nervous than they had after the ganga attack.

 Drawn back to his patient, he looked down. “What the hell was she doing out here by herself?” Elliott muttered. Bruises and lacerations all over her face, Elliott the Physician noted. Thick hair of an indiscriminately dark color, snarled and ratted from that wild ride. And fine, long legs that had to be strong as hell if they held on bareback like that. Elliott the Man’s mouth went ridiculously dry at the thought of her riding bareback.

 Okay. Get a grip, Elliott.

 Yeah, it’d been fifty years and seven months since he’d had his hands on a woman’s body. But it wasn’t like he hadn’t slept through most of it.

 Be a fucking professional. She’s your patient.

 With that pep talk mentally ringing in his ears, he reached over to her left arm, the one with the fractured ulna, bared by the short sleeve of her shirt.

 Fully registering the warmth of her skin, he gently examined the bone beneath, concentrating, keeping it impersonal. She stiffened with discomfort beneath his light fingers, and he felt and saw the disjointed ulna. He’d have to splint it up, and that was going to make it difficult for her to ride again. Damn shame, when she was so good at it.

 He stopped his thoughts right there before they could go down some wayward path with creative images of his patient riding bareback.

 Good. Very good. Raging hormones under control.

 Closing his eyes, Elliott focused and saw the fracture again in his mind, a slender, jagged break, the bone slightly misaligned . . . and he felt a surprise sizzle of energy flit through him.

 Elliott resisted the urge to open his eyes, focusing instead on the hot rise of power flowing through him. This was new, this flush of energy. Was it because he was concentrating more carefully?

 Of course, the whole fact that he could scan someone and read their insides was new, but this was something he’d never experienced before. His brows tightened together, he ignored the soft rustling of the watching teens and their hushed whispers, and steadily focused on his mental images.

 Suddenly, a sharp pain sliced through his own arm. He gasped in shock and his eyes flew open, but he didn’t release her. His arm ached like a bitch. His left arm. It didn’t just ache, it was beginning to fucking hurt. Like someone had stabbed him.

 He looked back down at the woman, who hadn’t moved. If anything, her face seemed to have relaxed. Elliott focused again on her broken arm, looking for the image in his mind, still feeling the pounding of pain in his limb.

 He understood that he was somehow transferring her pain to his own body. Wow. He was even more talented than he thought.

 Maybe she’d rest easier. He could bear the pain for a bit, give her some relief.

 And then he focused on the image in his mind and realized that he couldn’t see the break any longer. Her ulna was now a pristine, white bone.

 What the fuck?

 Had he healed her?

 Elliott stared down at his hands around her arm, realizing that the pain still blasted through his own limb. He’d healed her and taken the pain into his own body?

 Unbelievable. Absolutely amazing.

 What the hell would have happened if she was having a heart attack? Or if she had cancer? Could he absorb the rest of her pain by concentrating over other areas of her body?

 This was miraculous. Learning that he had acquired the ability to read the internal state of a person’s body had been an accident in itself. And now this? Excitement and disbelief washed over him. Not only could he actually diagnose an injury or illness, but now it appeared he could also heal them.

 The implications were staggering.

 “She’s a Runner,” said Linda suddenly, breaking into Elliott’s wild thoughts.

 He turned to look at her, his mind swirling with the impossibility and the implications of what had just happened, and at the same time, focusing on the girl, who suddenly looked terrified.

 A Runner. Clearly spoken as a proper noun. He hadn’t heard that term from anyone else in this world before. People had mentioned bounty hunters. And whispered about the Strangers. But he’d never heard mention of Runners.

 Of course there were a shitload of things he didn’t know about what this world had become.

 Six months after waking up in this post-apocalyptic hell, and Elliott had stopped trying to figure it out. He’d almost stopped wondering why he and Quent had awakened with extraordinary capabilities—like his being a human MRI machine and Quent being able to touch something and “read” its memories—and Fence and Wyatt and Simon, who’d also been caught in the cave during the catastrophic events, hadn’t.

 If they ever found someone who’d lived during that time, maybe, God willing, they’d have some answers.

 Or maybe they’d just have to get through the rest of this damned life never knowing. Why. How.

 And why the fuck him?

 Linda shook her head mutely, as if she’d been elbowed. Or kicked. Big tears had gathered in her eyes, and Elliott felt the wave of antipathy from the other teens. Clearly, there was something else going on here.

 Silence.

 His arm still screaming with pain, Elliott looked over the group of them. He sat back on his haunches, which were in much better shape than they had been six months ago. Nonstop physical activity, and walking hundreds of miles—not to mention fighting gangas and living in survivalist mode—had turned him from the fit jogger he’d been into a lean, muscular candidate for the Special Forces. Not that they even existed anymore. He didn’t think.

 Another one of the kids spoke up. “It’s nothing. Just heard the word ‘Runner’ before.”

 “But she wasn’t running,” Elliott reminded them, very, very gently. He reached over to touch the back of Linda’s hand, meeting her gaze steadily, paring through the shock that still lingered in her eyes. “Who is she? How do you know her?”

 But the girl just shook her head and looked down, biting her lip.

 What the hell was the big secret?

 Hiding his frustration, Elliott looked back down at his patient, noticing the perfect almond shape of her eyelids and the short, very faint crinkles at their corners. Not wrinkles—he knew better than to even think that word near a woman, but . . . laugh lines, maybe, or the evidence of time spent in the sun. A beautiful woman, even beneath the cuts and grime. Beautiful and gutsy.

 What had she been doing out there alone?

 At last one of the teens, the kid who seemed to be the leader, asked, “Is she going to live?”

 They did know who she was. So it must be Elliott that they didn’t—or wouldn’t—trust.

 He nodded, realizing that the pain in his arm had dissipated. That was pretty fucking amazing. A little bit of pain, and he could heal someone’s broken bone. Cool. “Yes, she’s going to be fine. But we need you to show us how to get back to Envy so I can take care of her.”

 The leader, who’d nudged Linda into silence, looked at him with blatant suspicion. “I don’t know if we can trust you.” He closed his mouth mutinously.

 “At least tell me her name,” Elliott said.

 Just then, he felt the change. He looked down right as her eyes began to open. She shifted slightly, her movement accompanied by a small groan. She looked up at him, and even in the dimness, he could see that her eyes were cloudy and dazed.

 “It’s . . . Jade,” she said on the gust of a soft breath. “Name’s Jade.” Her lips, split and cracked with blood, moved in either a grimace or a smile.

 Elliott saw her gaze shift unsteadily from his face to beyond, scanning over the hovering teens, snag for a moment, and then back to him.

 “Who’re you?” she asked, her lips stretching again, and some of the murkiness leaving her gaze. Their eyes met and he felt a whoosh of . . . something. Hot, heavy, and strong.

 Hoo-boy.

 “Are you . . . an angel? Raphael maybe?” Her voice sounded deep and husky, not unusual for someone awakening from an injury.

 Elliott smiled back, wondering how much of his expression she could see in the low light. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m just a doctor.” That’s right. Her doctor.

 “Mmm,” she replied as her gaze shifted to land on one of the kids behind him. Her voice was still rickety and deep, and her breathing unsteady from that aching fifth rib, but she continued, “Not an angel . . . damn.”

 Her eyes fluttered closed, but the little temptation of a smile remained. Blood oozed from a cut that she touched with the tip of her tongue as if to relieve a twinge of pain. And then she shifted again, her lids opening wider, clarity bursting into them. “A doctor? There aren’t anymore doctors.”

 The sultry pleasure—real or imagined—was gone from her voice, and the note that replaced it was decidedly displeased. He could see her try to focus on him, even felt her gather herself up as if to resist.

 “Who are you?” she asked, her voice stronger now. “Take off your shirt.”

 What the hell? He frowned, wondering if she was hallucinating—but she was looking at him with lucidity in her eyes. Not invitation, but blazing suspicion. Her heart rate had increased, and so had her breathing.

 “Ow!” someone cried out.

 Elliott turned to see Linda, holding her arm as if she were in pain. The other kid standing next to her looked surprised, so it was clear that he hadn’t just slammed his elbow into Linda’s arm.

 “What is it?” Elliott asked, recognizing more than minor discomfort in the kid’s face.

 “I dunno. It’s my arm,” she said, her voice rising into a sob at the end. “It started to ache a little. Now all of a sudden, it really hurts!”

 Frowning, Elliott reached to touch her, gently palpating the girl’s arm. Her left ulna.

 An odd sort of frisson sizzled along his spine and Elliott closed his eyes to concentrate on the mental scan, his belly feeling heavy.

 No fucking way.

 But he saw it there, in the full-color image in his mind: the fractured ulna.

 The one that Elliott had somehow transferred from Jade to Linda, simply by touching her.

 

 


 
 
 Chapter 2

 

 
 “Everything all right?” Quent asked Elliott as he came over to join his friends.

 Elliott nodded, but his head was still spinning over what had just happened. What had just happened?

 He’d touched the girl’s arm and tried to absorb the pain again and heal the fracture, but whatever had worked a few moments ago on Jade was apparently out of order. Dumfounded and unsettled, he’d wrapped the injury in a makeshift splint and left the group of teens. Now he found himself flexing his slender fingers, examining his hand for any sign of . . . something.

 Was it him? Or was it that he’d touched Jade? Or was it some other cosmic fuck-up that had given him a miracle—and now had turned it into a weapon?

 “Dred?”

 He looked at Quent and Wyatt, who were watching him closely. He nodded again. He’d tell them . . . later. He wasn’t quite ready to talk about it because he didn’t fucking understand it. “They’re from Envy,” he said.

 “The kids?” Quent asked, adjusting his bandanna. “That’s bloody lucky.”

 “I hope to hell they know their way home,” Wyatt said grimly.

 “They say they do,” Elliott replied. “And not only will they show us the way, but they confirmed what we’ve suspected: that the gangas only take blondes—men or women. Better keep that kerchief on, Quent, or we might have to save your ass too,” he added, only half joking.

 “They’ve seen them before?” Wyatt asked. “And they didn’t learn anything—like to stay inside at night?” His mouth tightened as he glared over at the young people.

 “Give ’em a break, Earp. They’re kids. Practically kids,” Elliott replied, thinking of his nieces, and the sorts of messes he’d helped them out of—without their mother, his sister, knowing. Fairly harmless ones, like helping Trudi replace her brand-new iPod that had been a hard-won birthday gift and had ended up smashed under a tire, or picking Josie up from a football game when her date had turned out to be a drunken dickhead. Sure, their escapades had resulted in lectures from their Uncle E, but they’d preferred that to being grounded or losing their cell phones. Or facing their loving, but strict, mother.

 Now he’d never see his nieces, grown up and matured, hopefully married to non-dickheads. Hell, the stark fact was they never even had the chance to finish growing up. God damn it all.

 Elliott shoved the thought away as he’d learned to do. There was nothing he could do about it, so he’d best focus on the problem at hand. He told Wyatt, “The kids’ van broke down. It’s sitting up the street—and I use that term loosely—a couple miles away. I told them we’d take a look at it.”

 “A vehicle?” Quent raised his brows.

 They hadn’t seen a running vehicle since coming out of the cave. And it was no wonder, for even if there was a cache of gasoline, or some other way to fuel a car that wasn’t overgrown and rusted out, the buckling, cracked, potholed roads would be hell on the wheels. Literally. It’d be worse than driving cross-country.

 “Believe it or not, they had a working van, but it’s at least a five-hour drive on these roads. Figure they couldn’t go more than five to ten miles an hour, if they were lucky—so we’re talking a day of foot travel if we can’t get the damn thing working again. But if we can, then we don’t have to stay here tonight. We can drive through the gangas if we have to.”

 “What’s the plan?” Simon asked as he approached. He was a quiet, brooding guy none of them knew much about. Elliott and the others had found him in the same Sedona cave only a few yards away from where they’d awakened when they’d reanimated, or whatever the hell they’d done. He, too, had been in the cave for fifty years, alone—and that was all he’d told them. Elliott and the others had not pressed him for more details—for it no longer mattered how he’d come to be there anymore than their story did.

 Elliott explained to Simon about the van, and the fact that the kids were from Envy.

 “These kids are lucky we even stopped here tonight,” he added, nodding at Simon. Normally, they’d travel till the sun went down, all the while listening—and sniffing the air—for the gangas, but Simon had sliced his leg on a rusted piece of metal and Elliott had insisted that it must be washed out with alcohol and bandaged.

 Although Simon had resisted Elliott’s doctoring efforts, he’d taken the alcohol and administered it himself. No one argued over such simple first aid, for they’d already lost one of their companions due to an infection.

 Lenny, the man who’d been Fence’s co-guide, had cut himself severely on a piece of aluminum three months after they emerged from the caves. When he finally told him about it a day later, Elliott had treated the infected cut, and by the next day, it looked as if it would heal nicely. But then a few days later when they’d stopped in the small settlement of Vineland so that Elliott could help an old man with a septic infection, Lenny’s own infection blossomed again. Within a day, he was dead.

 Since then, everyone immediately reported even the slightest injury to Elliott. And they always made sure they carried a bottle or two of wine or liquor, scavenged from some demolished party store or restaurant.

 Elliott had seen his share of unlikely items that had survived the earthquakes, fires, and other events that had crumbled buildings and cleaved the ground while he and his buddies were hibernating. He considered it one of the universe’s little gifts when they came across an unbroken bottle of Scotch or jar of pickles, or, better yet, an unmildewed, unopened package of boxer briefs. Constant hiking, climbing, and dodging gangas was hell on skivvies.

 Especially when, as Fence teased, one had as big a package as he did.

 Elliott snorted to himself, allowing a smile. If he had to be stuck in a brand-new, fucked-up world, at least he was with guys he’d come to know and trust—Fence and Simon included.

 Wyatt stood. “Let’s take a peek at that van, or we’re not going anywhere tonight. Quent and I’ll go check it out. No sense in everyone trekking over there if we can’t get it working, notifying the gangas that we’re out there,” Wyatt said. “They’re dumb, but they can scent human flesh better than a bloodhound.

 Elliott hid a wry smile. “Take a few bottle bombs with you.” What Wyatt really meant was that he wanted to work on the van away from the kids, who’d scored pretty damn low on his tolerance meter for pulling a stunt like this. And yet Wyatt was infinitely more patient with his own children. He had a smart, hot wife, two children, a dog, and a little green bungalow—the family unit that Elliott had always yearned to have. Wyatt had just happened to find it first.

 Had found it . . . and lost it, decades ago. Without even knowing.

 The brief flash of humor disintegrated, and Elliott felt the weariness and grief descend again. What the hell kind of life could he expect here, in this world? Certainly not like anything he’d ever envisioned for himself. No exciting, rewarding hospital career. No little house with a white picket fence and his own smart, hot wife waiting for him—or getting home from work herself just as he pulled in the driveway from a grueling, but satisfying, day at the ER. Or there’d be days that would have sucked, and she’d be there to listen to him talk about it over dinner. Maybe a glass of wine or two after the kids were in bed, then a roaring fire in the fireplace and a bit of nookie in front of it.

 Oh, he’d had it all planned out.

 But those plans had gone up in smoke the day the world died.

 And now he had yet another unimaginable problem: how had he healed Jade, and then transferred her injury to someone else? If he touched another person, would he break their ulna too?

 Had he done the same thing to anyone else without realizing it?

 Who had he actually touched, skin to skin, besides Jade and Linda? Lenny. And the old man in Vineland.

 Elliott froze, his mouth going dry. Lenny. He’d been taking care of the old man, trying to make him comfortable . . . and then he’d turned to check Lenny’s healing infection.

 Good God. Had he killed Lenny?

 Jade moved so that her right hand touched the bracelets around her left wrist. They were still there. All three of them, woven to fit snugly, and each with twelve stones—representing the months of her captivity. Three years.

 She lined them up, inching them so they were stone to stone instead of catty-wonker. It was a sort of therapy, a meditation. A way to organize and steady her thoughts when they became dark.

 A reminder of how far she’d come from the days when she’d made them.

 When she first became conscious and realized she was in the company of a group of men she didn’t know, Jade had panicked. Full-force, heart-stopping, gut-clenching panic.

 There, she admitted it. But at least she’d done so privately, without even opening her eyes. No one would ever know. She’d adjusted her bracelets, calmed, and pushed the panic away.

 So when she finally did open her eyes, still weary with pain, Jade found herself looking up—right up—into a man’s face. She was prepared for the worst, tense beneath her skin, face carefully blank. But it wasn’t Preston. And it wasn’t Raul Marck.

 Nevertheless, she twitched deep inside, wanting nothing more than to leap up and get out . . . but that would show her fear. So she smiled. Even told him her name. Sort of.

 Jade couldn’t see much detail of his face, shadowed as it was by the dim light and the way he bent toward her. She discerned little but dark hair and heavy brows, and the glimpse of a very nice chin when he turned to the side. Solid, square, but without a cleft that would have made it effeminate. He’d be wixy handsome in full light, she was sure.

 Laced with lingering pain, Jade thought back over the murky blend of memory and dream, trying to determine if he’d said or done anything that threatened her. She hoped the part where she babbled something about him being an angel then demanded that he take off his shirt had been a dream. She really hoped.

 At first, she had thought she’d died and gone to heaven. And what a bummer that would be, after all she’d endured to keep herself alive. To have only had three years of freedom after a decade of hell.

 But the pain soon disabused her of that notion. There wasn’t supposed to be pain in heaven, and despite the agony, she didn’t think the discomfort was bad enough that she’d gone the other way.

 Of course, she might very well end up there some day, but not yet.

 But the angel . . . the man who’d bent over her, feeling the injured parts of her body with skilled, capable hands, didn’t frighten her, despite his fearful sounding name.

 This man called Dread. What kind of person had a name like Dread?

 Not an angel, but a doctor. Or so he said. An impossibility, of course, for the closest she or anyone else had come to experiencing a real doctor were those in the old DVDs they watched when they could find them unscratched and intact.

 But even if his medical knowledge had come from tattered, moldering books, she couldn’t deny the fact that the pain had almost disappeared.

 Jade had no idea how much time had elapsed since she’d first awakened to see Dread bending over her. Night, tinged pale by a shaft of moonbeam, still colored the window openings black, so it couldn’t have been long. Her arm, which had been screaming in agony with every breath, no longer hurt, and seemed to be movable. She lifted it slightly, just to see if she could. No pain.

 No pain anywhere. Huh.

 She rolled her head to look over at the men clustered in the corner, around a low light, speaking quietly. She counted three. Hadn’t there been five earlier? Where were the other two?

 From their shadowy figures, she could see they were muscular, solid men, and even from a distance, she sensed. . . . There was something different about them—something big and forceful and dynamic.

 Jade swallowed, her stomach swishing with nausea. Could she have fallen into a band of Strangers? She didn’t see the telltale glow of crystals seeping from beneath their clothing. Either it wasn’t dark enough, or their clothes were too heavy. Or they weren’t Strangers.

 Possibly bounty hunters, but . . . no. She didn’t sense the same desperation and mercilessness as men like Raul Marck. At the thought, his craggy face popped into her mind, greedy and desperate. No. She was safe now.

 She hoped.

 But Jade had never seen these men in Envy—and as dazed as she might be, she knew if she’d seen this band of men, she wouldn’t have forgotten them. So who were they?

 And more importantly, did they know who she was?

 Dread had given no sign of recognition, and she was grateful for the low light that would make her hair simply look dark instead of mahogany, and her eyes an unremarkable color instead of brilliant green. Plus, though dazed and in pain, she’d remembered to give her name as Jade. As far as Preston and his bulldog Raul Marck knew, Diana Kapiza had been dead for more than three years.

 Despite the fact that they seemed to mean her no harm, she wasn’t about to trust them. And the less they knew about her, the less likely word would get back to Preston about a green-eyed woman whose dark red hair had grown out again.

 But now she needed to get out of here. She’d have to take Geoff and Linda and the others with her, too, she supposed—though that would certainly slow her down. What the hell had they been doing out, away from Envy? She couldn’t wait to corner Geoff, who had to be the instigator, and find out what stupid stunt the kid thought he was pulling.

 But most importantly, she had to get back to Envy, to find out if Theo had returned.

 She’d expected to meet up with him just east of here, and he hadn’t shown up by dusk, so she started off in this direction, thinking she might find him. Instead, she discovered the rusted-out van she recognized from Envy, and knew right away that Geoff had devised something foolish.

 By the time she caught a mustang and figured out what direction the kids had gone, the gangas had attacked and the only way to help was to try and flatten the creatures.

 Jade hadn’t expected to get her ass dumped and be saved by a group of—whoever they were. Now her plans were all nuked up, especially since she was pretty sure that, unless she’d been unconscious longer than she thought, it was Friday night. Which meant that tomorrow was Saturday and she was due to perform in Envy and if she didn’t show, she’d have some explaining to do. A situation that would raise questions better left unasked. No one knew she’d left the city.

 Crap. She really had to figure out a way out of here.

 She noted that the teens had settled down in a different corner to sleep—at least, she surmised that was what those shifting lumps were in the corner. Surreptitiously, she felt around for her pack. It was no longer hanging over her shoulder, and another wave of worry caused her to bite down on her lip until she felt the tenderness of a cut.

 She had to find that, too, then, if she hadn’t already lost it when she was thrown from the mustang. What if Dread or his friends had looked inside? Would they realize what the contents were? Most people wouldn’t. But if they did. . . .

 Jade gritted her teeth. One step at a time. Find the pack. Find a way out. Get the kids. Keep them safe.

 It could be dangerous to leave the building, but she couldn’t hear the gangas anymore. She could lead the kids out and hide somewhere nearby for the rest of the night. As long as they were above ground and there were no stairs leading up, the gangas couldn’t get to them. She could start the journey back to Envy as soon as the sun started to rise.

 She strained to listen as the trio of men seemed to dissolve from their cluster. Though she couldn’t hear what they were saying, it appeared that they, too, were going to get some rest. At least two of them were. They left one man on guard—Dread, who looked about to settle himself near an eastern window.

 Now would be a good time to escape.

 She closed her eyes quickly when she saw Dread turn and move in her direction. She forced her breathing into a slow, regular rhythm, and relaxed.

 “Jade?” he said, and she felt him crouch next to her. “Are you awake?”

 And so what if his voice sounded so rich and gentle she wanted to look up at him? She wasn’t about to open her eyes just because he spoke to her. Even though what she really wanted to do was get up and away. Far away from here, from him, from them.

 So Jade feigned sleep, opening her eyes just a bare slit that he wouldn’t be able to see in the dim light. He knelt next to her, giving a better view of his face thanks to the low trail of moonlight filtering through the ivy-covered windows and small light in the corner. She still didn’t see any sign of a glow beneath his shirt.

 Maybe he wasn’t a Stranger. And surely if he was a bounty hunter, he’d have said something about a reward or whatever by now.

 Bracing herself to remain still and relaxed when he touched her, she was surprised when, moments later, he rose quietly without doing so. Through slits in her eyes, she saw his broad shoulders and easy movements in the dim light as he went over to check on the teens. Low murmurs reached her ears, including a soft, sleepy chuckle from one of the kids, and then silence.

 Safe in the darkness, she watched through fully open eyes as Dread extinguished the small light and settled on the floor near the low window. He leaned to the side, against the wall, arms folded over his middle, and turned to stare out into the darkness.

 Weariness slumped his shoulders, outlined by the faint gray at the window. The moon shone full and round, but the darkest part of night had passed. It would be only a matter of hours before the sun began to color the sky, and Jade knew she needed to go soon if she wanted the cover of shadows. She could move quickly and silently—it was the teens she was worried about.

 She’d sneak out of the building alone, first, and find a safe place for them to hide, then maybe she could make some sort of distraction that would draw the men out. She could then double back somehow and get Geoff and the others to sneak out. . . . It could work. But first she had to get out herself and look around.

 Just as she was about to rise from her makeshift pallet on the floor, she heard voices and a soft rhythmic squeak from below. Dread rose from his relaxed stance, and moments later, a head appeared from the dark opening in the floor. The other two men had returned.

 She’d lost her chance.

 
 

 

 June 8 (?)

 Two days After.


 

 I don’t even know for sure what day it is to date this journal entry, but I have to write something down. Figure I better leave something in case I die too.

 Unbelievable. The smoke and dust. The fires. The aftershocks. Horrible storms with lightning, hail, tornadoes, wind, for hours and hours and hours. Days maybe. Is this the Big One we’ve been warned about? Why is the weather going haywire too?

 It’s been too dark to know how many days have really passed, but I think it’s been two. Two days since all hell broke loose, so that makes it June 8.

 I don’t know whether to stay in and maybe get squashed by a building or go outside and get swept or washed away, so have been staying inside. Figure if the building didn’t go during the quakes, it won’t go now.

 Hope so.

 The only sound is the wind and the roar of fires. And the occasional crash of a building.

 Can’t find Theo, but sense that he’s still alive. What a miracle that would be.

 Can’t find anyone else alive.

 Cell phone won’t work. Been trying laptop, but no Internet. Battery is almost dead.

 No sound of rescue teams. No airplanes, helicopters. Nothing.

 Where is everyone?

 —from the journal of Lou Waxnicki
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