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    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The child had been eaten. 

    Reese had never seen anything like it in his entire fourteen-year career as a homicide detective, nor in his six years as a patrol officer before that. Los Angeles was a wild and crazy seedbed for all kinds of crime, and bizarre murders were hardly unknown in the City of Angels, but a perp who had eaten his own child then gone on to maul a neighbor was way over the top.  

    Reese stood in the doorway to the nursery in a bright, sun-filled home off of Mulholland Drive, a nursery where bloodied footprints led out to the hall where he was standing. Even though he was no stranger to death, he was reluctant to go into the blood-splattered room. The rest of the cops obviously felt the same way, from the dour-faced Hollywood Station detectives to the unis who looked ready to toss their chow. The hollowed-out remains of a small boy lay in a crib with a mattress so blood-soaked it could have been mistaken for red had there not been a couple of small white patches near the bottom. Hanging over the side of the crib was a tattered streamer of intestine that had obviously been chewed before the deranged father had gone off in search of something else to gnaw on.  

    Children’s toys and games and puzzles were strewn across the floor, having fallen from a large shelving unit that had been knocked over. The drapes had been torn from the windows and lay in blood-speckled heaps near the crib. The name JOSHUA had been painted on the pale-blue walls with an artistic flair, flanked by two big photos of the deceased child. In one, he was being swaddled by his mother, and the other showed him being held by his proud new dad, the man who was presently lying on his back, stone-cold dead, in the driveway of the house next door. Joshua, or what remained of him, lay motionless and cooling in the crib, his small head separated from his ravaged neck, all limbs missing, and his torso emptied of all its previous contents. The tang of blood, feces, and urine hung in the room like an inescapable taint, and for the first time in many years, John Reese felt like throwing up. 

    “So how are we going to handle this?” 

    Reese turned away from the carnage and looked at the senior patrolman who had come up the hall behind him, studiously avoiding the bloody footprints leading away from the room. The sergeant was a ten-year veteran of the LAPD. He looked at Reese with a frozen expression, valiantly fighting to ward off the horror of the scene, which he had come face-to-face with over an hour ago. 

    Along the hallway, crimson hash marks graced the walls at various intervals, where blood-soaked hands had brushed. More pictures had been knocked askew. Reese had glanced at them on his way to the nursery, all photos of a young, successful couple and their frequent trips to faraway places he would never see. 

    “What do we have so far?” 

    “We’ve isolated the scene and the house next door. The guy who was bit, he’s on his way to the hospital. Gotta tell you something, though, he doesn’t look so good. I have the officers who responded and shot the attacker hanging out in their car. SID is on the way, but their tech is running late since he was on another call. Won’t be here for at least another hour.”  

    The sergeant had dark hair shot through with strands of gray combed back from his forehead and held in place with copious amounts of styling gel. Reese wore his own hair high and tight, the same as when he was a kid in high school and a star guard on the basketball team. Before that, he’d worn it long—really long, like a rock star from the eighties—but opposing players had a tendency to yank on it, even if it resulted in a personal foul. To ward off having his head yanked from side to side like some crazy yo-yo, he’d decided to go with a crew cut. 

    “What happened to the guy who got attacked?” Reese asked. “What’s his name?” 

    “Stanley Lazar. VP of accounting with Morgan Stanley. The EMTs took him away, said his vitals were for shit. Guy was probably having a heart attack or a seizure or something.” 

    “We’ll need to talk with him,” Reese said, a little annoyed that the man had been carted off to the hospital. “Did the EMTs say what was wrong with him?” 

    “They didn’t know, just that he was crashing out.” 

    “Did you see him?” 

    “Yeah. I saw him.” 

    Reese spread his hands. “And?” 

    “And what? Do I look like a doctor to you? I didn’t even stay in a Holiday Inn Express last night, Detective.” 

    “Sergeant, just tell me how he looked, okay?” 

    “Fucked up. In shock. He’d been bitten on the arm, and the bite… it was turning black.” The sergeant shook his head. “Never seen anything like it before, and the EMTs didn’t like the way it looked, either. They said it was some sort of infection, but the guy had just been bitten.” He glanced around then looked back at Reese. “Tell you the truth, we’re wondering if this guy who bit him and[bookmark: _Hlk486531799]… did this”—he nodded toward the abattoir-cum-nursery—“well, we were wondering if maybe he had some sort of contagious disease or something.” 

    Reese shrugged. “Are Detectives Gonzales and Whittaker outside?” 

    “Yeah. You want me to go get them?” 

    “Please.” 

    The sergeant strode away, sure and swift, obviously happy to get out of the house. Reese turned back to the tragedy inside the nursery. He would have to go in. No way around it. 

    But Lord, he really didn’t want to. What kind of sick fuck could do this to his own kid… 

    He pulled on his latex gloves and slipped thin booties over his dress shoes. The sterile dressings would help preserve the sanctity of the murder scene, not that there was any question what had happened.  

    He’d quickly examined the corpse of the father outside, the one the patrol cops had shot six times before it finally collapsed. The man had been wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, and the five bullet holes in his chest and belly had stood out like dark dots against his pale skin. The officers had informed Reece that the guy had taken the body shots without even flinching. He had just kept advancing. But he had finally gone down when one of them managed to drill him in the head. Expended cartridges lay all over the street. The unis had pretty much emptied their pistols but only hit the guy six times at a range of twelve to fifteen feet. Other cops were canvassing the houses in the area, looking to see if anyone else had been hit by the fusillade. That would make the LAPD’s day, if some little kid had been shot or if a pregnant mother had been cut down while going to the bathroom. Just another day in the Southland… 

    Slowly, reluctantly, Reese stepped into the nursery. He forced himself to again look at the ravaged remains in the crib. A man, even one as jaded as a homicide detective, could take only so much. Reese could get through it, could conduct the investigation, but he knew the cost was going to be high. As soon as he saw the small, hairless head lying askew inside the crib and several inches from the body it should have been attached to, he decided he was going to throw in the towel and retire. Enough was enough. 

    “Hey.” 

    Reese almost jumped, and he turned to see Detectives Jerry Whittaker and Renee Gonzales standing in the hallway, peering into the room. Whittaker kept his expression neutral, yet he had a furtive look in his eyes. He kept them fixed on Reese, not scanning the room as he usually did, as if that somehow might spare him from the horror. Behind him, Gonzales held back, standing near the opposite wall, her eyes downcast. Whittaker was tall and broad, six foot three and about two hundred pounds of hard muscle. Gonzalez was short and plump, older than the men because she’d gotten a late start in her career, but she was in many ways sharper and more facile than Whittaker. Whittaker was a meat-and-potatoes kind of detective; Gonzalez had a more agile mind and could contemplate circumstances the big man might stroke out over. 

    “The guy who got bit, did either of you have an opportunity to interview him before he was taken away?” Reese asked. 

    “Nope. Guy wasn’t exactly in the frame of mind for a chat,” Whittaker said. “He was in full-on meltdown by the time we got here, and then the EMTs tossed him in the meat wagon and took him to Cedars.” 

    “Go there and try again,” Reese said. “I want to know what happened. Any word on the mother?” 

    “She’s on her way. Took off before we could get transport to her. She’s headed here.” 

    “Who is she?” 

    “Some veep at Warner Brothers. She said her husband hadn’t been feeling well today, but she had a meeting she couldn’t shake. She was going to finish up and come right back. She planned on being home about ten. The husband didn’t look that bad to her, and he told her she could go to work.” 

    Reese checked his watch. It was nine twenty. “She know what happened?” 

    Whittaker shook his broad head slowly. “No, man. She doesn’t know.” 

    Reese sighed. “All right. You guys get over to Cedars. Interview the neighbor. Let me know what you find. I’ll square away the wife, wait here for SID, then head back to the station and start the murder book.” 

    “You need us to hang out for a while?” Whittaker asked. “I mean, you handling the mother alone, that’s—” 

    “I’m good to go on that, Jer. You and Renee head for Cedars. Call me when you know what’s going on.”  

    Whittaker shifted on his size-fourteen feet, looking uncomfortable but also grateful to be assigned to duty away from the murder scene. Behind him, Gonzales kept staring at the floor, not meeting Reese’s gaze. 

    “Go on, guys. I’ve got this, and there are a ton of unis here to help out.” 

    “Uh… yeah, all right,” Whittaker said, adjusting his wire-frame glasses. He smoothed out his tie and took a step back from the door. He let his eyes wander toward the crib, and his chin quivered minutely. He pivoted and said, “Call you from the hospital,” as he walked away. 

    Gonzales finally looked up at Reese. “Something like this happened in Encino last night. A man and a woman—they attacked their neighbors and killed their dogs. The neighbors barricaded themselves in a bedroom, and the West Valley guys had to shoot them both.” 

    “Shoot the attackers, you mean?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    Reese wondered about that then mentally shrugged. “Good to know.” 

    “Renee, you coming?” Whittaker called from the far end of the hall. 

    “Yeah.” Then she moved as though she couldn’t get away fast enough.  

    Reese was left alone in the nursery, surrounded by blood and feces and tattered flesh, and the ghost of a murdered child. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Dubai was on fire. 

    Danielle Kennedy watched the news about it on the TV in the diner, wondering how such a thing had come to pass. She’d passed through Dubai while serving in Iraq, just a quick transit, so she’d had only the barest taste of what the city and the UAE had to offer. It had been beautiful, of course, so very different from other cities she’d seen, like Los Angeles and Las Vegas or Reno, and most certainly a world apart from lowly Single Tree, California, though the town she lived in was also on the edge of a desert.  

    She’d fancied Dubai was one of those places that was simply too beautiful to be real, and in a way, she’d been correct about that. The city was completely manufactured, one of many virtually prefabricated jewels erected by the emirs and sultans and princes of the region, who burned through billions on lavish, indulgent projects while the majority of their countrymen earned barely enough to exist. But seeing the city on fire, its great alabaster skyscrapers toppling, wreathed in flames and belching foul, black smoke into the air… well, that was quite a lot for her to take in as she sat in the back room on her break, rubbing her leg.  

    Or what was left of her leg, anyway. She’d been in Iraq for only four months, a service support NCO with a Marine reserve unit. Her MTVR had been struck by an IED so powerful the explosion had launched all seven tons of the vehicle twelve feet into the air after ripping its motor right off its mounts.  

    Danielle couldn’t remember the actual explosion. One second, she had been sitting behind the wheel, listening to her section leader, Stewie MacGregor, going on about the heat and how it was driving him crazier than a guy in a straitjacket with itchy balls. MacGregor was an odd kind of Marine, full of gung ho but also something of a whiny little bitch. He came from some suburb of Seattle where, Danielle guessed, they never got any heat at all because the temperature was only ninety-five degrees in the shade, and the MTVR’s air conditioner was working like a champ. The cab of the truck was maybe seventy-five, which was practically the Arctic to Danielle. However, she’d grown up only sixty-five miles from Death Valley, so she knew what desert heat was. 

    She remembered working up the nerve to tell MacGregor to shut his pie hole. Then the next thing she knew, she was on her back, looking up at the bright-blue sky—there was remarkably little haze that day—watching tendrils of black milk curdle overhead. Except it wasn’t black milk, it was smoke.  

    All around her, the air was full of the crackling of firecrackers. Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop, pop-pop-pop, BOOM! The pinging of cartridges hitting the ground beside her sounded almost xylophonic, as if some jazz musician were slapping away at the bones, and she turned her head, looking for him. It had to be a man, of course, a guy with long sideburns and a Frank Zappa beard, wearing a paisley shirt with gigantic lapels and a bead necklace, his long dark hair moving lazily in the breeze, which was as hot and dry as that from a hair dryer. Instead, she saw her MTVR lying broken in the road a few dozen yards away, billowing smoke as it burned, its front end shorn off, its tires aflame and emitting foul-smelling ebony smoke. All around her, the Marines of Company B, 6th Motor Transport Battalion, opened up on their attackers. Danielle didn’t see any of Saddam’s Fedayeen or al-Qaeda in the area, only a bunch of frightened shopkeepers, taxi drivers, and people who appeared to be noncombatants. But the company was hosing all of them down.  

    She reached for her rifle and couldn’t find it. She struggled to sit up, but rough hands pushed her back to the hot ground again. She looked up to find Gunnery Sergeant Taggert crouching over her, his M16A3 right beside him. 

    “Stay down, Dani,” he said, his voice as rough as large-tooth sandpaper even over the din of combat.  

    Danielle did as he said, but something didn’t feel right. She raised her head and looked down the length of her body, past her utilities and chest protector. She saw her right foot but no sign of her left. She raised her left leg, and only a ragged stump came into view, already half wrapped in bloodstained gauze. Flies buzzed around it, attracted by the scent. The roar of combat didn’t bother the flies at all. 

    My leg… Before she passed out, she wondered how she would ever be able to nail the clutch on her Mustang back home. 

    In the years since, Danielle had been presented with a steady procession of prosthetic limbs, each pretty much the same, despite all the ballyhooed improvements the VA trumpeted. They all hurt her stump like hell, no matter how much padding they had or how much lotion she put on or what grade of sock she put over it. Artificial legs were basically a bitch, and Danielle found she moved better hopping around on one foot than peg-legging it. However, her playing at being a monopedal kangaroo tended to flip out some folks in Single Tree, the so-called “people’s town” in the shadow of Mount Whitney, where everyone knew and cared for one another.  

    One of those was Max Booker’s loudmouthed wife, who owned the service station where Danielle’s father worked. Mrs. Booker kept trying to offer “helpful advice” to Martin Kennedy, who she felt should “guide” his daughter toward using her prosthesis when out in public, especially since Single Tree was, on occasion, something of a tourist town. Out-of-towners might not understand that Dani was a Marine veteran who had been disabled in that damn idiot W.’s grudge war against Saddam Hussein, and they might be shocked at her appearance. 

    So Danielle wore the peg leg. Not because it made Roxanne Booker feel better but to keep the woman from pissing and moaning to her father. Martin Kennedy was a humble and decent man, and he didn’t deserve to be working for a shrew like Roxanne, much less be subjected to her ramblings on matters she knew nothing about. 

    Things only got more interesting when Barry Corbett got involved. 

    Danielle Kennedy was approximately five thousand social stations down the line from Barry Corbett. She was a trailer-park girl, and he was owner of Single Tree’s only mansion.  

    Corbett had been born in Single Tree and had left it in the 1960s, first for Vietnam and later for Texas, where he managed to build an empire in the energy and mining sectors. He returned to Single Tree on a part-time basis in the late 1980s, when he bought out his family home from the rest of his siblings then purchased every house near it. He flattened everything and slapped together a slab-sided adobe mansion that was both hideous and gorgeous, a construct that a place like Single Tree never deserved and never wanted. It was located to the east of the town, on what passed for the town’s outskirts, which meant it was pretty much only a mile away from Main Street.  

    As far as she knew, Corbett had never married and had no dependents. Gossip varied. He was either a closeted gay man or had lost his cojones to a Viet Cong sapper at Khe Sanh. Then came the more salacious lines of gab: Corbett was addicted to Viagra and had a stable of young girls all over the country, but most were in his Dallas mansion, where he had fresh young tail flown in from all over the world to satiate his deviant passions. Martin Kennedy, who had known Corbett obliquely in the days leading up to Vietnam, dismissed all those notions. As far as he was concerned, Corbett was a guy who had managed to score a huge win in the game of big business, and townspeople like Roxanne Booker and Hector Aguilar, who owned Single Tree Pharmacy, were mightily pissed that a guy from the east side of town had done so well.  

    Before Danielle had joined the Marines, she had never paid much attention to people like Barry Corbett. He came and went as he pleased in his shiny private jet and even paid to have the airstrip extended from about four thousand feet to over seven thousand feet. He’d had to buy off some folks in Los Angeles for that—LA apparently owned the airport, something that made no sense to Danielle, as Hell-A was over two hundred miles away—but he’d managed it quietly and discreetly. Thus, his airliner-sized personal jet could travel in and out whenever he wanted, after he’d had a thick concrete hangar built for it, of course. 

    When she’d come home from Iraq, Barry Corbett no longer even registered on her consciousness. While she did not return a shattered woman, she did come back a changed one—physically, for sure, but mentally and emotionally as well. The Corps had diagnosed her with PTSD simply because she no longer managed to sleep through the night after being almost blown to pieces inside a seven-ton tactical truck, as if that were an odd cause for insomnia. And perhaps she did have the condition. After all, it took a special kind of stupid to return to Single Tree with a single leg. 

    One day, she’d been peg-legging it down Main Street, heading to the diner and the cooking job that Raoul Salcedo had given her. Before Iraq, Danielle had been hopelessly, endlessly in love with Raoul’s older son, Ernesto, but while she was deployed, Ernesto had hooked up with some hip-hop dancer in Las Vegas, and he hadn’t bothered to tell her about it.  

    “Yes, my son is a miserable bastard,” Raoul had told her. “Yes, he was cheating on you the entire time you were away, and yes, he was cheating on you the entire time you dated him. But consider yourself lucky. You could have married him, and that would have been a great tragedy.”  

    Perhaps feeling some guilt over how his son had mistreated her, Raoul had hired her to work in his East Coast–style diner. Besides, he knew Danielle could cook. She had wanted to be a chef and had paid special attention to the culinary arts. She had even cooked for his family a few times, and each meal had been an incredible savory treat.  

    On that winter day when the temperature hovered just around forty degrees, a big cobalt-blue Ford F-350 rolled up the street beside her. She glanced over and was surprised to see Barry Corbett looking at her through the open passenger-door window, his leathery, tanned face almost masklike in appearance. But set deep beneath his graying brow, Corbett’s blue eyes were as sharp as a peregrine falcon’s. 

    “Get in, Danielle,” he said. 

    Danielle slowed, which was easy, since she pretty much just limped along on her peg leg anyway. “Why?” 

    “I’ll give you a ride to work.” His voice was low and husky, authoritative without being pushy. 

    “Well, it’s only like another five hundred feet away,” Danielle said. 

    “Don’t worry. I’ll drive slow. You won’t get there early.” He pulled a little ahead, stopped the truck, and put it in park.  

    A passing car swerved around the halted rig and continued on, its driver craning her neck to try to get a look at what was going on. “Barry Corbett likes disabled girls!” was likely to be the next topic of gossip. 

    “You have to know I’m not going to hurt you,” Corbett said. “Besides, your dad would kill me.” 

    “My dad?” Danielle asked, almost laughing at the thought of mild-mannered Martin Kennedy doing anything that outlandish. 

    “You’d be surprised what a man will do when someone hurts his daughter. Come on, girl. Get in.” 

    Danielle pegged over to the idling truck and pulled open the passenger door. She regarded the leather-appointed interior for a long moment, noticing that as she opened the door, a running board lowered into position. Slick. 

    “Can you make it?” Corbett asked. 

    “What, did you think you needed to pick me up and put me in? I’m an amputee, but I’m not helpless, Mr. Corbett.” 

    Corbett laughed. “Well, all right, then. Take your time.” 

    Danielle used her good leg to lever herself up on the running board then swung the peg leg in. It bent at the knee in a semblance of natural function, and she was able to scoot onto the warm leather seat and yank the door closed without falling out. Corbett dropped the F-350 into drive and trundled down the street. 

    “So what’s doing, Mr. Corbett? How do you know me, anyway?” 

    “We’re pretty short on veterans around here, and we’re doubly short on young girls with one leg. You’re not a tough girl to find out about, Miss Kennedy.” 

    “Okay. So?” 

    “So how’s that leg the government gave you? Is it working out?” 

    Danielle shrugged. “It works okay.” 

    “There are better ones on the market these days. Hell, some of ’em have computers in ’em that mimic actual human movement. You don’t need to adjust them mechanically. You just pull ’em on and walk. Or run. Or dance.” 

    “You want to dance with me, Mr. Corbett?” 

    Corbett snorted. “Insouciant girl, aren’t you?” 

    “I don’t even know what that word means,” Danielle said, even though she did. 

    Corbett stopped the truck in front of the diner. He had driven the five hundred feet in less than thirty seconds, and Danielle was a bit disappointed to have arrived so soon. The pickup was a lot nicer than her old, battered Mustang.  

    Corbett leaned against the center console and looked at her, his eyes bright beneath his worn white cowboy hat. “Listen, I think you need a different prosthesis.” He pointed at her peg leg. “That one is a piece of crap.” 

    “Well, that’s just it. I can’t afford anything other than what the VA can give me, you know?” Danielle jerked her thumb toward the diner. “Mr. Salcedo’s a decent man, but it’s not like he can pay me fifty thousand a year or something.” 

    “I’ll pay for it. Hell, I’ll pay for five of them.” 

    Danielle regarded the old man for a long moment. “Why would you want to do that?” 

    “Because you’re my sister.” 

    She gaped at him. “What?” 

    Corbett held up his left hand and showed her a big ring. In its center was an eagle astride a globe, and the globe lay across an anchor, the insignia of the US Marine Corps. 

    “US Marine Corps, 1967 to 1970,” Corbett said. “Us gyrenes, we have to watch out for each other.” 

    “I heard you were in ’Nam. Didn’t know you were a Marine, though.” 

    Corbett nodded. “And proud to serve, too.” He pointed at her artificial leg again. “Let’s work on getting you a new one of those, huh? Something that works better than that chunk of wood and plastic?” 

    Though the conversation was both unexpected and odd, Danielle was intrigued by the offer. She did hate the prosthesis she’d been issued by the VA, and its fit around the stump of her thigh left much to be desired. Painful blisters were regular visitors. If the crazy old Marine thought he could help her out with that, then she was happy to give him a shot. 

    After three trips to Dallas on his jet, she had a new prosthetic leg, one that worked almost as well as her original God-issued equipment. She no longer limped much when she walked, and if she needed to, she could even run, though her gait was still irregular. She wouldn’t be giving Oscar Pistorius a run for his money in any Special Olympics events, but she was happy to be more mobile. And the blisters were a thing of the past. With the appropriate care, the limb was as comfortable as a shoe, the most expensive shoe in town, but she wasn’t counting the dollars. 

    She never asked Corbett how much the limb had cost, but if it was less than fifty grand, she’d be surprised. The device was computer-managed, ran like a top, and even had internal gyros to help her maintain her balance. The lower portion could be swapped out with a foot extension, which she normally wore, or a curved wick of aluminum that allowed her to play sports more aggressively and not worry about busting the more normal-looking lower section. It looked odd as hell, but Danielle was well past the fashionista stage of life. War did that to a person. 

    But Dubai was burning, and the news reports claimed some sort of infection was sweeping through the Middle East. It had started in Russia, but the Russian authorities were supposedly “handling it” in whatever way Russians took care of such things.  

    Saudi Arabia was closed to all air traffic. Saudi nationals caught outside the border were SOL, and foreigners inside the kingdom were effectively trapped. Israel was also in lockdown, and its military kept on high alert. Mass shootings had occurred in Jerusalem, but according to the jerky video footage, many of those who had been shot were in the grips of some murderous rage. They charged Israeli military units, showing no fear of the weapons arrayed against them. Danielle saw people, Israelis as well as Arabs, being blasted to bits by machine-gun or grenade fire, but they still kept coming. Even lacking limbs and suffering from what appeared to be massive injuries, the attackers kept at it, creeping along the ground, dragging their lower bodies if necessary. 

    Reports mounted of people eating each other and not just in the Middle East, but in urbane Europe and America. In New York City, the National Guard had been called up, and there was talk of riots in Chicago and Miami. The CDC had issued official-sounding guidance that basically said, “If someone bit you, report to a hospital immediately. Do not wait for EMS or other assistance if you have the ability to get yourself to a medical establishment in a more rapid fashion. Also, if individuals approach you and display any type of aggression, avoid them and notify law enforcement.” Danielle didn’t quite know what to make of that. She wondered if there was some sort of viral outbreak occurring, some sort of pandemic driving people mad. 

    “Zombies, man,” someone said behind her. 

    Danielle started at the sudden proclamation, and she turned awkwardly on her real leg. One of the short-order cooks, a pimply-faced white kid named Jason Donner, leaned against the break room’s doorjamb. He smelled like tobacco, having come in from a smoke break out back. Raoul frowned on smoking, but he wouldn’t be coming back to the diner until just before the dinner rush at five o’clock. Then he would bitch about the cigarette butts near the fire door, but he wouldn’t do anything about it. Jason’s lank blond hair was held out of his eyes by a skeevy-looking hairnet, and his oversized nose gleamed under the fluorescent lights. He was staring at the television with an odd, expectant expression. 

    “Say again?” Danielle said. 

    Jason pointed at the TV. “People are eating each other. It started in Russia, it made its way to Saudi fucking Arabia, and now it’s here in the US. You know who eats people, right? Zombies. It’s the fucking zombie apocalypse. George Romero was a prophet.” 

    “Zombies, huh?” 

    “Yeah. Before you know it, life’s going to be like that game Left 4 Dead, only we’ll be here in Single Tree, waiting for the hordes to show up and rip our heads off and eat our guts.” Jason smiled a bit when he said that, but Danielle wasn’t sure he was joking. He was an odd sort, the kind of kid who would disappear into his Xbox if he could make it happen. The only reason he was working at the diner was because his mother had threatened to throw him out of their two-bedroom home unless he got a job, and Raoul’s place was within walking distance. 

    Danielle grunted and turned back to the TV. One of the network talking heads was repeating the guidance from the CDC, adding that the president would be addressing the nation within the hour. In the news crawl that crept across the bottom of the screen, one of the factoids sent a brief chill up her spine: RIOTERS ATTACK CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL IN JERSEY CITY, NJ—ALL NEWBORNS BELIEVED TO BE DEAD. 

    They killed all the babies? Why would someone want to do that? 

    “Zombies,” Jason Donner said again, as if reading her mind. “They love tender little babies.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “What’ve you got for me, Jer?” Reese said into his phone. 

    “The guy’s dead,” Detective Whittaker responded. 

    “What guy?” 

    “The neighbor,” Whittaker said. In the background, Reese could hear Renee talking to someone, probably one of the hospital staff. “He went into some sort of cardiac or respiratory arrest right after he got here. They pronounced him about ten minutes ago.” 

    Reese frowned. He’d just had a very stressful meeting with the mother of the dead baby, who had arrived at the house in a shiny blue Range Rover. The rest of the cops faded back when she made her appearance, and hovered in the background, making their presence known but more than happy to let Reese handle the bullshit duty of telling her that her baby had been killed by her husband, who had gone on an inexplicable murderous rampage. She took it stoically enough, but Reese knew it was just shock holding her emotions at bay for the moment. Her eyes filled with unshed tears when Reese grew evasive about describing exactly how her child had been killed. 

    “I’ll have to wait for the lab results before I can make any declarations regarding the cause of death,” he lied. He knew an autopsy of the husband would show that about sixty to seventy percent of the child’s body tissue was inside the man’s stomach, but there was no way he was going to tell that to the suddenly familyless woman from Warner Brothers. 

    “My husband came back from Saudi Arabia the day before yesterday,” she said in a soft voice, eyes bright and shiny. “He wasn’t feeling well, complained of stomach problems and headaches. Other people on the flight felt the same way, and with everything that’s going on in the news… Could it be the virus they’re talking about? Is that what made him… do what he did?” 

    Reese felt out of the loop. He didn’t pay much attention to the news unless it pertained directly to his job, and his job rarely had anything to do with Saudi Arabia. “I’m sorry?” 

    “The virus from the Middle East. Did he have it?” 

    Reese immediately felt vulnerable and exposed. While he’d had no contact with the dead perp beyond the cursory examination, he had been all over the man’s house. The pile of Tumi luggage and the hamper overflowing with laundry in the master bedroom had already made him assume the man had been on some sort of trip, but he hadn’t begun looking into it yet. And while he knew nothing about a virus in the Middle East, if there was some sort of event happening there, he was not thrilled to discover he might have been standing in a hot zone for the past three hours. He’d worn his gloves the entire time and avoided contact with any biological contaminants, but if there really was some sort of virus in the house, he had no idea how was it transmitted. It could be something airborne. 

    Could I be infected? he asked himself. 

    “Ma’am, we’ll be looking into that,” Reese said, motioning one of the uniformed cops over. He instructed the uni to call for an ambulance to take the woman to a medical facility that had some skills dealing with infectious diseases. While she looked fine to him, Reese was no doctor, and he wanted to ensure that she wasn’t spreading whatever her husband had brought back from the Middle East. And in the back of his mind, he remembered what Renee had told him before leaving for Cedars-Sinai, that Valley cops had taken down more folks acting like the recent widow’s husband. 

    Jerry Whittaker’s news wasn’t exactly making things any brighter.  

    “What was the extent of the guy’s injuries again?” Reese asked. 

    “A bite and several scratches, it looks like,” Whittaker said. “Basically, some of the usual stuff you’d see when a couple of guys go at it.” 

    “So that’s what killed the guy? Or did he have some kind of underlying medical condition?” 

    “Well, they’re not really telling me that stuff. Just that the guy passed away in the emergency room. They were still going doing the exam, and it sounds to me like he just up and died.” 

    Reese sighed. “Jer, you have to do a little better than that, man.” 

    “I’m tryin’, I’m tryin’! These people just aren’t talking to us yet.” In the background was a stir of commotion: raised voices, a shriek, and something metal hitting the floor. Whittaker paused, and the sound quality changed a bit, probably as he turned in the direction of the ruckus. “Yeah, anyway, Renee’s working the desk, and… uh…” 

    “Jerry? What’s going on?” 

    Reese heard someone screaming, loudly and strongly, and the sounds of a distant struggle—then running feet as several people hurried past Whittaker. More shouts.  

    Renee yelled, “Jesus, he’s not dead!” before another scream drowned her out.  

    Someone yelled for help, and then a clunk sounded in Reese’s ear, loud enough that he pulled his phone away. “Jerry?” 

    Reese heard gunfire, three rapid bangs that made people scream again. Someone was repeating “Oh God!” over and over. 

    “Did you get him?” Renee asked in the distance, her voice small but terrified. “Is he down?” 

    “Yeah, he’s down,” Whittaker said. There was a momentary scuffling sound, then he spoke into the phone. “Hey, sorry about that.” 

    “Jerry, what the hell just happened?” 

    “Uh, it looks like our dead guy came back to life and started chomping on people. Listen, Reese, I had to put the guy down. Looks like I’m about to be part of an officer-involved shooting investigation, so—” 

    “I’m on my way,” Reese said and hung up. 

     

    ### 

     

    Something was definitely wrong in Los Angeles. 

    Gary Norton had been paying attention to the news, so he had some warning that things in the Southland were beginning to deteriorate past the usual local crime, car alarms, perpetual traffic, and helicopters ceaselessly flying overhead. In fact, he’d had even earlier hints that not all was right in the world when he had spoken to his friend and usual investor, Walid bin Rashid, one of the wealthy princes of Saudi Arabia. 

    “Gary, my friend, there is something very wrong here in Riyadh,” Walid had told him during a telephone conversation. That was unusual for Walid, as Norton had always known him to be a circumspect individual, not given to sudden outbursts of gossip. A billionaire, Walid was a shrewd businessman, and he knew well enough that allowing associates to become too intimate would give them undue advantage in future business dealings. “I’m thinking of coming to America for a while.” 

    “Well, that’s fantastic!” Norton said, delighted that he might be able to meet Walid. He had another production slated, and he could use an infusion of capital to get it packaged so he could shop it around to a few studios. Walid was generally good for twenty to thirty million, and he always declined the usual executive producer credit that such an investment conferred. The Saudi prince was very different from most investors. He didn’t particularly care for the limelight, and he found the best way to continue growing his wealth was to stay quiet about it. “Coming to Los Angeles, I take it?” 

    “Actually, no,” Walid said. “I’m thinking of somewhere a little more remote. Los Angeles, New York, Miami, those are all international cities. I want a place with a lower profile.” 

    “What, Kansas City?” 

    Instead of answering, Walid asked, “What about you, Gary? Do you have a place to go to?” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    After a long pause, Walid said, “You should pay attention to the news, my friend. I know you are a different kind of man than most of those Hollywood players. You have a plan, yes?” 

    “I have a lot of plans, Walid. What plan did you have in mind?” 

    “A safe place.” 

    “A safe place?” Norton was puzzled. “Well, I live in Malibu. I left Los Angeles proper years ago, but you already know—” 

    “No, no, Gary. I mean a safe place. Somewhere you could retreat to when… when things get ‘out of hand,’ as I believe you Americans say.” 

    “Ah. That. Well, as a matter of fact, I do. Care to join me there?” Norton joked. He couldn’t imagine the prince hooking up with him in a podunk town in the desert, though it would be priceless to see Walid and his entourage of bodyguards and sycophants trying to blend in with the residents of Single Tree, California. 

    “No, thank you. I’m fine,” Walid said. “Listen, Gary. I’m leaving in two hours. I called to tell you to pay attention to the news. There’s something going on in the Middle East, and it’s already started in Riyadh. Did you know the US military has recalled its forces from Qatar?” 

    “No. Is that important?” As one of the biggest producers of adventure films, many of which featured US military components, Norton considered himself to be fairly well informed when it came to military affairs. He knew the nation had a relatively small but critical operation in Qatar, mostly to coordinate air movements in and out of the region. It had previously been located in Saudi Arabia, but after the 9/11 attacks and the start of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM, most of those units had been relocated to Qatar. 

    “It’s extremely important,” Walid said, “not just to the US, but to this region. It’s something to think about, Gary. You should start making plans. And soon, my friend. If I’m right, you do not want to be overtaken by events.” 

    “What exactly is going on over there, Walid? Can you tell me that?” 

    “A pandemic. One that’s extremely lethal and quite possibly uncontainable. And that’s really all I can say, as the Kingdom is under a media blackout.” 

    “A pandemic. Gosh, from the way you’re acting, you’d think that Israel was about to nuke your house.” 

    “That I could deal with. This, however, is something entirely different. Gary, I must go now. Be well, my friend,” Walid had added before disconnecting the call. 

    The warning, as surprising as it had been, got Norton thinking. He had an eighty-five-foot yacht at a marina in Ventura that he hadn’t checked on since its last maintenance a couple of weeks ago. He kept the yacht stocked as a “get out of jail” card, just in case things hit the fan. Also, he had his plane at Bob Hope Airport in Burbank as well as the financial wherewithal to hire a bigger aircraft if he needed to cover a greater distance than what was possible in his Phenom 100. The small jet was always ready to go. He paid a premium to keep it maintained, just as he did with all his possessions. Gary Norton had endured a long, hard slog to arrive at the summit of his profession, and he didn’t treat any of his winnings as yesterday’s news. After all, not everyone had their own jet. 

    Safe and sound in his sprawling home in Malibu, Norton felt as safe and secure as any man possibly could. But his friend from the Middle East, a man whose wealth and station was miles above his and who was surrounded by an elite corps of bodyguards, had called him and told him to watch the news—and with fear in his voice. 

    Norton did just that. At first, there was little mention of the goings-on in the Middle East, beyond the usual. Israel had closed off the Gaza Strip yet again, Iran was continuing to threaten everyone, and Iraq was the usual basket case, for once loitering about in the shadows of even bigger basket cases, most notably Syria and Egypt. There was no concrete mention of a “pandemic,” though minor reports were surfacing of a medical situation in Saudi Arabia, one that was being handled expertly, of course. 

    Two hours later, all air travel in and out of the Kingdom had been halted. 

     

    ### 

     

    By the time Reese got to Cedars-Sinai, the place was a madhouse. Cops were all over the place, including the SWAT team from North Hollywood. Reese thought that was a bit odd, and he wondered if it meant there was more going on than just an officer-involved shooting of a civilian. It took forever for him to find a space to park, even though he was driving a black-and-white Shamu, one of the LAPD detective cars that looked like a patrol cruiser but without roof-mounted lights and siren. Making sure his ID was in plain sight, Reese headed for the emergency department, located at ground level in the hospital’s north tower. He’d parked near the corner of George Burns Road and Beverly Drive, so it was not a short walk. Outside the emergency department entrance, a uniformed cop challenged him, despite Reese’s ID. 

    “One of my detectives was involved in a shooting,” Reese said. 

    “Yeah? Which one?” 

    “Jerry Whittaker.” 

    “No, which shooting?” 

    That confused Reese. “What do you mean? How many shootings have there been in this place today?” 

    “Six,” the patrolman responded. 

    When he finally got inside, Reese found Whittaker and Gonzales sitting in a waiting area that had been taken over by the LAPD. Both looked shell-shocked, but so did a lot of the cops in the area. Plainclothes guys in tactical vests, uniformed patrol officers, and SWAT members holding assault rifles and body bunkers were milling around, and there seemed to be no semblance of order. 

    “Guys, what’s going on?” Reese asked. 

    “It’s like the Wild West here, man,” Whittaker said. His eyes were hidden behind his sunglasses, but his lower lip trembled. 

    “Yeah, okay. Once again, what’s going on?” 

    “Jerry had to shoot the guy who was bitten,” Gonzales said.  

    “Yeah, let’s talk about that,” Reese said. “You told me he was dead, Jer. Then he jumped off the table and started biting people?” 

    Whittaker nodded. “Yeah, man. That’s exactly it.” 

    Reese made a show of looking around the room. “I don’t see George Romero anywhere.” 

    “That’s not funny, man. It happened exactly like I told you. Guy was dead, the doctors told us he was dead, then the next thing I know, he comes out of the emergency area, dragging an IV tree from his arm, and starts biting people. He ripped one girl’s neck out with his teeth.” Whittaker shuddered. 

    “Anyone interview you about the shooting?” Reese asked. 

    “They all started biting people, John,” Gonzales said. “All the people who were bitten, they died. Then they came back… and started attacking people.” 

    “Hey, now,” Reese said. “Let’s back up a—” 

    “There’s another one!” someone shouted outside.  

    The mass of cops in the waiting room turned toward the windows. Everyone reached for their weapons. Reese had his Glock 17 in his hand before he realized it, and he wondered just what the hell he was doing, pulling his weapon without cause. Whittaker and Gonzales had their pistols out as well. 

    From outside, three shots echoed. Someone screamed, and some people—hospital staff, Reese presumed—ran past the windows, crouching low. 

    “What the fuck is going on?” he asked. 

    “The zombie apocalypse,” Gonzalez said. 

    Reese moved toward the window, keeping his pistol at low ready. Outside, several uniforms were already surrounding a motionless body lying in the street. One cop kept his shotgun trained on the figure while the others slowly crept toward it. One of the officers kicked the body on the ground, and it didn’t move. The man with the shotgun said something, and a debate seemed to ensue. 

    “Ha! No one wants to try to cuff the zombie,” a nearby SWAT guy said. 

    “Hell, it might not be dead, so I wouldn’t want to get near it, either,” another said. 

    “What the fuck is going on?” Reese asked. 

    The first SWAT guy gave him a sidelong look. “Aren’t you one of the detectives out of Hollywood Division?” 

    “Yeah. Detective Three Reese from the homicide desk. You know what’s going on?” 

    “The zombie apocalypse.” 

    “Yeah, I heard that already. I mean, what’s really going on?” 

    “You really don’t know?” another cop asked. 

    “Nope.” Reese didn’t turn to look at whoever had spoken. He watched as one of the cops outside holstered his sidearm, snapped on a pair of latex gloves, then pulled out a pair of handcuffs. 

    “It’s happening all over the city,” the second cop said. “In every hospital and lots of clinics and doctor offices. People come in sick, die, and then start running around biting people. The people who get bitten can die in about twenty minutes, I’ve heard.” 

    “Yeah? Then what?” Reese slowly slipped his Glock back into its holster. 

    “They wake up and start biting people themselves.” 

    Reese turned and looked back at Whittaker and Gonzales. They hadn’t come to the window with the rest of the cops. Whittaker just shrugged. 

    “Zombies, huh?” Reese said. “Guess someone’s made a run on the bath salts industry again.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton stayed glued to the news for a good part of the afternoon. Things were definitely going pear-shaped in Los Angeles. All throughout the basin, there was a flurry of police and emergency services activity. People were attacking each other, and hospital emergency rooms were flooded with victims. Tossed into the jumble were a slew of unverified reports indicating many of those victims had been bitten by their attackers, and the victims would then go into some sort of short-lived medical distress that ended with death. Only they didn’t stay dead. 

    Norton surfed the Internet, looking for clues. He found nothing new coming out of Saudi Arabia, though the Arabic sites were flooded with graphic images of cities burning, mass shootings by military and government forces, and some of the most grotesque scenes of savagery that he had ever seen, real or imaginary. It seemed people were literally being eaten alive, and several images purportedly taken in Jeddah showed a dusty street awash with blood, disembodied limbs, torn clothing, and shredded flesh. Moving amidst the carnage were men, women, and children, their faces blackened with crusted gore as they hunched over human remains, stuffing them into their mouths. 

    As a movie producer, Norton was used to dealing with fantasy on a daily basis. In fact, he had once made a zombie movie that had gone on to earn him millions. The practical effects alone had cost two million dollars, which meant a lot of mangled prosthetic appliances, animatronic bodies, and gallons of fake blood. But what he saw on the Arabic sites left him sickened.  

    Continuing his website search, Norton found more cities in the Middle East falling victim to the same cycle of events. Israel had closed its doors, and the entire IDF had been put on high alert and mobilized to several key areas inside the small country. In Lebanon, there was intense fighting, which was blamed on Israel despite a lack of evidence documenting Israeli forces conducting any offensive operations. Things seemed static in Syria, with rebel forces continuing to duke it out with the national military, but that meant nothing. Syrian forces wouldn’t comment on anything other than the rebels and their attacks. The United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Bahrain seemed to be one long swath of destruction. Amman had released a public statement indicating that Jordan’s military was involved in several “sustainment operations” throughout the nation, whatever that meant. There was some activity in Iraq as well, and Iran had released statements stating that American and Zionist actions directed against the Islamic Republic of Iran were doomed to fail. Norton shook his head. Those wacky Iranians, always giving the rest of the world the middle finger. 

    Searching wider, he found more disturbing news in southern Europe. Greece had gone dark, as had Turkey and parts of Russia. China was reporting civil unrest in its Xinjiang province, and most of the “-stans” in the former USSR were also embroiled in turbulence. 

    In the US, the mayors of New York, Chicago, Atlanta, and Washington, DC, were considering declaring states of emergency. Throughout the northeastern part of the nation, things were starting to fall apart. Hospitals were overrun with emergencies, and first responders were being driven into the ground. The governor of Massachusetts had called all National Guard units to active duty. Boston was on fire after an Airbus 340 airliner had crashed on approach to Logan International Airport. People emerged from the flaming morass, horribly burned, and they attacked the responding firemen. 

    Norton felt a stab of fear. How could people survive a fiery airliner crash and then go on to attack their rescuers? 

    In the distance, a siren wailed. While his home was only a little more than five hundred feet from the Pacific Coast Highway, he rarely heard anything other than an occasional helicopter or the rumble of a delivery truck cruising up his driveway. He got up and stepped onto the balcony outside his office, which overlooked the back portion of his property. The Pacific continued to slam into the rocky beach at the foot of the hillside, and a couple of surfers cavorted in the cold waters, waiting for a decent-sized wave to ride. Another siren wailed, growing louder as it passed his property then diminishing as it raced away. 

    Norton ran a hand over his short brown hair and was surprised to discover he was sweating even with the cool ocean breeze rolling over him. He didn’t know what was going on, but the world seemed to be quickly sliding off the rails. 

    But one thing stuck out. In many of the reports he had read and videos he had watched, it had been made plain that air travel was being severely disrupted. Los Angeles was already feeling some pain, and he wondered when the apparent pandemic might grow so large that state and federal authorities would order the airports closed. 

    He returned to his office and began searching for traffic reports. Sigalerts were everywhere, affecting every freeway and Caltrans system in the area. Unique to Southern California, “Sigalerts” came about in the 1940s when the LAPD got in the habit of alerting a local radio reporter, Loyd Sigmon, of bad car wrecks on city streets. The Sigalerts denoted any traffic incident that tied up two or more lanes of a freeway for two or more hours. Judging by the traffic maps, 101 and 405, displayed as solid red lines, were already basket cases. The Pacific Coast Highway was yellow, which meant traffic was moving at a pace under the legal speed limit. He was heartened to see that Burbank was still showing mostly green, indicating that whatever was happening in the rest of the city hadn’t started slamming through the eastern part of the San Fernando Valley. Yet.  

    He needed to get to Burbank, and he didn’t know if he’d be able to make it. Norton reached for the phone on his desk. 

     

    ### 

     

    Forty minutes later, Norton stood in his backyard with two L.L. Bean wheeled duffel bags. One was crammed full of clothes, toiletries, and various personal items. The other was stuffed with three pistols, two rifles, and a shotgun, plus survival supplies and copious amounts of ammunition, cash, and other valuables. The second bag was three times as heavy as the first. He wore a comfortable pair of jeans, hiking boots, and a long-sleeved, dip-dyed denim shirt over a T-shirt. Hidden beneath his shirttails was a Smith & Wesson Shield, a nine-millimeter subcompact weapon safely tucked away inside the Kydex shell of a StealthGear Onyx inner waistband holster. Norton was leaving nothing to chance. He had locked up his house, wondering if he’d ever return, but he found that under the current circumstances, it was pretty easy to give up. 

    Rotor beats slapped in the air, and a moment later, a Bell JetRanger helicopter lumbered past, flying along the coastline. Norton waved at it frantically, and the helicopter turned out toward the sea to circle back. As it dropped toward the back of the property, it slowed until it was almost hovering, crabbing sideways against the offshore breeze. Norton realized the pilot was going to have to make an upwind landing, a risky proposition at best and one that might leave Norton a couple of feet shorter at worst if he drifted too far forward. He stepped back a few paces to try to take that second possibility off the table. 

    The JetRanger came in and gently alighted on the back lawn. The rotor wash kicked up water from the swimming pool, but Norton was far enough away that he didn’t get wet. Once the helicopter was down, he ran toward it, dragging his bags behind him. He heaved each of them into the back, slammed the door shut, then pulled open the left front door and eased in behind the cyclic control stick. He closed the door and fastened his safety harness. A Bose aviation headset hung from the overhead by the seat’s headrest, and Norton slipped it on.  

    Jed Simpkiss sat in the right-hand pilot’s seat, sunglasses obscuring his eyes. He held onto the cyclic pitch stick with his right hand while the fingers of his left stayed wrapped around the throttle input on the collective pitch stick between the seats. He was a Vietnam veteran and had to be at least seventy years old, but he still had a surprisingly youthful look about him. Norton wouldn’t have been surprised to discover the pilot had regular Botox treatments, nor would he blame him. Along with being one of the best helicopter stunt pilots in the business, Simpkiss also had his own reality TV show on A&E, and everyone wanted their leads to look good. 

    “Sorry I missed your house, man,” Simpkiss said over the intercom. “But you’re one lucky bastard, Gary. Right after you called me, the phone started going crazy.”  

    “How so?” 

    “A lot of people have the same idea you do: get the hell out of Los Angeles before it goes to hell. After I drop you off, I refuel and head down to Beverly Hills and pick up the president of production from Fox and take him and his wife and dogs to Santa Barbara. Then I’m back for another run, this time for your best buddy, Hugh Clary.” 

    Norton snorted. Hugh Clary was an actor on Hollywood’s A list. He was also an A list asshole. “You’re taking Clary five miles off the coast and kicking him out, right?” 

    “Van Nuys,” Simpkiss said, “but I’ll give him your very best. You ready?” 

    “Hell, yes,” Norton said. “Let’s go.” 

    “All right. Help me check the area, okay?” 

    They scanned the area for any other traffic that might pose a risk to their liftoff. When Norton advised Simpkiss all was clear to the left, the pilot eased the JetRanger into the air, its turboshaft engine wailing. Once they had climbed a hundred feet, he turned the helicopter north and accelerated up the coastline for a few miles before crossing back over dry land. 

    “You might want to get your phone out,” he told Norton. “You’re going to see some freaky stuff you’ll want to remember for your next disaster movie.” 

    Norton pulled his Samsung smartphone from his front pocket, looking through the Plexiglas canopy as the Malibu countryside rolled past beneath the helicopter’s landing skids. “You charge my Amex?” he asked. 

    “Hell, yes. Two thousand bucks. The most expensive cab ride to Burbank in history. Sorry I had to do it, but aviation fuel’s going through the roof. You can take it off my pay the next time we work together.” 

    “Count on it, you greedy fuck.” 

    Simpkiss laughed. “I’m kidding you, Gary. No charge, but thanks for the number. I’ll be sure to use it when I go to buy my next Ferrari. You call the FBO? Your plane ready?” 

    “Fueled up and ready to go. I just need to load up, preflight, file, and then I’m wheels up.” 

    “Where you off to?” Simpkiss asked. 

    “The desert from whence I came. My parents are still there, never wanted to leave a one-truck-stop town, so I’m going to go to them. I have some property there that’s remote enough that no one would want to try to mess with me if things hit the fan. What about you? You going to stay?”  

    In the distance, north of Santa Monica, black smoke rose into the sky. Norton couldn’t tell what it was, but he got the impression that an apartment tower was on fire. 

    “A couple of years ago, I joined a group of investors, and we built a place in Idaho. We’re all conservative guys. Most of us are ex-military, and we’ve all got families we want to protect. I’ll be flying the King Air up there tonight. By the way, I hear that Big Army is moving in.” 

    “What do you mean?” Norton asked. 

    “The Army is taking over Ontario Airport. Seems like people are expecting a fight to happen, and a lot of guys and gals in green suits are going to start showing up over the next couple of days. A friend of mine with the 40th Aviation Regiment clued me in on that. The California National Guard is on state active duty now, too. That kind of freaks me out a bit. If I don’t leave soon, the bastards might find me and put me back to work.” 

    Norton didn’t know what to think of that. “Well, I guess it means things are more serious than what’s playing out on TV.” 

    Simpkiss snorted. “I hear it’s worse in New York. East Coast is getting hammered by this, man.” 

    “Yeah. Hey, listen. Are they bringing in fighter jets and stuff to Ontario?” 

    “Don’t know. Why?” 

    “If I were you, I’d be worried about an aviation quarantine,” Norton said. “If they sanitize the national airspace like they did during 9/11, that’s going to put a crimp in your plans to fly out tonight.” 

    “Yeah, I’ve thought about that. It’s on my mind, believe me.” 

    Helicopters were flitting everywhere. Some belonged to the LAPD and Sheriff’s Department. Many more were news choppers covering the fall of the greatest city on the West Coast, documenting everything from fifteen hundred feet. Some were even civilian. But most were military. A line of Black Hawks thundered toward Griffith Observatory. He wondered what that was all about. Is the military going to send soldiers down the hillsides overlooking Sunset? 

    “Amazing how it’s happening so fast,” Norton said. “It was in Europe only a couple of weeks ago. Russia goes dark, and everyone’s like, ‘Oh good, no more Vladimir Putin.’ Then it’s in New York and DC, and here in LA, everyone just kind of shrugs. ‘Hey, not my problem, man.’ Now, everyone’s surprised that it’s happening here. A billion warning signs that things were headed for the shitter, and everyone’s been caught flat footed.” 

    “Denial,” Simpkiss said. “It’s not just a river in Egypt anymore.” 

    Below, a cluster of police cruisers surrounded a house. News helicopters orbited above it.  

    Simpkiss toed one of the foot pedals, and the JetRanger banked to the left. “Let’s not overfly that,” he said. “Looks like something hot’s going down.”  

    The helicopter flew on, approaching Interstate 101, the famed Hollywood Freeway. It was choked with traffic, at a complete standstill. Emergency services vehicles were caught up in the mess as well, their lights flashing uselessly, fused into a river of metal and plastic that had stopped flowing. 

    Just beyond the freeway, great columns of black smoke rose into the air. Norton tried to lean forward, but his harness kept him pressed against the seatback. He couldn’t believe what he saw. Universal City was awash with flame. The studio’s famed Black Tower could have served as a real-life set piece for a remake of The Towering Inferno. Only one fire truck was in attendance, parked at the curb on Lankershim Boulevard.  

    A crowd surrounded the tanker, rocking it back and forth on its suspension. Shambling mobs of people—No, not people, Norton told himself—closed in on the vehicle from every direction. However, they weren’t interested in the rig but the firefighters inside. An explosion of glass flew through the air like a scattering of bright diamonds, twinkling in the Southern California sun. A fireman was hauled out of the rig’s cab, kicking and flailing. The rest of the firemen got a clue, and the big tanker truck roared off, parting the mass of former humanity like a yacht with a gigantic chrome prow charging through a swelling head sea, leaving dozens of bodies in its wake. Those bodies squirmed on the street, shattered and broken but still trying to climb back to their feet and give chase. The Black Tower burned, an effigy of the business that had made Gary Norton a millionaire four hundred times over. 

    “Now, that’s something you just don’t see very often,” Simpkiss said as he piloted the helicopter past Universal.  

    “Holy shit.” Norton shook his head. “I was just there last week.” 

    “I guess you can forget about any call sheets you might have. Universal’s out of business, if you ask me.” 

    Norton checked the airspeed indicator on the instrument panel then glanced at the torque indicator. Simpkiss wasn’t messing around. He had the JetRanger’s torque pegged at the leading edge of the red line, which translated to almost a hundred twenty knots in airspeed. Norton wasn’t a helicopter pilot, but he could read the instruments. Despite Simpkiss’s devil-may-care attitude, the man took aviation very seriously, but he was flying the chopper at more than ninety-eight percent power. 

    “You’re going to thrash your engine if you keep this up, Jed.” 

    Simpkiss snorted. “Gary, the last thing I’m worrying about right now is having the engine torn down to check for heat damage. It’ll hold together, and the way things look, this might be the last day I’ll be flying it. And no offense, but the sooner I drop you off, the quicker I can get to the rest of my pickups, get them to where they need to go, and get the hell out of Dodge myself.” 

    Norton heard a quaver of fear in the older man’s voice. He’d known Jed Simpkiss for a lot of years, and he’d never known the man to be anything but unflappable. 

    “Okay, man,” he said then continued watching the City of Angels burn below. 

     

    ### 

     

    The muster room at Hollywood Station was packed. Reese leaned against the wall next to the door, staring at the backs of several heads. He wasn’t a particularly tall man, so he wasn’t able to see Captain III Rafael Marshall as he addressed the assemblage from the desk at the front of the room. Marshall was the officer in charge of Hollywood Station. As the ranking member of the station’s detective bureau, Reese represented the cadre of plainclothes detectives assigned to the LAPD’s Hollywood division. 

    “All city emergency services are strained well past the breaking point,” Marshall said. “The county’s Department of Public Health is essentially treating this as a pandemic. They said that officers need to avoid contact with infected bodily fluids or being bitten or scraped by the infected. The infected appear to die and then, uh, reanimate shortly thereafter. Once reanimated, they become murderously psychotic, and their MO is to bite uninfected individuals so the contaminant can spread further. There are reports of infected actually attempting to eat their victims—” 

    “Reports, hell!” someone in the room snapped. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes!” 

    “Yeah, okay, whatever you say, Senkowsky. Shut the hell up and let me finish. We can expect the infected to attack and maim uninfected civilians and first responders. The infected are unresponsive to voice commands and most forms of nonlethal force. As we’ve seen in New York and elsewhere, it seems the only way to definitively stop the infected is by shooting them, specifically in the head. Body shots do nothing, so be aware of that. If you shoot like you’ve been trained, you’ll just burn through your ammo. You need to remember how to use your front sights and put rounds on target with precision. 

    “More on the infected. They do not seem to communicate in any meaningful way, including with each other. How they can tell infected from uninfected is unknown at this time. Most are slow and shambling, but some are fast and alert. A smaller percentage has been known to retain some cognitive function. In other words, don’t expect every infected out there to walk straight up to you and give you time to shoot. Anticipate the potential for ambushes, including attacks where tools are used in an offensive manner. We heard about this in Europe and on the East Coast, and even though no final confirmation has been sent, we need to remain aware of the possibility of planned attacks against our formation. 

    “Highest areas of infection are to our south, around LAX, El Segundo, and Torrance. We’re seeing a spike in infection rates in our division, so we can expect that to continue. Ah, getting back to services. Caltrans is essentially off the grid. All major and most secondary roads are already or are in the process of becoming impassable, even to emergency services traffic. Everyone is trying to get out of the city, and we’re in a total gridlock situation. Basically, we’re down to boots and bicycles. We still have aviation support, but that’s a finite resource. We have Caltrans and department units out there trying to clear roadways for first responders, but let’s presume that’s not going to happen.” 

    “So what do we do, then?” a lieutenant with the patrol division asked. “Form a ring around the stationhouse to keep the fucking stenches away from us?”  

    “We’re going out into the community we’re charged to protect,” Marshall said. “We’re going out any way we can. We’re not going to let this city go down without a best effort from us. We’re the LAPD, and this is what we’re here for. Now, the National Guard has been activated. They have not been federalized. They are still on state active duty status, so they can legally assist us with operations. They’re bringing in Black Hawks and Chinooks so we and other departments can move more easily across our area. There are also Guard troops being assigned to us, and they’re going to be dropped off by helicopter at the parking garage on Ivar. John Reese, you in here?” 

    Reese raised his hand. “Here, Captain.” 

    “You’re on the welcoming committee,” Marshall told him. “You’re responsible for getting the Guard from the garage to the stationhouse. Can you deal with that?” 

    “By myself?” 

    “Captain Pallata will assist you with manpower requirements. You have thirty minutes to get that figured out because they’re already staging at Griffith and will be here within the hour. You good on that, Detective?” 

    “Yes, sir. Good to go,” Reese said even though the last thing he wanted to do was step outside the stationhouse. 

    “We’ll put the Guard to good use,” Marshall said. “We’ll use them to protect us while we go out and protect the people of our community. Things haven’t reached critical mass just yet, but I can tell you that things are starting to pop in the Valley division. Basically, we’re right between two hot spots, so we can expect things to go from bad to worse within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. If you encounter uninfected civilians outside, encourage them to return home and stay there. They should be prepared to shelter in place for four to seven days until we can get a handle on things. Starting this evening, the Guard will be distributing emergency supplies, and the garage on Ivar is going to be the distribution point for our area. The Emergency Management Department is also in full swing, doing pretty much the same thing, trying to fill in the blanks wherever we can. 

    “Telecommunications is screwed. Both 9-1-1 and 2-1-1 are overloaded, and mobile telecom is starting to show stress as well. Best way to communicate is over radio. Tactical frequency cheat sheets are available, so everyone make sure you get one when you check out a Rover. Otherwise, you might be left in the cold, trying to talk to a resource that can’t hear you.” 

    The assemblage murmured assent. 

    “Okay, we’re almost done. One last item. You need to listen to this.” Marshall paused dramatically. “We have a job to do, but I know that all of you have family, friends, and loved ones you’re concerned about. I get that, and your supervisors get that. Just the same, we need you here. Anyone who goes off duty without permission will face charges. Sorry to bring that up, but it needs to be said. The entire city is facing a long-lasting state of emergency, and we need every cop we can get.” 

    Reese felt resentment burn through him, even though he had no one he was especially concerned about. His only marriage had ended badly years before, and he had no idea where his ex was or what she was doing. There weren’t any children in the picture, so other than a motley collection of fishing buddies, Reese was alone in the world. But most of the cops there were family men and women, and if Marshall’s words stung him, he knew the feeling was a hundred times worse for them. 

    “That’s it,” Marshall said. “Get with your supervisors, get your assignments, and get on duty. Be careful, people. Be very, very careful.” 

     

     

    DALLAS, TEXAS 

     

    Well, this isn’t getting any better. 

    Like millions of people across the globe, Barry Corbett had watched the news intently when the apparent pandemic broke, first in Russia then across a large swath of Europe before cementing its hold in the Middle East, where resources were too thin to combat it. Once that happened, a mass migration took place. Infected denizens from countries like Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and Qatar spread to different parts of the globe, seeking safety. Many made it to the United States before quarantine zones were established, mostly on the East Coast. After a brief respite, Russia had once again found itself under attack, not by the virus that had killed ten percent of those it infected but by the reanimated, carnivorous corpses of those who had died.  

    Corbett understood immediately that the epidemic was nothing like any that had come before it, and he had started preparing for the worst. Whatever had begun in Russia would be impossible to contain in an era of jet travel coupled with weak-willed governments suddenly faced with the distasteful requirement of implementing strong-arm tactics to keep their territories safe. Not that harsh, unrepentant measures were guaranteed to be successful. The Russian authorities fought valiantly against their new microscopic foe as only the Russians could, but it was obvious early on that they were doomed to failure. 

    Currently, millions of reanimated dead were marching on Moscow. More troubling were the substantial infestations occurring inside the continental US. New York City and Washington, DC, were large focal points because of the cosmopolitan nature of those cities. In Dallas, where Corbett currently resided, there was no news of any infection, though the authorities were maintaining a high degree of vigilance. Los Angeles and San Francisco were also reporting outbreaks, though they were substantially smaller than those back east. Corbett wasn’t taking anything for granted, however. If things spiraled out of control in other cities, it wouldn’t be long until the infection managed to get a toehold in the Lone Star State. 

    Corbett picked up his desk phone and dialed a single digit. When the call was answered, he said, “Let’s get things moving. We’re on.” 

    He hung up and turned to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows of his office. Standing on the seventieth floor of the Bank of America Plaza building, he had a commanding view of the skyline and the surrounding area. All looked peaceful at one thirty in the afternoon, and for a moment, Corbett allowed himself to grieve. He would miss Dallas. Other than Single Tree, it was the only place he had felt at home. And zombies, of all things, threatened to rip it all away. 

    His grief didn’t last for long. He had things to do, and emotion just got in the way. He informed his secretary he was heading for the airport and asked her to contact the aviation department and ensure his plane was ready. He then told her to go home and to get somewhere safe for the next week or so until things either blew over or disintegrated entirely. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Norton spotted his Embraer Phenom 100 as Simpkiss maneuvered to land on the ramp. The small six-seater jet had been towed out of its hangar and was parked on the apron in front of the fixed-base operator facility. Norton hoped it was already fueled. 

    “Okay, you’re good to go,” Simpkiss said as soon as the landing skids made contact. “You know the drill: get your bags and walk directly out from the helicopter. Don’t go near the tail.” 

    “Jed, you still going to make your pickups?” Norton asked. 

    Simpkiss sighed heavily over the intercom. “Yes.” 

    Norton nodded. “All right, man. Best of luck to you. If things go pear-shaped wherever you are, I’m in Single Tree. Airport prefix is O-26, and the main runway’s in great shape, over six thousand feet long. It’s on the San Francisco sectional charts.” 

    “Cool. Thanks for the information,” Simpkiss said. “Best of luck, Gary.” 

    Norton shook his hand then removed his headset. He got out and retrieved his stuff from the back. With a final wave to Simpkiss, he jogged toward his plane, towing his bags along. Behind him, the helicopter rose into the air. 

    Norton lowered the plane’s boarding ramp and heaved his bags inside. After checking with the FBO attendant to ensure the jet had been fueled, he began the preflight process, which took only ten minutes. The operating checklist was contained on both sides of a laminated card Norton could slip into his shirt pocket. The airplane was hooked up to a ground-power unit, and Norton notified the attendant to stand ready to remove the plug once the right engine spooled up. He then pulled the ramp door closed, locked it, then returned to the cockpit. After exchanging a thumbs-up with the attendant, he switched on the batteries and rotated the right engine igniter to Start. The number two engine groaned as it turned over, then the sound rose to a muffled shriek. Norton gave the attendant another thumbs-up, and the man pulled the power umbilical from the jet. As soon as the attendant was clear, Norton cranked up the number one engine. Once it was online, he did a final system check and was ready to roll. 

    Traffic was plentiful at Bob Hope, not just in the air, but also on the taxiways. It took him almost forty minutes to line up for takeoff on runway eight, sandwiched between two Southwest 737s. After a five-minute wait at the threshold, he was finally given clearance to take off and climb to an initial altitude of two thousand five hundred feet for the usual ELMOO 6 departure, then to four thousand prior to his final departure point. At that time, he would be free to climb to twenty thousand feet and make his way across the state to the Mojave at four hundred fifty miles per hour. He would be in Single Tree in less than thirty minutes. 

    Norton found he couldn’t get there fast enough. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Hey, Rod. We’ve got us a lot of trucks pulling in,” Enrico said. 

    Rod Cranston didn’t look up from his Kindle Fire. He’d been engrossed in some slippery-wet monster porn story, and it was all he could do to pause to eat something. “What, FedEx or UPS or something?” he asked. 

    “No, no, man. Real trucks. Tractor-trailer rigs.” 

    “How many are we talking about?” Cranston asked, eyes still on his screen. 

    “Fifteen, twenty, maybe.” 

    Cranston grunted, much like the Sasquatch in the story as it heaved itself into a willing human woman. He licked the sweat on his upper lip. 

    “Rod!” Enrico yelled. “They’re filling up the entire parking lot, and there are more of them on Main Street.”  

    Cranston barely noticed Enrico’s shadow fall across him as the man came over and stood next to him. 

    “Whoa, that’s some pretty weird shit, Rod,” the younger man said, reading over Cranston’s shoulder.  

    Cranston switched off the tablet and slipped it into his desk drawer, feeling both embarrassed and a little pissed off. “What the hell are you going on about, boy?” he snapped, running a hand through his red hair. Cranston was a beefy man in his late forties, and he’d been the airport manager of Single Tree’s small uncontrolled airport for almost a decade. While it didn’t pay much, it was an easy job. Single Tree didn’t get much in the way of traffic, even after Barry Corbett had cut a deal with the city of Los Angeles to extend the main runway another few thousand feet. In fact, Corbett and that prick Gary Norton, whom Cranston had grown up with and always kind of hated with his gussied-up pretty-boy looks and his little personal jet, were the only ones who used the airport with any regularity. 

    Some transient aircraft would buzz in a couple of times a week, and a few of the locals had planes, too. Doc Weinstein had a doctor killer, a two-year-old Bonanza G36, Pablo Jimenez had a spiffy little Pitts aerobat that spent most of its time in the hangar, and Gerald Potter had a Cessna 185 in a T-hangar. Potter had died two months before, and Cranston still had to figure out what to do with the plane since the old codger apparently didn’t have any next of kin who gave a damn. 

    Enrico pointed out the dusty window behind him. Cranston turned in his squeaky office chair. There were at least a dozen tractor-trailer rigs out in the south lot, many hauling sixty-foot covered trailers, and others with construction equipment: bulldozers, cranes, even a road grader. What the hell? 

    “There a construction project going on I don’t know about?” he asked. 

    “Well, there must be one going on that I don’t know about,” Enrico said. He was a skinny, gawky Mexican kid who would probably be working at the airport for the rest of his life, pumping fuel and removing trash and patching up the taxiway. Cranston didn’t mind him, which was unusual since he pretty much disliked all the Mexicans in town. 

    “All right, whatever. Let’s go and see what’s going on.” With a heavy sigh, Cranston got to his feet and left the office, taking his customary huge strides.  

    Enrico followed, essentially caught up in the bigger man’s wake as he plowed through the exit door and into the hot, dry day outside. Cranston winced at the bright sunlight and realized he’d left his sunglasses on his desk, along with his cap. He hoped he wouldn’t need to stay outside for very long. Doc Weinstein had warned him to start wearing hats and sunscreen after he’d had that tiny chunk of skin removed from his left ear, on account it had gone all cancerous. 

    A short, wiry man with a weathered face and pale-blue eyes that seemed to dwell deep within his head hurried over to them. He sported a thick handlebar mustache and had on a faded denim shirt and equally worn blue jeans. His dun work boots had seen better days too, and Cranston wondered if the guy had driven a truck from wherever he’d come from or just walked. A grimy white cap with a Cabo Yachts logo adorned his head, holding his frizzy brown hair at bay. Cranston figured the guy might be anywhere from forty to sixty. 

    “You Roderick Cranston?” the man asked. His voice was a bit on the harsh side, probably from a lifetime spent smoking cigarettes. 

    “Yeah, I’m Cranston. Who’re you? What’re all these trucks doing here?” 

    “I’m Bill Rollins. And these here trucks”—Rollins turned and waved at the idling rigs behind him—“are a gift from Barry Corbett.” 

    “Barry Corbett done gone and gave me a dozen or so tractor trailers? Hey, that’s great. But why? See, I’m not some little girl who had her leg blown off, so I’m wondering why Old Man Corbett would feel inclined to be so generous toward me.” Cranston shaded his eyes with one hand and looked at the nearest truck. Emblazoned on the driver’s door was the logo for Alamo Power, one of the old man’s energy companies. 

    “Well, I’m not so sure it’s meant for you specifically, Mr. Cranston, but you are the designated initial recipient,” Rollins said. “We’ll be parking forty-two rigs here, so I was wondering if you could get these cars moved out of the lot. We know some of the payload is going to have to go in the desert, but we really need the hard stand for the heavy equipment.” 

    Cranston chuckled. “Forty-two? Is that all? Listen, Rollins, I don’t own this property. And neither does Corbett. I’m pretty sure he can’t park his trucks here without some sort of permit from Los Angeles, or maybe Inyo County, and—” 

    Rollins pulled an envelope from his back pocket and handed it over. “Hey, we’re in luck. Parking permits from the city of Los Angeles. Mr. Corbett has entered into an agreement with the city to install an entire category-three instrument landing system on this airfield.” 

    “What?” Cranston smirked. “I do believe I smell bullshit in the air. I never heard anything of this!” 

    “No, sir, Mr. Cranston. There is not a whiff of bullshit here. In fact, Los Angeles has been in receipt of the environmental notification forms for quite some time, and after some negotiations with the Inyo County environmental agencies, the project was approved two months ago.” Rollins smiled beneath his big mustache, and his teeth were blazingly white. “As a bonus, we’re even going to improve the taxiway and pour some new helipads for you. I’m happy to make your acquaintance, as I’ll be the project manager.” 

    Cranston laughed. “You’re good, Rollins. You’re good.” He opened the envelope and pulled out several dozen pages on the city of Los Angeles letterhead. “Very professional. But I’m sure very phony, too.” 

    “Yeah, I was told you’d probably say that. I was told you were kind of a prick, too. Seems like both tellings were correct. You might want to contact your mayor or first selectman or whatever it is you have in this piss-poor town of yours, because they’ll probably want to know about your desire to torpedo the airport upgrade project. I’ll be waiting in my truck while the rest of the boys tie up a California interstate just because you don’t know the difference between shit and Shinola.” 

    Enrico chortled, and for a moment, Cranston just gaped at Rollins. The smaller man just turned back to his truck and climbed into the cab. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Reese saw the first of the National Guardsmen as they hopped out of an Army UH-60 Black Hawk that settled onto the top floor of a parking garage. As he stood there, battered by the helicopter’s rotor wash, he spotted another Black Hawk orbiting overhead, running a racetrack pattern around Hollywood. Reese wondered just how many soldiers would be joining the LAPD. 

    A short, swarthy man in a full Army Combat Uniform jogged toward Reese, a dozen Guardsmen behind him. Reese and the three uniformed patrolmen waited, squinting against the dust the Black Hawk kicked up as it rose into the air and roared away from the parking garage. The Guardsman had subdued captain’s insignia on his helmet and uniform, and he carried an assault rifle and a gigantic rucksack that looked almost as big as Reese’s first apartment out of college. He was a fit-looking white guy in his late thirties, and he wore the most god-awful eyeglasses Reese had ever seen. 

    “Hi, sir. I’m Captain Bobby Narvaez, Alpha Company, First Battalion, 184th Infantry Regiment. Are you Officer Reese?”  

    “I’m Detective Three John Reese, Los Angeles Police Department, Hollywood Station homicide desk,” Reese said, realizing his response wasn’t nearly as impressive as Narvaez’s introduction.  

    Narvaez extended his hand, and Reese shook it. The soldier’s grip was strong as he pumped Reese’s arm three times. 

    “Good to meetcha, Detective. In about three hours, we’ll have around ninety troops on station. Will you guys have room for all of us?” 

    Reese wasn’t expecting that. “Uh, I don’t know. That wasn’t already arranged?” 

    “Only a platoon was supposed to arrive, but we got new orders to field the entire company,” Narvaez said. “Not from nothing, but if we know where our home turf is, things will be easier.” 

    “I’ll find out about that.” Reese had to shout the last couple of words as the second Black Hawk came in to land. While it settled onto the parking lot, he saw two more helicopters, twin-rotored CH-47 Chinooks, flying toward the area. 

    “Those are carrying our Humvees,” Narvaez said, following Reese’s gaze. “Two in each bird. The aviation guys used to sling ’em underneath, but it makes the Chinooks too slow. Turns out the special operations aviation guys load them inside, so we clipped the tactic from them.” 

    “Okay,” Reese said. 

    “You hear about New York?” Narvaez shouted as the second Black Hawk disgorged more Guardsmen onto the concrete. One of his men waved them over, and the new arrivals hustled toward the group as the Black Hawk powered up and pulled out. 

    “What about it?” Reese asked. 

    “Lower Manhattan’s on fire. Good-bye, Occupy Wall Street. They’re starting to move federal troops into the city now because the NYPD and the Guard units down there can’t keep the stenches back.” 

    “Stenches?” 

    “Yeah, it’s what we call the zombies.” 

    Reese snorted. “Zombies, Captain? Really? You mean this isn’t just a bath-salt epidemic?” 

    Narvaez frowned. “Detective, are you plugged in to what’s happening in the rest of the world at all?” 

    Reese shrugged. “Hollywood’s my beat.” 

    “Huh. Okay. Well, anyway, Europe is about to tip over into the Dark Ages all over again. Russia’s pretty much gone. There’s a huge artillery fight going on outside of Moscow. Back east, there are substantial infestations of stenches in just about every metropolitan area, but New York City has it the worst in the nation. Two days ago, everything was under control, and the NYPD and New York Guard were exterminating the stenches wherever they found them. Then the balloon popped, and now there are thousands of them in the city, maybe even hundreds of thousands, by now.” 

    “No shit?” Reese wasn’t particularly interested, and the new information did nothing to diminish his anxiety. As a homicide detective, Reese had pretty much seen it all. Solving homicides required attention to detail and a mastery of several disciplines, including investigatory and forensic. Zombies or “stenches” weren’t something Reese had any experience with. Until that guy ate his baby… 

    “Yeah, no shit,” Narvaez said. “Air travel in the east is shut down. There’s a ground stop at every airport. I would imagine that’s going to be nationwide in a couple of hours. Airplanes are probably the best way to spread infected persons around the country, you know?” He pointed toward the first Chinook as it slowly advanced toward the parking garage. “Okay, you guys might want to stand back a bit. These Chinooks have a rotor wash that moves at about a hundred ten miles an hour. Let us get our vehicles out, then we’ll figure out the surface movement to your police station.” 

    “Surface movement?” Reese asked. “We can just drive or walk there, Captain.” 

    “Nothing’s as simple as that, Detective. Once you have the military in the mix, everything gets complex.” 

    “Good to know,” Reese said, thinking that things were complex enough already. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Norton had just watched the lone FBO attendant at Single Tree’s airport tow his Phenom into the hangar, and he was preparing to follow the guy in to do a final inspection when the roar of approaching jet engines caught his attention. He turned at the hangar threshold just in time to see a Gulfstream G650 coast in on its incredibly wide wings, its big flaps lowered like two tapering billboards to slow the massive jet so it could land. The engines went from a roar to a full-on bellow as the massive jet’s thrust reversers activated. With judicious braking by the pilots, the sleek sixty-seven-million-dollar aircraft slowed to taxiing speed well before it reached the end of the runway and executed a smart one-hundred-eighty-degree turn so it could cruise back to the taxiway. Its landing lights gleamed in the late-afternoon sun. 

    “Well, I guess you’re not the only jet driver to come in today,” said the FBO attendant, a slender Mexican man named Enrico. “You ever meet Mr. Corbett?” 

    Norton nodded. “Oh, yeah. He’s okay once you get past the sourpuss Vietnam veteran suffering from PTSD. We worked together, once. I hired him as a consultant for that TV series I did five years ago—” 

    “The one about the Marines? Khe Sanh? On HBO?” 

    Norton grinned. “That’s the one.” 

    “That show was awesome, Mr. Norton! I didn’t know you did that! How was it working with Mr. Corbett?” 

    Norton shrugged. He had gotten along all right with Corbett, though the older man had no trouble telling Norton that some of his tricks were all bullshit to please the suits at HBO and grab some ratings. The miniseries had been the network’s highest rated since Band of Brothers over a decade before, so Corbett had apparently been right. 

    As the jet neared the parking area, Enrico grabbed the orange wands. “Sorry, Mr. Norton, I’ve gotta go,” he said, tucking the wands under one arm so he could grab his earmuffs and slide them over his ears. 

    “No problem, Enrico. Thanks, man.” 

    Enrico hopped onto the small tow motor and drove it out of the hangar. Norton was happy to see the man had had the presence of mind to uncouple the vehicle from the Phenom’s nose gear before driving off. As the big, beautiful Gulfstream rolled into the parking area, Enrico parked the tow motor and hopped off. Using the wands, he guided the silver-on-white jet into position on the pad, its two large turbofan engines wailing. It finally came to a halt, and the turbines wound down to a descending growl.  

    Norton had to admit he was envious. Corbett’s jet was one beautiful bird, but it had been built for men and women who preferred the cabin to the cockpit. Norton’s Phenom 100 suited him just fine. 

    He turned away from the big Gulfstream as its boarding ramp descended so he could tend to his own aircraft. He placed chocks in front of and behind all the tires, put shrouds over the pitot tubes, and using a small stepladder, placed the bright red plugs into the engine intakes to ensure no dirt or debris entered. Nothing was worse than sucking some foreign object into a jet engine when the turbine blades were rotating several thousand times per minute. 

    “Hey, Norton. What’s your net worth today?” 

    Norton finished tying off the plug in the number-two engine then descended his small stepladder. He turned to see Barry Corbett looking up at the Phenom jet. “About four hundred million. If the banks are still around tomorrow and the markets are open, maybe I’ll be another million or so richer. How about you?” 

    “Oh, I stopped keeping track after nine billion,” Corbett said. He reached out and put his hand on the side of the Phenom’s pointed nose. “You know, you take the seats out of this thing, and you’d have yourself a fighter jet.” 

    “That’s why I fly it. We should take a spin sometime.” 

    “Going to be a long wait for that. You planning on staying for a while?” 

    Norton folded up the stepladder and carried it toward the rear of the hangar. “Yeah, I think so. Why?” 

    “National airspace is going to be sanitized in three hours.” 

    Norton stopped and looked back at him. “Say again?” 

    Corbett leaned against the Phenom casually, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. He crossed his skinny, leathery arms across his chest. Despite his age, his muscles still moved like pythons under his polo shirt. “All civilian aircraft east of the mighty Mississip are grounded. No new flights have departed in two hours. In another three hours or so, the FAA and Homeland Security are going to start scrubbing the rest of the airspace. By late tonight, the only planes in the sky will be military.” 

    “How the hell do you know that?” Norton thought of Jed Simpkiss, who was probably still flying people back and forth in his JetRanger. 

    “You know very well the most valuable commodity money can buy is information,” Corbett said. “Though some information is a lot more expensive. So if you were planning on just having yourself a twelve-thousand-dollar burger at the Burger Hop, you might want to consider getting the hell out of here before the curtain falls.” 

    Norton continued carrying the stepladder toward the rear of the hangar. “Burger Hop’s food isn’t worth a flight back here. And I hate to break it to you, but a Phenom’s operating costs aren’t twelve grand an hour.” 

    “My mistake. Guess you didn’t spring for the afterburner option. So you’re staying for a while, are you?” 

    “Looks like.” Norton leaned the stepladder against the back wall and headed back to his plane. His bags were right next to where Corbett stood.  

    A white Ford Expedition pulled up in front of the hangar. Two men got out of the vehicle and looked at Corbett expectantly. They were younger than Norton, and their demeanor indicated that they were Corbett’s personal security detail. He figured they were ex-military, most likely Marine Corps. Corbett was particular about whom he entrusted with his life. 

    “Tell your guys I’m strapped,” Norton told Corbett. “Just in case they get antsy if I print.” 

    “Well, good for you. What’re you carrying?” 

    “Smith and Wesson Shield.” 

    “Nine millimeter or forty caliber?” 

    “Nine. Forty is just too snappy for me.” 

    Corbett nodded. “I agree with you on that. But as nice as the Shield is, you should just man up and go with a 1911.” The older man lifted the front of his polo shirt to display an M1911 .45-caliber pistol strapped to his waist.  

    Norton raised an eyebrow. “Nice. I’ve got one too. Sig Sauer P220R3.” 

    Corbett frowned. “That’s not a 1911, son.” 

    “No. But it is a forty-five.”  

    Corbett grunted. “Well, if you think a German piece of shit is going to save your bacon, that’s on you. You got plans for the next couple of hours?” 

    Norton looked down at his bags then back at the security guys waiting patiently in the sun. Beyond them, the Gulfstream’s two pilots and the attendant were doing a walk around the big jet while Enrico backed the tow motor toward its nose gear. Several other people—also ex-military, by their bearing—were removing bag after bag from the aircraft’s luggage bay. 

    “Other than a shower and unpacking, not really. Jesus, Corbett, how many bags did you bring with you, man?” 

    Corbett glanced back at the jet then faced Norton again. “I usually travel a little lighter than that, but these are interesting times, my friend.” 

    Norton nodded. “They are indeed. You planning on sheltering here in Single Tree?” 

    “Wouldn’t last long in Dallas, not once the shit hits the fan. Seems like you might feel the same way, seeing as you’re out here from your fancy sex palace in Malibu. Am I right?” 

    Norton shrugged. “Yeah, well, like you said, interesting times. There’s some bad stuff going down in LA right now, and it seemed like maybe I’d be better off here.” 

    Corbett looked at Norton for a long moment. “Norton, I want to ask you a question.” 

    “What?” 

    “You’re not a fag, are you?” 

    Norton snorted. “What?” 

    “You heard me. It doesn’t matter to me if you are, but I just want to know now. You’re a pretty good-looking guy with a shitload of money, and you’re not even married. So you’re either unlucky in love, or you’re queer. Seeing as how you’re in show business, it’s even money you’re one or the other.” 

    “I’m not gay, Corbett. And I’m not unlucky in love, either. I just haven’t found the right girl to commit to. Not that it’s any of your fucking business.” 

    “At my age, fucking is hardly my business. I’m just trying to get the lay of the land with you. Looks like we might be working together again, and I know you’re attentive and organized and aren’t afraid of getting your lily whites dirty. I can use you.” 

    “Use me for what?” 

    Corbett turned and pointed past the airport manager’s office building and the tiny FBO shack. Beyond the structures were two parking lots, and both were full of semitrucks and their cargo trailers. Norton had noticed them while flying the Phenom in the right pattern before coming in to land. 

    “I’ve brought some gifts to the people of Single Tree,” Corbett said. “Some pretty useful stuff, but when people find out that I’m the official gift giver, a lot of people here won’t want what I’ve got. And that could be a major problem. The world is tearing itself apart out there, Norton, and we don’t have a whole lot of time to get ready. So I might need you and your pretty face and your smooth style to help me bring some people around.” 

    “Uh, like who, exactly?” 

    “Like Max Booker, for one. Then Greg Brockwell and that pissant whiner Hector Aguilar.” 

    Norton shook his head. “Don’t follow you here, Corbett. What is it you want me to do?” 

    With one veined hand, Corbett pulled his sunglasses off his leathered, weather-beaten face. “I need you to help me persuade them that we need to prepare for what’s coming. Single Tree is all alone out here, and the only people who can save it are us.” 

    Norton looked down at his bags almost longingly. All he wanted to do was get back to his house in the town and step into a hot shower, and Barry Corbett was going to fuck up even that simple plan. “Save Single Tree from what?” he finally asked with a heavy sigh. 

    “I don’t know how much you follow the news, but Europe is about to go dark, and the US isn’t that far behind. It’s already in full swing in New York, Washington, and as you probably suspect, Los Angeles. I don’t know how much time we have to prepare, but it won’t be very long, and before the dead and the panicked people they’re chasing get here, we have to turn Single Tree from a sleepy little desert town at the foot of the mountains into a fortress.” He smiled and slipped his sunglasses back on. “I don’t know about you, Hollywood, but I don’t want to be eaten alive. So why don’t you take a ride with me into town, and let’s get this show on the road.” 

    “The dead? What the hell are you talking about?” Norton snapped, even though he already knew. 

    Corbett grinned. “It’s the zombie apocalypse, Norton.” He bent over and picked up one of Norton’s bags. “Here, I’ll give you a hand with this. Let’s go.” 
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    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Hiya, Max.” 

    Max Booker looked up from the swath of papers that littered his desk. While serving as the mayor of a town as miniscule as Single Tree wasn’t a very stressful job, it was a bit hard on the eyes. The local government was small, which meant that Booker had to get involved with the finances behind every decision the town council brought up for a vote, as well as smooth any feathers that might get ruffled when he let an initiative’s champion know that there just wasn’t enough money in the coffers for his or her pet project. Single Tree was hardly a wealthy town, but at the same time, it wasn’t broke. One of Booker’s missions was to try to provide wealth without incurring a ton of debt in the process. 

    He pushed his glasses up on his forehead and blinked a couple of times. When he saw Barry Corbett standing in the doorway to his office, he put down his pen and got to his feet. “Just the man I wanted to see,” Booker said, putting his palms on the desk. “Barry, did you somehow manage to get permission for airport construction without the town knowing about it?” 

    Corbett smiled slightly. “Yes, and no.” 

    “Maybe we should talk about that.” 

    Corbett stepped inside the office, and another man followed him in. Booker recognized Gary Norton—his older brother Warren had gone to high school with him—but they hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words since Norton had built a new house next to his parents’ home several years ago, when Booker had first been elected mayor. The town’s Planning and Zoning Board had taken issue with the house’s design, citing the fact that it was widely divergent from the rest of the houses on the street. That it was a corner lot caused even more consternation. Folks in Single Tree loved the money people like Norton spent, but they didn’t want their town transformed into Hollywood East. There was also some fear that Norton might want to establish another gigantic mansion like Corbett had, only much closer to town. That hadn’t been the case, but Booker and Norton had to ride through the P and Z gauntlet anyway. 

    “Well, hi, Gary,” Booker said. 

    “How are you, Max?” Norton responded. 

    “Gary, maybe you could get the door,” Corbett said, sliding into one of the two visitor chairs facing Booker’s desk.  

    Norton closed the door and ambled to the other chair. He settled into it slowly, his face a blank mask. 

    “So what’s happening here, guys?” Booker asked. “Both of you here together? Doesn’t seem like this is a normal occurrence.” 

    “It’s not,” Corbett said. “We have some talking to do.” 

    Booker’s unease blossomed into full-on suspicion. “What’s on your mind?” 

    “Sit down, Max,” Corbett said. “And you might want to tell Mary Ellen to hold your calls for a bit. We’re going to need some time.” 

    Booker plopped into his chair. “Well, we’ll see about that. I’m pretty interested about what’s going on at the airport, Mr. Corbett. Seems like you might know something about that.” 

    Corbett made a dismissive gesture. “Yeah, yeah, I really did get authorization to install an instrument landing system, but that’s not what I’m here to talk about. That work is going to be postponed.” 

    “How could you get that kind of arrangement made without us knowing about it?” Booker asked. 

    “Single Tree doesn’t own the airport. The city of Los Angeles does. Los Angeles is a little different than Single Tree, in that you can actually buy off politicians and the like without doing anything more than handing over money. The Federal Aviation Administration is a tougher nut to crack, but at the end of the day, the administration does what it’s told, and I have enough cash lying around to buy some influence. So there’s how Single Tree’s airport managed to get an ILS. With me so far?” 

    Booker took off his glasses and laid them on his desk. “Mr. Corbett, what the hell are you trying to pull? I’m impressed with your ability to corrupt politicians, but what does that have to do with our airport? Is there a point to this?” 

    “Well, yeah. Initially, I wanted an ILS dropped in for safety reasons. There’s a lot of high terrain around here, and I wanted to be able to access the airport when some weather closes in. But that was a few months ago. Now, things are a little bit different.” 

    “In what way?” 

    “Max, have you been watching the news?” Norton asked. 

    “You’re talking about the plague? The one that came from Saudi Arabia, or Russia, or wherever the talking heads on TV decide it came from next?” 

    “I am,” Norton said. 

    “We are,” Corbett added. 

    Booker looked from Norton to Corbett. “Okay, I’m going to presume we’re no longer concerned with the ILS installation at the airport. Now we’re about to move on to the plague, and you’re both going to explain to me why that is. Is that right?” 

    “Correct,” Corbett said. He looked at Norton. “You mind if I carry this a bit longer?” 

    Norton shook his head. “Not at all.” 

    Corbett looked back at Booker. “Listen, this is going to be tough for you to deal with. Just keep in mind that my concern is the town. Nothing else. If things are heading the way I think they are, only the town and the people matter. I’ve been here for my entire life, off and on, even though I have the ability to go anywhere and do anything. It’s always been about the town. The community. The people.” 

    “Running for office, Mr. Corbett? I don’t think you can buy off this electorate. You might have been born here, but you’re not from here any longer.” Booker couldn’t control his acidic tone. Even though he had no personal unpleasant experiences with Barry Corbett, he was ideologically disinclined to trust men of great wealth. In Booker’s mind, men like Corbett presumed the preservation of that wealth eclipsed all else. While Booker didn’t feel money was the root of all evil, the old man had just told him he’d used it to corrupt the political process, and that pissed Booker off something fierce. 

    Corbett smiled. “Thanks for the feedback. Anyway, yes, this is about the plague. Whatever’s happening out in the world is something we’re not going to be able to control. Moscow is about to be overrun by millions of walking dead. The Middle East is going under. There’s some sort of massive firefight going on inside western China. Israel is in complete lockdown. Europe is about to pull the pin and follow their example, though getting the Europeans to do anything unanimously, other than awarding more paid time off, is going to make that kind of tough. Rio is on fire, and not just because the women are so gorgeous, but because a lot of them have turned into carnivorous corpses. There are breakouts in LA, New York, Miami, and several other cities, everywhere there’s a major airport. And tomorrow, the US economy officially tanks. Per barrel prices of oil will hit two hundred twenty-three dollars, and that’s just at the market open.” 

    Booker took it all in stride. He’d certainly been aware of what was going on in the world, and he didn’t doubt that things were dire. However, he didn’t—he refused—to buy what Corbett was telling him. “Nice story. Is that what you tell the Republican and Tea Party Super PACs?” 

    Corbett smiled again, but any bit of friendliness was absent from it. “To get this out of the way, Democrats and far-left organizations love my money probably more than those on the right. Just in case you were wondering, since I’m pretty sure you haven’t made much in the way of donations to alternate parties. 

    “So listen, this is what’s going to happen. You’re going to call an emergency meeting of the town council, one that’s closed to the public. We’re going to tell them what’s happening, and that the town is going to be protected. But we’re going to be a little light on the details. With your permission, I’ll get with the police and fire departments and square them away later today. They’ll have to be our partners in this. The rest of the town doesn’t need to be pulled into the fold just yet, but eventually, they’ll start asking questions. Those questions might lead to some unwanted investigations, so”—Corbett continued speaking even as Booker held up a hand, trying to get a word in—“we need to get things moving fast and get the big-ticket items developed quickly so they can be finished before things really hit the fan.” 

    “We should talk to Victor Kuruk, too,” Norton added.  

    Booker wondered why the leader of the Indian reservation to the town’s south should be involved, but before he could ask, Corbett spoke again. 

    “Good point. I hadn’t thought of that. They’re good people, mostly, so we shouldn’t leave them out in the cold if we can help it.” 

    “What the hell are you two talking about?” Booker snapped. 

    Corbett and Norton looked at him squarely. Booker kept his eyes on Corbett, so he was surprised when Norton was the one to answer. 

    “Max, it’s come down to this. The zombie apocalypse is starting, and we need to fortify this town to keep our people alive.” 

     

     

    LAS VEGAS, NEVADA 

     

    “What do you mean, all flights are cancelled? This is outrageous! Do you know who I am?” 

    The ticket agent had already looked harried, but as soon as Sinclair played the celebrity card, the guy’s eyes narrowed into slits, and he clenched his teeth. He glared at Sinclair, and for a moment, the talk show host feared the younger man was actually going to hit him. 

    “Yeah, I know who you are,” the agent said. “You’re Jock Sinclair, that lobsterback blowhard who keeps telling Americans they’re just a bunch of gun-toting assholes who shoot kids and blow up other countries. By the way, your flight’s cancelled.” He pointed at his name tag. “My name’s Juan Vega, the one from New Mexico, not the one from California. There are two of us here with that name, so make sure you mention that when you call customer relations.” 

    “I goddamn will!” Sinclair shouted. He couldn’t believe the nerve of the little worm. A common worker? Standing up to me? 

    “Jock,” Meredith said softly, tugging at the sleeve of his navy-blue blazer. 

    Sinclair ignored her. “How can all the flights be cancelled?” he asked the ticket agent. “Tell me that again. How can every flight out of Las Vegas be cancelled?” 

    “Because the FAA has called for a full ground stop, just like after 9/11,” the young man said. “You remember that, right?” 

    “Remember it? I lived through it! While you were still probably sucking your mother’s sagging tits in Mexico, I was living through the attack on New York!” Sinclair said. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he felt a surge of heat course through him like an electric shock. From the corner of his eye, he could see the rest of the passengers who were to fly to Los Angeles easing away from him. 

    “Jock,” Meredith said again, her voice louder. 

    “I said New Mexico, not Mexico,” the ticket agent said. “Hearing counts, my limey friend.” He turned away as another customer approached.  

    Sinclair was about to have another go at the agent, but a much bigger individual in a cowboy hat stepped in front of him. 

    “You’re done here, Hollywood,” the man said. 

    Sinclair glared at the taller man but allowed Meredith to take his arm and lead him away. 

    “We need to get out of here,” she said.  

    As they walked away from the gate, joining the rest of the flow on their way to McCarren International Airport’s baggage claim area, Sinclair saw several people glancing at them. Not because of his celebrity but because of Meredith’s beauty. Even though she hadn’t been a supermodel in almost twenty years, her height, poise, tawny blond hair, and the aura of elegance she emanated demanded attention. Not that Sinclair gave a damn. He hadn’t married her for her looks or her mind but for her family’s money. While Sinclair earned an average of two million dollars per year—nothing to laugh at, considering he had been born to lower-class stock from East Sussex, England—Meredith Thorn was potentially worth hundreds of millions of dollars, thanks to the hard work of her grandfather and father, titans in the New York real estate scene. Meredith’s fortune allowed Sinclair to call the thirty-third floor of 15 Central Park West, one of New York’s most prestigious condominiums, his principal residence.  

    But Meredith was someone who grew weary with routine, and she liked changes in latitudes. While Sinclair was happy to stay in New York, where he hosted his weekly hour-long syndicated television show, The Sinclair News Hour, Meredith wanted to travel. Having to leave New York once a month for quick getaways to places like Seattle or Hawaii or Vancouver was a pain in Sinclair’s arse because it wreaked havoc on his broadcasting schedule. But since Meredith had access to the family jet, Sinclair tolerated it. Almost nothing beat flying in style in a luxurious Bombardier Global XRS, even if it was just to Canada. 

    But for the trip to Vegas, the jet hadn’t been available. There were a couple of silver linings to the situation, however. One was that Meredith owned another condo in Vegas, and the other was that Sinclair was scheduled to broadcast from Los Angeles that night. While not being able to catch a plane was inconvenient, they could drive to the City of Angels in just a few hours. 

    It took over an hour to get their luggage reclaimed from the grounded jet, and then they had to find ground transportation to Meredith’s condo at the Mandarin Oriental, which meant competing with thousands of other stranded fliers. Sinclair spent over an hour trying to find a cab or limo or even a bus. It wasn’t until Meredith tried that a vacant cab suddenly appeared, driven by an athletic black man with a smile that seemed to be a yard wide. His grin diminished substantially when Sinclair climbed into the vehicle after Meredith, and when it became clear Sinclair wasn’t just sharing the ride, the driver became downright surly. He also drove more slowly than necessary in a bid to drive up the meter. Sinclair stiffed him on the tip for that. 

    “So what will we do now?” Meredith asked as they entered the lobby. 

    “What do you mean? I have to work tonight,” Sinclair said. “I’m due in Los Angeles by five.” The world was starting to stumble across a rough patch, and he wanted to take advantage of it to pump up his ratings. He was down in almost every major market, and while no one had threatened to not renew their syndication contracts, Sinclair could feel the pressure building. He had decided to shoot a special in Los Angeles, where gun violence was at an all-time high. While he was reviled by the NRA and gun-toters of all stripes, Sinclair had a personal hatred for guns and the invariable loss of life they caused. And all the American nitwits could come up with was they were protected by the Second Amendment of a historical document created by a bunch of wig-wearing insurrectionists. Sinclair had a word for his opposition: Pikers. 

    “I don’t think it’s safe to go there,” Meredith said. “Things are getting weird now, Jock.”  

    As she spoke, the pop-pop-pop of distant gunfire sounded. Sinclair and the doorman standing nearby turned and looked out the lobby windows. A FedEx delivery truck sat in the circular driveway. The driver paused in unloading and looked south. The gunfire had sounded far away, and the noise didn’t come again, but Sinclair still felt a bolt of alarm run through him. He had no use for guns of any kind, and hearing them in action somewhere in the city came quite close to terrifying him. 

    “You may be right,” he said to Meredith, surprised to hear his voice was quaver-free, “but I’m not sure Las Vegas is going to be any safer. We should leave. Now.” 

    “I need to use the bathroom, and then I need to call my parents and let them know,” Meredith said. “I couldn’t get through on the cell, so I’ll have to go upstairs, Jock.” 

    “Well, be quick about it,” Sinclair snapped. “I’ll get the car and bring it around. Rafael, help me load the bags when I come back?” 

    The doorman nodded. “Sure thing, Mr. Sinclair.” 

    Sinclair strode to the door that led to the parking garage. Meredith clucked her tongue, and he stopped. 

    “What?” he asked. 

    “Aren’t you going to see me upstairs?” she asked, a petulant tone in her voice. 

    Sinclair snorted. “You know the way.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    When they made it back to the stationhouse, Reese couldn’t help but think that he was surrounded by a bunch of badasses that made even the SWAT guys look like wusses. With their helmets, packs of gear, tactical vests, chest protectors, assault rifles, and even pistols and grenades, the Guardsmen caused quite a stir as they double-timed it back to Hollywood Station. If nothing else, at least I get to arrive in real man style, he thought as he alighted from one of the Humvees when it came to a halt in the precinct parking lot. Reese led the Guard command element inside. 

    “Whoa, the Marines have landed,” the desk sergeant said.  

    “I take offense at that,” Captain Narvaez replied. 

    “These guys are Army National Guard,” Reese told the sergeant. 

    “Yeah, I know,” the sergeant responded. “What do you need, Reese?” 

    “Need to find Pallata and figure out how we’re going to put these guys to use. Where is she?” 

    “Command post, in back,” the sergeant responded. “How many guys you got with you?” 

    “Eight right now, with another ninety coming in,” Narvaez said. 

    “Ninety? Well, shit, what do you guys think this is, Anzio Beach?” The sergeant laughed.  

    Reese didn’t get what was so funny, especially since the stationhouse was buzzing with activity. Cops were coming and going, and sirens wailed outside. Citizens were already queued up at the front door, either to file complaints or to seek safety from the deteriorating situation that loomed outside. While Reese hadn’t seen a lot of action just yet, Narvaez had informed him on the short drive from the parking garage on Ivar Street that the city was beginning to unravel. He’d even shown him some pictures he’d taken from the Black Hawk. Most had depicted fires and terrified Los Angelinos trying to get out of the city. All the major freeways were already clogged, and the bigger surface streets were soon to be the same. Reese didn’t know how the LAPD was going to be able to get anything done. 

    “Maybe you should come with me and leave the rest of your guys here,” Reese told Narvaez. 

    “I’d like to bring Plosser with me,” the captain said. “He’s my senior NCO. We’re kind of joined at the hip.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at a tall man with broad shoulders and a dull expression on his face. The man’s insignia had a lot of chevrons, but Reese didn’t know anything about army ranks, as he had never served in the military. 

    “Yeah, okay,” Reese said. He looked at one of the uniformed patrolmen who had accompanied him to the parking garage earlier. “Bates, you’re ex-military, right?” 

    Sergeant Bates was almost as tall as Narvaez’s NCO, and he had the same kind of bland look to him. Reese knew it was an act. In real life, Bates was a cut-up who could have been a stand-up comic if he hadn’t already been a committed cop. 

    “Yeah, Army,” Bates said. 

    “You stay here with the troops, then. Try and, uh, liaise with them or something, while me, Captain Narvaez, and Sergeant Plosser go meet with Pallata.” 

    “That’s First Sergeant Plosser, sir,” Plosser said. 

    Reese spread his hands. “Hey, whatever.” He looked at the rest of the soldiers standing in the middle of the lobby like an island of utility uniforms. “You guys just vamp for a bit, but do what Bates tells you. Keep your weapons slung. You’re in a police headquarters, and having guys standing around with guns makes people nervous.” 

    “Hell, we let you do it, Reese,” the desk sergeant said as he reached out to answer a ringing phone. “Tell Bullet Nips we say hello,” he added before he snatched up the phone and brought the handset to his ear.  

    Bullet Nips had become Captain Miriam Pallata’s nickname when one of the cops had come across her Facebook page and found a photo of her in a wet bikini. Even though Reese tried to steer clear of ridiculing senior officers, he had seen more than just the photo, and the nickname was apt. Pallata had nipples the size of .45 rounds. 

    Reese turned his back on the desk sergeant. “All right, all right, enough of this bullshit. Let’s go, Captain. You guys will need to leave your weapons out here. You can’t take them to where we’re going.” 

    “Uh, not a problem,” Narvaez said, though his tone said it obviously was a problem. However, both he and Plosser handed their assault rifles and pistols to a couple of their teammates. “Good to go,” Narvaez said. 

    “The vests, too,” Reese said. “Can’t go walking around with magazines of ammunition strapped to your chests.” 

    Narvaez and Plosser exchanged glances. The first sergeant shrugged, removed his tactical vest, and handed it off to one of the men. Narvaez did the same. 

    Reese walked toward a steel door that the desk sergeant buzzed open for him. He led Narvaez and Plosser through it and heard it slam closed behind them as they walked down the corridor. The cops there all stared at the two soldiers with suspicious eyes. The LAPD wasn’t used to having troops roaming the halls, wearing combat gear, even if there were no weapons present.  

    Reese found himself repeating, “They’re with me,” over and over again. It didn’t stop the stares. 

    Reese led them through the stationhouse to where the command post was set up. It was a large room with several workstations set up, and two big monitors on the wall that conveyed all manner of information: locations of patrol units, unit status, video feeds from cameras installed throughout the district, and information on other first responders, including the fire departments and emergency medical services. A quick glance at the screens told Reese all he needed to know. There was a hell of a lot going on in Hollywood’s area of operations, and the district wasn’t even a hot one yet. 

    Pallata sat behind one of the desks, talking with other senior members of the watch. Without pausing in her speech, she glanced over at Reese as he walked up, then she flicked her gaze to the uniformed Guardsmen beside him. She was a short, busty woman with dark hair and skin, and chocolate-brown eyes a man could lose himself in. Reese knew that for a fact, since he’d spent some time looking into them when they were sleeping together a decade ago. Since then, they’d both gone their separate ways in the LAPD then come together again at Hollywood Station, where she was the vice commander. She’d never mentioned their old affair, and neither had he. The past was the past. 

    “I guess it’s old school to you, huh?” Reese said, noticing Narvaez looking around. 

    Narvaez shook his head. “Man, we’re so behind the times from a technology perspective. You’d be amazed.” 

    Pallata turned to them finally. “What’ve you got for me, Reese?” she asked, looking more at Narvaez than him. 

    “Meet Captain Bobby Narvaez, California Army National Guard. Captain, this is Captain Two Miriam Pallata, second-in-command of the Hollywood Division,” Reese said. 

    Narvaez stuck out his right hand. “Ma’am.”  

    “Hello, Captain. Thanks for coming in,” Pallata said, shaking his hand. She nodded at Plosser. “And who’s this?” 

    “First Sergeant Dean Plosser, my senior noncommissioned officer,” Narvaez said. 

    “First Sergeant, how do you do,” Pallata said, shaking hands with him as well. 

    “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Plosser said. Seeing the man do a full visual surveillance routine of Pallata’s rack, Reese tried not to roll his eyes. 

    “Seems that Narvaez is bringing in an entire company with him, not just a dozen or so troops like we thought,” Reese said. “We’ll need to know what to do with them.” 

    “How many men, Captain?” Pallata asked. 

    “Just under a hundred,” Narvaez said. “We were plussed up at the last minute. Seems the AG wants to surge as many troops into the Los Angeles basin as possible, and we were the designated team for your district.” 

    “AG?” Pallata asked. “The only AGs I know of are attorney generals.” 

    “Adjutant General in this case, ma’am. The ranking member of the California Army National Guard. A two-star named Braden.” 

    “Well, we unfortunately don’t have room for so many,” Pallata said. “You could muster here, Captain Narvaez, but as far as accommodations go—” 

    Narvaez interrupted. “I was actually thinking about that on the way in, ma’am. I’m assuming there are no hotels nearby that we could take over, so I was thinking we could just camp out in the garage. But we’d need latrine resources, as we don’t have anything with us other than personal sanitation gear.” 

    “So all you need are shitters, and you’re messed up by not having any,” Pallata said, and Reese suppressed a grin. 

    “Basically, yes,” Narvaez said. “We can get latrine resources allocated, but we need to know where to put them, and we need to know when. It seems like the parking garage is good enough for the moment, but we need authorization to set up there.” 

    “I get it, Captain. I know who to call. How long will it take to get whatever you need brought in? We’ll make sure you have the space. It’s not like anyone’s going to be using the parking garage right now, anyway.” 

    “A couple of days, maybe,” Narvaez said. “That kind of stuff isn’t exactly part of our normal load-out. A lot of logistical supplies are still in the rear area, waiting for deployment.” 

    “Well, you can use our facilities here for as long as you need them,” Pallata said. “We’ll handle the conflicts as they arise. Reese, can you see to that?” 

    “Sure,” Reese said. 

    “Captain, when will the rest of your men arrive?” Pallata asked. 

    “Inbound now, might even be at the garage already,” Narvaez said. “Logistics aside, do you have a mission for us yet, ma’am?” 

    Pallata nodded. “Absolutely. We need to keep Cedars-Sinai operational. We have a good number of our patrol officers there for security. Can your guys take over?” 

    “We can do that,” Narvaez said. “You envision us just keeping the peace, or…?” 

    “More like ‘or’ at the moment,” Pallata said. “Right now, all the area hospitals are busy. Cedars is getting busy as hell, lots of injuries coming in. And, uh, lots of zombies.” She shook her head. “Zombies… I can’t believe I just said that.” 

    “Yeah, things are a bit different these days, ma’am,” Plosser said. 

    “So, ma’am, I need some more guidance on this,” Narvaez said. “Are we to secure the hospital and use force to ensure it stays that way, or are we just making our presence known? A lot of my guys have combat experience, and more than a few are police officers from other jurisdictions and municipalities, so keeping the peace won’t be a big stretch for us. But we need to know what you envision us doing if things get hot. Because from the looks of things”—he turned and pointed at the monitors on the wall—“it looks like hot is going to be the average temperature soon.” 

    “Do what you have to in order to keep the hospital operational,” Pallata said. “I don’t see you opening up on civilians, but if that means you have to shoot some zombies, you do it.” 

    Narvaez looked back at Plosser. “First Sergeant?” 

    Plosser nodded. “I’m good to go on that, sir.” 

    Narvaez turned back to Pallata. “We’ll have liaisons on site, correct?” 

    Pallata looked at Reese. “Go with them, Detective. You’re our point man.” 

    Awesome, Reese thought. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “So, are you going to be working at the film festival?” Suzy asked, looking over her plate of spaghetti.  

    Her deep, dark eyes demanded Mike Hailey’s complete attention. Since the only thing that competed with her was his bacon cheeseburger, she won, hands down. But she always did, as far as Hailey was concerned. 

    “I am,” he said. “I’m still the low man on the totem pole, so I get all the scut jobs.” As the newest patrolman to join Single Tree’s small police force, Hailey had to work all the thankless jobs, such as traffic control during Single Tree’s annual film festival. In years past, it had never been that big of an affair, but as more Hollywood talent found their way to the desert hamlet, the event was growing into one of the town’s biggest attractions. 

    Suzy pouted. “Poor boy,” she said then gave a light laugh. She reached across the table and touched his hand. “Don’t worry, I’ll come and keep you company… in between watching movies.” 

    “How sweet of you,” Hailey said. “You already have tickets?” 

    “The tribe gets a couple dozen, and I just happen to have two.” She squeezed his hand before leaning back in her chair. “Victor gave them to me. He told me to take you, if you weren’t working.” 

    Hailey raised his eyebrows. “Victor told you to take me?”  

    Suzy Kuruk was the tribal leader’s niece, and also one of his subordinates. Hailey had nothing against Victor, who was a decent enough guy, even though he played the stoic Native American part to the hilt. But Victor suggesting his twenty-year-old niece cavort with a white man seemed out of character. 

    Suzy straightened the collar on her khaki reservation police uniform. “He likes you. He thinks you’re respectful toward him, not like some of the other town cops. He appreciates that.” 

    Hailey felt his brow furrow, as if of its own accord. “Why wouldn’t anyone be respectful toward your uncle? He’s the leader of the tribe and also the head of the reservation police.” 

    Suzy shrugged. “Your chief always treats him like a civilian, not like a police officer. So do a lot of other guys, like Whitter and, ah, what’s the tall guy’s name? Santoro?” 

    “Yeah, Wilbur Santoro. I can see why Victor doesn’t like him. Santoro really is a dick.”  

    Hailey looked up as Danielle Kennedy approached their table. She walked almost without a limp now, he saw, courtesy of the new prosthetic leg. She was a few years older than he was and had graduated from high school and gone off to join the Marines while he was still in middle school. His only real memories of her from his youth were when she babysat him and his brother. One night, she’d allowed him to stay up with her and watch Halloween on cable, which had terrified him so badly that he hadn’t been able to sleep all night. But he’d never told his parents because they would have been angry that their nine-year-old boy had been subjected to such fare. 

    “How are the lovebirds doing?” Danielle asked, smiling down at them. “Everything all right? Mike, you want another Coke?” She pointed at his almost-empty glass. 

    “I’m fine, thanks,” he said. 

    “Not eating much of your cheeseburger,” Danielle noted. “Does it taste worse than usual, or is Suzy spending too much time flirting with you across the table?” 

    “I don’t flirt.” Suzy smiled. “I only arouse.” 

    Danielle laughed. “Okay, I’m going to leave that one alone—” 

    Hailey’s radio chirped, and he reached for it with a scowl. “Sorry,” he said to the two women. 

    “Hey, I’m cool with it,” Danielle said. “How about you, arouser?” 

    Suzy shrugged as she loaded up a fork with spaghetti. “It is what it is.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Six minutes later, Hailey pulled his department-issued Excursion to the curb in front of Single Tree Pharmacy, the town’s only full-service drugstore. The owner, Hector Aguilar, was standing out front with a trio of lanky, dark-skinned Indian boys. The boys looked downcast and sullen, while Aguilar looked pissed off, which wasn’t unusual. Aguilar was one of the bitterest individuals Hailey knew, an expert at alienating almost everyone in the town. He wore a white smock over his street clothes, and his thick-rimmed glasses were perched on the tip of his narrow nose. He was a short, portly individual who always seemed to be on the verge of exploding into a flop sweat. 

    “I want these boys arrested!” Aguilar snapped as soon as Hailey stepped out of the SUV. 

    “On what charge, sir?” Hailey asked. 

    “Theft!” Aguilar held up several magazines. “They were walking out of the store with these!” 

    Hailey sighed and took the magazines: Playboy, Penthouse, and Hustler, one issue each. He looked at the three boys, the oldest of which was maybe thirteen. None of them would meet his eye. Hailey had to fight not to smile. “Still no Internet at the reservation, boys?” 

    “This is not funny,” Aguilar barked. “They were on their way out of the store with goods they hadn’t paid for, not to mention they were in possession of age-restricted items!” 

    “Boys? Is this true?” Hailey asked. 

    The three boys looked at each other, and the eldest made a noncommittal noise that could have been affirmation, denial, or something in between. Hailey fought not to smile once again. 

    “Well?” Aguilar said. “Aren’t you going to read them their rights or something?” 

    Hailey handed the magazines back to the drugstore owner. “You really want me to arrest these kids, Mr. Aguilar?” 

    “Absolutely! Theft is a serious crime!” 

    “We were still in the store,” the oldest boy said softly. 

    “What was that?” Hailey asked. 

    The oldest boy raised his head a little. “We were still in the store. We hadn’t left yet.” 

    “Oh, really?” Hailey looked at Aguilar. “Sir, did these boys leave the premises with your property?” 

    Aguilar huffed. “They were headed for the door when I stopped them.” 

    “Sir, were they still in the store when you stopped them?” Hailey asked. 

    “What difference does that make? Intent is intent!” 

    “Yeah, okay,” Hailey said. He motioned the boys toward the Excursion. “I’ll take it from here.” 

    “Don’t you want to take my report?” Aguilar asked. 

    “I’ve got what I need,” Hailey said, “and you have your merchandise. Right?” 

    “Yes, but—” 

    “I’ve got it, sir. The department will be in touch.” Hailey pulled open the rear door of the SUV. “Climb in, guys.” 

    “I want them prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law!” Aguilar called after him. “To the fullest! Do you understand me?” 

    “That’s up to the Inyo County prosecutor, but I’ll pass that on,” Hailey said. “I’ll copy you on the paperwork, Mr. Aguilar. Don’t worry about that.” 

    “I’ll be following up with your chief,” Aguilar said, wagging a finger. “Just to let you know.” 

    “And I’m good with that,” Hailey said, shutting the back door. “Just to let you know.” 

    Aguilar started walking toward him. “Now just one second—” 

    The pharmacy door flew open behind him, and a heavy Hispanic woman in her late forties practically exploded out of the building. “I had to call 9-1-1!” 

    “What?” Aguilar turned back. “Ernesta, what are you talking about?” 

    “Mr. Wallace collapsed! I think he had a heart attack!” the woman said, her eyes bright with panic as her ample bosom heaved beneath her white lab coat. “Lou is giving him CPR right now!” She looked past Aguilar and saw Hailey standing by the police SUV. “Officer, can you help?” 

    Hailey opened the car door. “Guys, you get out of here.”  

    They looked at him uncertainly for a second then took off down the street. 

    “Hey!” Aguilar shouted. 

    Hailey ignored him as he headed for the door while speaking into his radio. “Three to Central, you have a call for medical at the pharmacy? Over.” 

    “Three, this is Central. Roger, we have a call for that address. I was just going to notify you. Over.” 

    “Central, this is Three. I’m on it. Over.” 

    “What about those kids?” Aguilar asked as Hailey pulled open the door and stepped into the pharmacy. “You’re letting them get away!” 

    “Mr. Aguilar, I think you have more important things to worry about right this second,” Hailey said, looking around. He spotted a small crowd around the pharmacy desk in back. He hurried in that direction, with Aguilar and the clerk in tow. Aguilar was still muttering something about Hailey letting the Indian youths beat feet, but Hailey was no longer interested in what the pushy pharmacy owner had to say. 

    At the end of the aisle, an elderly man lay on his back, his plaid shirt opened to expose his fish-white belly and chest. A middle-aged assistant pharmacist was applying CPR, pushing up and down on the old man’s sternum with substantial vigor. An automated external defibrillator sat on the carpet next to the two men, and Hailey realized he had left the SUV without grabbing the unit’s AED. Even though it wasn’t necessary, he still felt a small flush of embarrassment at the oversight. 

    Hailey pushed past the three or four people standing around, one of whom was Old Man Wallace’s wife. She held her hands clasped in front of her as if praying, her lips moving silently as her still-bright blue eyes remained rooted on her husband’s motionless form. Hailey turned and motioned for Ernesta to pull the old woman away, then he knelt next to the stricken man and the assistant pharmacist. Ernesta put a hand on the old woman’s arm and steered her away.  

    Mrs. Wallace stopped ten feet away. “Not going any farther,” she snapped then went back to praying. 

    “Officer, can you charge up the AED?” the pharmacist asked, puffing a bit from the strain of compressing the man’s chest. “I’ve got to get him some air.”  

    “You got it.” Hailey reached for the AED. It was a blue Philips HeartStart, the same model he carried in his SUV, so he already knew what to do. He pressed the power button and pulled the unit open, exposing the pads inside.  

    The assistant pharmacist began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Hailey had to hand it to the guy. He wouldn’t have wanted to do that himself.  

    “I’ll… I’ll get the resuscitator,” Aguilar said, heading back behind the pharmacy counter.  

    In the distance, a siren sounded. From the tone, Hailey could tell it was another police unit, rather than the town’s only ambulance. The AED chirped then began issuing verbal instructions on how to place the pads. Ignoring the mechanical voice, Hailey began attaching the pads to the man’s chest.  

    The pharmacy assistant finished with his assisted breathing and sat up, wiping his mouth. “Okay, let’s shock him.” 

    Old Man Wallace suddenly bolted upright, startling everyone. Hailey instinctively lurched away, and he fell on his ass, his back slamming into the side of a display. Packages of condoms pelted him, and he wondered if he should pick up a few boxes in case he met up with Suzy later.  

    The assistant pharmacist laughed and grabbed Wallace’s shoulders. “Hey, hold on there, fella! Got some juice in you for a guy whose ticker just stopped!” 

    Wallace’s head snapped toward the pharmacist, and for a moment, the old man just stared up at him. Hailey rose onto his haunches, thinking the expression on the old man’s face was odd, blank, sort of shell-shocked, without any awareness of what had just happened. Hailey wouldn’t be surprised if the old man didn’t remember a thing, and any second, he was probably going to ask who the hell had been hitting him in the chest with a sledgehammer. 

    Old Man Wallace asked no such thing. He just grabbed the assistant pharmacist’s head with both hands and pulled him close, as if to give him a bear hug, or perhaps a kiss on the cheek. Instead, he sank his teeth into the man’s neck and ripped out a huge chunk of flesh. The pharmacist let out a scream that quickly turned into a gurgle as a small fountain of blood covered his chest and Old Man Wallace with crimson droplets. The old man chewed the flesh in his mouth and swallowed it convulsively before pulling at the pharmacist again, his mouth opening wide to expose bloodstained teeth. The pharmacist tried to tear himself out of the old man’s grip, mewling like a lost kitten as he pressed his right hand against the horrible wound in his neck. Blood pulsed between his fingers in arterial spurts. The old man hissed and redoubled his attempts to pull the man toward him. 

    “Oh my God!” someone screamed. “Oh my God!” 

    The assistant pharmacist looked at Hailey with bright, horrified eyes. Blood was seeping between his lips, and bloody bubbles emerged from his nose. The cast in the man’s eyes said everything.  

    Help me. 

    Hailey reached out and grabbed the old man’s shoulder, pulling him away from the pharmacist. From the corner of his eye, he saw Aguilar reappear, holding a manual resuscitator. Aguilar dropped the instrument when he saw what was going on, his mouth falling open in shock. 

    The old man fought against Hailey, still lunging toward the assistant pharmacist with a single-minded determination that reminded Hailey of one of those sharks he’d seen on TV during Shark Week. Hailey pulled harder, dragging the old man away as the pharmacist rolled backward and collapsed. Aguilar looked down at him, eyes wide behind his thick glasses, as if unsure of what to do. Hailey moved to put the old man in a headlock, wondering how he could restrain him long enough to slap the cuffs on him. Those thoughts disappeared when the man suddenly forgot all about the injured pharmacist and latched onto Hailey’s arm like some sort of demonic leech. Hailey felt the man’s teeth on his wrist, and he released him long enough to pull his arm away. Too late. The man’s jaws closed on the fabric of his sleeve, and for a couple of seconds, his teeth held Hailey’s arm in place. 

    Hailey yanked with all his might, but the man—He’s a zombie now! a small part of his mind screamed—wouldn’t relent. He—it—grabbed onto Hailey’s arm with both hands while growling deep in its throat. Hailey pulled again, lurching backward, and he managed to rip his arm out of the zombie’s grasp. He saw two broken teeth fly through the air and bounce when they landed on the carpet.  

    Hailey kicked at the zombie, trying to push it back, but he missed. The zombie lunged toward him with a hiss, arms outstretched like some ungainly bird attempting to take flight. There was no glimmer of intellect in the ghoul’s eyes, nothing that indicated a human being was still in residence. Hailey floundered, trying to put as much distance between him and the dead guy as he could. At the same time, he reached down with his right hand, going for his service pistol. 

    The zombie landed on top of him like a linebacker from the Green Bay Packers sacking a quarterback deep in the pocket. Hailey reached up and grabbed it by the neck with one hand, trying to push its head upward and keep its mouth out of biting range. The zombie turned its full attention toward his hand and grabbed his wrist with a grip that felt like a vise. Hailey let out a strangled cry as he twisted, trying to free his arm. 

    Boom! 

    The zombie jerked backward as its forehead dimpled inward like an eggshell that had been pierced by a pin. Hailey took the opportunity to push the zombie off him, and it collapsed onto its side and lay still. Getting to his feet, Hailey pulled his weapon and trained it on the motionless corpse. His hands were shaking so much it took almost heroic concentration to keep the pistol’s front sight rooted on the sprawled figure. 

    “Mike! Mike, are you all right?” someone asked.  

    He risked a glance behind him, and he saw Suzy standing off to the right, her pistol in both hands. Behind her was the police chief, Greg Grady. He had his pistol out as well, though held in a low-ready state. 

    “I’m fine,” Hailey said, and his voice was barely audible over the ringing in his ears.  

    Beyond the dead man, the assistant pharmacist was writhing on the ground, his hand still pressed against the wound in his neck. Ernesta approached him with a wad of gauze. Aguilar just stood where he was, shock etched into his face as he watched the man bleed all over the carpet. Old Man Wallace’s wife was shrieking, her hands clamped across her mouth. 

    Single Tree had just been subjected to its first zombie. And if the news reports were correct, the assistant pharmacist was on his way to becoming the second. 

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “You know, for a division that’s supposedly not caught up in the whole zombie apocalypse thing, Hollywood is pretty messed up,” Captain Narvaez observed as he and Reese returned from conducting a perimeter check around Cedars-Sinai Hospital.  

    As the day had worn on, Reese noticed that Narvaez and his Guardsmen were losing their casual, business-as-usual air. Everyone was staying eyes out, with weapons always at hand, locked and loaded. There had been some discussion about that. At first, Reese and his superiors hadn’t wanted the National Guard unit to deploy with their weapons. They were afraid that might make the wrong impression, especially since all the local television stations had crews onsite, not to mention the large assembly of bloggers and podcasters—“free-range journalists,” the cops called them. Cameras were everywhere, and the official response to the zombie outbreak was all on the record. Everything was being recorded. 

    The first thing the Guardsmen had to do was fortify the entrance to the emergency area. Too many vehicles and unaffected pedestrians were getting inside, prohibiting emergency crews and paramedics from doing what they needed to do. It didn’t help that there were dozens, maybe even hundreds, of medical cases that required attention. With resources strained to the breaking point, the local police presence wasn’t enough to compel the crowds to remain orderly. The Guard’s arrival helped stabilize things almost immediately. While people were willing to buck up to the LAPD, challenging armed soldiers was a different story. Peace didn’t descend upon the hospital, but order made a guest appearance, at least for a time. 

    The wounded and sick kept coming. Reese heard that those patients who had bite wounds, whether from humans or animals, were being kept in the crowded isolation ward. He tracked down a harried ER doctor and asked him if that was the case. When the doctor had confirmed the information, Reese asked him how the patients were being triaged. 

    “If they report being bitten or if we see a bite wound, that’s all we need,” the doctor said. 

    “Okay. How are they being segregated?” 

    “Isolation ward.” 

    That bothered Reese. Children were being brought in as well, and if they conformed to the metrics that required isolation, off they went. He made a mental note to track down a hospital administrator and find out if there was more to the plan than he had been told. 

    “Hey, Reese. You with me?” 

    Reese turned back to Narvaez. The National Guard officer stood next to him but remained eyes out, which wasn’t surprising, given that they were just outside the emergency ward entrance. Ambulances pulled in and out. There was still a lot of activity, despite the troops enforcing strict traffic control. 

    “Yeah, I’m still here,” Reese said. “I guess things are getting out of hand.” He had to raise his voice to get the last part heard due to a low-flying helicopter thumping past overhead. 

    “We have to fortify our positions,” Narvaez said. “I can’t see us leaving this place. It’s too vital, and there’s too much going on. I’m going to have some sandbags and concertina wire brought in. There’s not enough security here. We have to beef it up.” 

    “You can’t turn the hospital into an armed checkpoint, Narvaez.” 

    Narvaez glanced at Reese then adjusted his sunglasses. “I want to put my guys in MOPP gear, too. Word is this infection gets transmitted through body fluids, like saliva and blood, but I’ve heard people can turn after they die, too.” 

    Reese frowned. “Wait a minute. I just saw on the news back at the stationhouse that only people who die from the virus turn. And if they bite someone, then that person can turn, too. But nothing about people who drop from other causes getting up to grab a mouthful of person.” 

    “I’ve heard differently,” Narvaez said. 

    “Yeah? From who?” 

    “My battalion commander, who heard it from a pal deep inside Big Army. So just to be safe, I want to put my guys in protective gear. You might want to pass that back to your people, so they can take some precautions themselves.” 

    Reese shook his head. “Narvaez, you guys start putting on space suits and gas masks, people are going to freak.” 

    An ambulance pulled in, lights flashing. Another stopped on the street, waiting for the first unit to clear the bay. The driver of the first ambulance hopped out and looked around a little frantically, but no one from the hospital came out to meet him.  

    Narvaez waved a few of his men toward the ambulance. “Guys, go see if you can help that guy out, all right?” He looked back at Reese. “So let ’em freak. I’ve got troops to protect so they can enact their mission.” He pointed at the vehicle entrance. “We need to close the north tower drop-off, so we can restrict traffic flow here. We’ll also need to set up a position outside and establish a triage center out on George Burns, so patients can be evaluated before they come into the hospital. Critical cases should be the only ones admitted. People with less than life-threatening issues should be taken care of elsewhere.” 

    “Captain, I’m not so sure you’re the guy who should be making those decisions.” Reese jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the hospital behind them. “Let’s let those folks figure out the best way to treat their patients. That’s not the National Guard’s job.” 

    “Listen, Detective, you want this place to stay open? Because you need to take a look around and figure out how this is going to happen. You may not see things the same way I do, but to me, Cedars-Sinai is a cunt’s hair away from being shut down. Too many patients, not enough resources, not enough beds—” 

    “Captain!” 

    Narvaez turned as one of his troops waved his left arm in the air. With his right, the soldier kept his M4 assault rifle leveled at the back of the ambulance that had just pulled in. The soldier next to him had his weapon pulled back to his shoulder in a fighting stance. Both soldiers backed away as a third man tumbled out of the back of the ambulance. He wore a paramedic’s uniform, and his shirt was splotched with blood. The paramedic held his right wrist in his left hand, and even from where he stood, Reese could see blood seeping through the gauze compress. The driver came around the front of the vehicle and took the other man by the arm, leading him away. 

    “Let’s check this out,” Narvaez said, heading toward the ambulance. He pulled his M4 into his hands as he moved.  

    Reese sighed and hefted the twelve-gauge shotgun he had been issued. He flipped off the safety and followed Narvaez, making sure he kept the shotgun’s barrel low. 

    “What’s up?” Narvaez said, coming to halt beside his troops.  

    “Check this shit out,” one of the soldiers said.  

    Narvaez looked into the ambulance and laughed. “Oh, fuck me.” 

    A bloody woman lay strapped to a gurney, thrashing against the restraints. She had probably still been alive when the ambulance crew picked her up and must have turned into a zombie on the way in. She stared out with hollow, vacant eyes, moaning and hissing as she struggled against the belts. The zombie didn’t even seem to realize they were there. The scene was both horrifying and hilarious. 

    Reese’s backup, Sergeant Bates, sauntered over, carrying a shotgun. He peered inside the vehicle and grunted. “Well, at least it’s on wheels,” he said. “We could roll it back to the stationhouse and leave it in the men’s locker room. You know at least a couple of the guys will try to take a crack at it.” 

    Narvaez turned and looked toward the paramedics, who were standing a few feet away. The driver was inspecting his coworker’s injured wrist. 

    “You two! Stay right where you are!” Narvaez yelled then nudged one of the soldiers in the side. “Lopatnikov, go keep an eye on them. That guy’s been bitten, so stay sharp.” 

    “Yes, sir,” the soldier said, not looking thrilled with the duty. 

    Narvaez turned to Reese. “Reese, we good to shoot this thing?” 

    “Uh, maybe we should get it out of the ambulance first?” 

    Narvaez shook his head. “Fuck that.” He reached up to the front of his helmet and pulled the bulky set of plastic goggles over his eyes, then he jumped into the back of the ambulance. He motioned the other soldier, who still had his M4 shouldered, to move closer. 

    “Narvaez, hold on!” Reese said. “We need a doctor to tell us if that lady’s really a… a zombie.” 

    The thing in the gurney redoubled its efforts to slip its bonds as Narvaez drew closer to it. It lunged in his direction with enough might to make the ambulance rock on its suspension.  

    Narvaez braced himself against the opposite side of the vehicle and shouldered his rifle. “Detective, does this thing look at all normal to you? What do you think a doctor’s going to say, ‘Don’t worry. She’s just pissed off.’?” 

    “You can’t just shoot her,” Reese said, but his objection sounded unconvincing even to his own ears. Watching the thing in the gurney strain madly in its attempts to get to Narvaez, he could clearly see there was no humanity left in the woman’s body. It was just a vessel, a vessel filled by a never-ending, insatiable appetite. 

    “Your captain said differently.” Narvaez kept his rifle trained on the zombie. “Look, you want me to let the stench go, Detective? Would that make you feel better?” 

    “Do it,” Bates said. “Get it over with.” 

    Narvaez pulled the trigger, firing a single shot into the thrashing figure’s head. The ghoul sank back onto the gurney like a marionette whose strings had been cut. There was no death rattle, no indication that a life had just passed. The corpse just went back to being a corpse.  

    Narvaez eased toward it, rifle still held at the ready. After inspecting the body, he exited the ambulance. He raised his goggles and slipped them back in place across the front of his helmet. There was no joy in his face, but Reese found he was suddenly angry with the Guardsman. 

    “So what about that guy?” Reese asked, pointing at the wounded paramedic cradling his injured wrist. “You going to shoot him, too?” 

    Narvaez looked over at the paramedics with a grim expression. Rifle fire crackled in the distance, and the ROVERs Reese and Bates wore squawked as police officers reported another engagement with the dead. 

    “Not right now,” Narvaez said. “But we’ll probably have to later.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The afternoon was bright and hot when Norton and Corbett stepped out of the town hall building, and Norton slipped on his sunglasses against the glare. North Jackson Street was the usual happening scene it always was. An elderly Mexican couple shuffled into the air-conditioned senior center next door. Across the street, a middle-aged man was hooking up a Triumph outboard fishing boat to the trailer hitch on the back of his dusty pickup. Norton watched that for a moment, intrigued that someone who lived in a desert at the foot of a mountain range would own a boat. The man had a scraggly beard and wore faded jeans, a white T-shirt, and a straw cowboy hat. He glanced at Norton and touched the brim of his hat. Norton nodded back, and the man returned to his task. 

    “I guess going out on a boat is as good a response as any,” Corbett said. He waved a leathery hand about as a fly zipped around, making miniature strafing runs at his face. 

    “So what’s the plan?” Norton asked. In the distance, a siren wailed.  

    “We meet back here at eight o’clock, like Max said. Then we suffer the glares and unbelieving guffaws from the resident Indignation Society when we make our pitch.” The older man put his hands on his hips and stretched. “Damn, all this sitting is screwing up my back.” 

    Two fit-looking men stepped out of the black Ford Expedition SUV parked a few spaces down from Corbett’s hulking truck and Norton’s old Jeep Cherokee. Norton recognized them as part of Corbett’s crew from the airport.  

    “So who’re those guys you brought with you?” he asked. “Bodyguards?” 

    “Yes, actually,” Corbett said. “They’ll be useful when the shit hits the fan.” 

    “Let me ask you something?” 

    Corbett looked at him, his eyes hidden behind his sunglasses. “Yes, Norton, I did watch Khe Sanh. It was okay, except for the parts with the dink whores. I don’t know why you left them in.” 

    Norton snorted. “That wasn’t it. My question is, what are you going to do if the shit doesn’t hit the fan?” 

    Corbett shrugged. “Probably pay a hefty fine to Inyo County, and go ahead and put in that ILS at the airport. But do you think things are going to end up fine and well, Gary? After what you saw in Los Angeles?” 

    Norton sighed. “I’d be surprised if everything worked out all right.” 

    “Hope for the best, prepare for the worst,” Corbett said. He waved the men away, and they climbed back into the running SUV. Its air-conditioning system left a puddle of moisture that slowly oozed across the hot blacktop. Corbett reached into his pocket, and his big blue Super Duty pickup roared to life, its diesel engine crackling lightly beneath the expanse of its hood. The truck’s AC came on with an audible click. 

    “Anything you think we need to go over before the meeting?” Corbett asked. “I want to head home and take a nap. Don’t sleep so much at nighttime these days, so I usually conk out for a couple of hours in the afternoon after the Dow closes.” 

    “You have a detailed plan?” Norton asked. 

    “Yes. You have a secure e-mail account?” 

    “Well, nothing the NSA couldn’t get into. I can give you either my production company address or one from Gmail. Take your pick” 

    Corbett grunted. “Huh. Send it to Gmail, and the next thing you know, it’ll be all over Google for everyone to see. I’ll trust your corporate account.” He pulled out his smartphone. “What is it?” He typed in the address as Norton read it off, confirmed it, then put the phone back in his pocket. “Check out what I’ll be sending you. All PDF files, password-protected. Password is ‘semper dash fi.’ You can remember that?” 

    “Semper fi with a dash between the words. Sure, I can remember that,” Norton said. 

    “All right, then. See you later tonight.” Corbett turned and started walking toward his truck. 

    “Sure. By the way, I left the ‘dink whores’ in because the cable company wanted them. People like some titillation with their war stories,” Norton called after him. 

    “The only people who want titillation with their wars are those who’ve never had to carry a gun,” Corbett responded without breaking stride. He pulled the driver’s door open and climbed in.  

    The old man backed out of the parking space and took off down the street. He was shadowed by his bodyguards in the Expedition. Norton stood there in the bright sunlight and watched as the vehicles turned right on Main Street and disappeared from view. I wonder just what the hell I’ve gotten myself into here. 

    Walking to his old Jeep Cherokee Chief, he dug around in his pocket for the keys. A fine patina of dust was spread across its firecracker-red paint. He decided he’d take it over to Watson’s Self-Serve Car Wash for a welcome-home bath. He slid into its hot interior, thankful that it had cloth seats instead of vinyl. After switching on the air-conditioning, he cranked down the driver and passenger-side windows. The Cherokee had been bought new in 1979 by his father, and it had been passed on to Norton in his senior year in high school. Even though it was severely dated by modern standards, Norton still felt a small thrill every time he climbed inside. It made him feel like a teenager all over again. Being forty-nine going on eighteen wasn’t so bad. 

    He backed out of the parking space and accelerated toward Main Street, the Cherokee’s big tires whirring across the cracked blacktop. He heard more sirens, and as he drew close to the intersection, he saw a couple of cars and a battered pickup truck pull to the right. A moment later, an ambulance sped past, headed south. Norton wondered what was going on, and a small worm of dread squirmed in his belly. 

    Take it easy, Hoss. Someone just got hurt in a fender bender, or something, he told himself as he brought the Cherokee to a halt at the intersection and flipped on the right turn signal. After making sure the approaching lanes were clear, he made his turn and headed north up Main Street. Traffic was a bit thicker than normal, but Main Street was part of US Highway 395, an artery that ran from north to south, connecting Single Tree with Inyo County and the rest of the great state of California, so it wasn’t too surprising. 

    After watching LA disintegrating then joining forces with Corbett to save Single Tree from a threat he still couldn’t completely believe in, Norton found he was pretty worked up. For years, his existence had been a mostly peaceful one. There had been times of high stress—Hollywood was a shark tank, after all, not to mention going through not one but two disastrous marriages—but in the end, Norton had risen to a level in which he was finally above most of it. Secure in his career, he had made big bank, so much so that he could maintain a lavish lifestyle for the rest of his life, even if he lived to be over a hundred. He would have been content to spend his days putting together a show or two while loafing around his coastal home and building up some hours flying around the country. He led a solitary life, but he liked it that way. While he was never lacking for companionship when he desired it, Norton preferred making movies, driving fast cars, shooting guns, and piloting boats and airplanes to dalliances with women. He shook his head, wondering if he would ever be able to reclaim his old life. He almost wished Walid hadn’t called and jarred him out of his serene existence. 

    But then, I’d be zombie chow eventually, wouldn’t I? Despite everything, Norton knew he wouldn’t have stood a chance of getting out of Los Angeles if Walid hadn’t given him a call, and there was some irony there. He, a resident of the freest nation in the world, had to be told the truth by a man who lived in one of the most restrictive societies on the planet. 

    After getting the Jeep washed, he drove back to his home on Bush Street. His house was on a corner lot, and he had bought the neighboring lot from a resident who had moved back east. Combining them, he had built a modern but understated craftsman bungalow-style residence, complete with a swimming pool and a two-car garage. Solar panels graced part of the roof, generating enough charge to heat the water and keep the pool pump running but not much else. The house was big for the area but not so huge that it overshadowed the rest of the neighborhood’s ranch-style homes. Originally, he had wanted to make it two stories, but the town zoning board wouldn’t hear of it. In the end, he didn’t mind. Twenty-five hundred square feet was more than enough for one man, especially when he only lived there for less than two months a year. 

    After dumping his luggage inside and taking the time to ensure the firearms were locked up in the master bedroom’s gun safe, he stepped back out into the hot day. Next door, two cars sat in the driveway, which meant his parents were home. He sauntered across the grass, still green and lush thanks to the automatic sprinkler system, and opened the front door after knocking once. 

    “Hey, guys, it’s Gary,” he said as he stepped inside. 

    His father waved at him from the couch in the living room, which was just off the entry hall. Arthur Norton was a thin man in his late seventies. He wore wire-rimmed bifocals perched on the tip of his nose, his steel-gray hair was neatly combed, and there was nary a whisker on his chin that Norton could see. The older man had a bandage across the top of his right ear. Norton closed the door behind him and moved into the living room. From deeper in the house, he heard his mother talking, probably on the phone. 

    Arthur motioned toward the flat-screen television. “New York City’s on fire!” 

    “What happened to your ear?” Norton asked. 

    “What? Oh, some skin cancer. Nothing major. You hear what I said? New York’s—” 

    “On fire, yeah. I heard. LA’s headed that way, too. That’s why I’m here. Dad, do you guys still have all that emergency food I bought for you a while back?” 

    Arthur seemed not to hear as he continued staring at the television. Norton walked over and sat down at the other end of the big couch. The NBC affiliate in New York was broadcasting helicopter footage of a gigantic fire raging across the tip of Manhattan. It looked like the area had been bombed, and for the second time in his life, Norton saw the World Trade Center area on fire. The skyscraper formerly known as the Freedom Tower belched black smoke much the same way the Twin Towers had done fifteen years earlier. It was a depressing sight. 

    “This is huge, son,” Arthur said, his voice full of emotion. “Huge.” 

    “Dad, the food. You guys still have it, right?” 

    Arthur finally tore his eyes away from the screen. “What food?” 

    “Those six big buckets of food that I put in the third bedroom a couple of years ago.” 

    “Oh, those. No, they’re out in the garage. Your mom didn’t like them in the closet.” 

    Norton shook his head. “Dad, that stuff needs to be kept in a temperate environment. Extremes ruin the lifespan.” 

    Arthur waved dismissively. “A little heat isn’t going to hurt anything, Gary. It’s all vacuum sealed. Everything’s fine. So what was this you said about Los Angeles? Did you know the governor called up the National Guard? I heard the airport’s closed, too. Did you drive in?” 

    “All the airports are closed, and I got here a couple of hours ago. And yes, I know about the Guard being called up. And in a couple of days, Los Angeles is going to wind up just like that.” Norton pointed at the fiery devastation on the TV. 

    “Really? So this isn’t just another scare, like the bird flu or Ebola, this time?” 

    “Doesn’t look like it. Are your cars gassed up?” 

    “We going somewhere?” 

    “Dad, no. I’m just trying to figure out how you guys are squared away. Are the tanks full? Is there enough food in the house?” 

    “Well, sure, we have enough food,” Arthur said. “Your mom’s not into cooking much anymore, so most of it’s frozen or in cans.” He frowned. “So you think this is going to be something serious and long term?” 

    Norton nodded. “I think so. That’s why I’m here. Honestly, I think I was lucky to get out of LA when I could.” 

    Arthur picked up the remote and muted the sound. “So tell me about Los Angeles.”  

    Norton gave him the CliffsNotes version of his helicopter flight to Burbank and told him about the congestion at the airport. He added that the FAA had grounded all civilian aircraft. 

    His father nodded. “I heard that. It was on the news.” 

    “There’s more,” Norton said. He explained Barry Corbett’s plans to try to harden the town.  

    Arthur smiled and shook his head. “Barry always had a streak of altruism in him, even when he was a kid. But now I know what all those trucks are doing lined up on the side of the road down by the airport.” 

    “Oh my God,” his mother said from the kitchen. “Are you sure?” 

    Norton and his father glanced that way. Norton thought his mother had been listening to their conversation, but she was still on the phone. 

    “Mom, everything okay?” Norton called out. 

    Beatrice stepped into the kitchen doorway. She wore a simple blouse and a long skirt that almost brushed the top of her sandaled feet. Her gray hair was impeccably coiffed as always. Norton thought not for the first time that his mother made a great physical match for his LL Bean-clad father. 

    She held a yellow ’70s-era Trimline phone to her ear, and her blue eyes were wide. “Walter Wallace is dead! He had an episode in the pharmacy while waiting for his heart medication, then he attacked the pharmacist. The police shot him!” 

    “The police shot him?” Arthur asked. “Wally’s eighty-eight years old!” 

    “I know, it doesn’t make any sense, but—” 

    Norton waved a hand. “Mom! You said he attacked the pharmacist?” 

    “Yes. I’m on the phone with Lyda Whitman, and she saw it all! She says Wally collapsed, and they were giving him CPR, and then he just sat up and went berserk!” Beatrice turned away and walked back into the kitchen, animatedly talking into phone. 

    Norton’s father leaned back against the sofa’s overstuffed cushions and regarded the silent television for a moment. “Well, I guess Single Tree has its first zombie,” he said. “Maybe Corbett’s not just being altruistic. Maybe he’s right.” 

     

     

    ON THE ROAD, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The trip to Los Angeles had started out reasonably enough, despite the traffic on the highway. But as Jock Sinclair navigated the Maserati Ghibli westward toward the City of Angels courtesy of Interstate 15, things became more chaotic. While the eastbound traffic back toward Las Vegas was mounting, so was the traffic to the west. Sinclair had driven the route several times in the past few years, and it was unusual for there to be much traffic there in the middle of the American desert unless there was an accident or something. The radio wasn’t much help. Even the Sirius news stations were covering the goings on in New York and Europe, with a smattering of tidbits about Asia and the Middle East. Russia and great swaths of China had gone dark, despite the Russians launching perhaps the biggest artillery action in history to try to defend Moscow. And the reports that the Russians had been trying to stop a horde of zombies was enough to make Sinclair smirk as he squinted against the setting sun. 

    Zombies? Has the entire world gone completely mad? 

    Ensconced in the comfort of the Ghibli—a car Sinclair merely tolerated, as he felt an Aston Martin would have been much more sensible—it was easy for him to pooh-pooh the world’s troubles despite the traffic. With Las Vegas almost three hours behind him, he had calmed down a bit since he and Meredith had set out. Perhaps, he was beginning to think, he had overreacted in insisting they leave Las Vegas. It would have made more sense to try to launch his broadcast from the local television studio.  

    Sinclair had tried to call his superiors at the cable news network to inquire about alternatives, but his messages had gone unreturned. That was troubling. Even calling through the switchboard and selecting random extensions hadn’t netted him a single answered call. His attempts to contact his people in Los Angeles had failed as well. 

    “Jock, maybe we need to go somewhere else,” Meredith said as he brought the car to another dead stop. “We could go up to San Francisco.” 

    “Oh, don’t be such a stupid twat,” Sinclair snapped. “I realize you love San Francisco, but it’s a town full of faggots and people with oatmeal for brains.” 

    “It could be safe there. We haven’t heard anything about San Francisco on the radio. Maybe everything’s still normal there.” 

    “Yes, normal with a possibility of being buggered,” Sinclair said. “We’re going to Los Angeles, Meredith. End of discussion. Now I suggest you lean back and enjoy the ride. You’ve certainly done enough of that in your life, haven’t you?” 

    She glared at him. “You’re a complete prick, Jock.”  

    “Where you see a prick, I see a man who is sensibly dedicated,” Sinclair shot back. He glanced at the integrated GPS display in the Maserati’s Italian leather-wrapped dashboard. “We’re just outside of Victorville, so it won’t be long now.” 

    “Jock, what if what we’re hearing on the radio is true? LA’s in lockdown. The National Guard has been called up. What if, even if we did get in, it turns out that this… this plague they’re talking about is really happening, and what if it’s even worse than they say it is?” 

    “Why don’t you leave the thinking to me, since I’m much better at it,” Sinclair said.  

    Meredith shut up. She didn’t have much stomach for fighting—decades of living the good life after having been born into money had seen to that—but the truth was Sinclair didn’t have a clue about what they would do if what she had brought up actually came to pass. While he was as cutthroat as anyone, his survival skills were more oriented toward ingratiation and subterfuge than outright conflict. He was a civilized man, and he’d never had to resort to uncivilized tactics, not even in barbaric places like Texas. 

    Another radio report from Los Angeles came on, detailing how the US Navy was about to establish a blockade of the conjoined ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. Sinclair didn’t like what he heard, but he listened to it anyway, while Meredith made another fruitless attempt at reaching her family in New York. Sinclair gripped the wheel, mentally cursing the thick traffic. He knew that if they made it into Los Angeles, there was likely no chance they would be able to make it out. 

     

    ### 

     

    An hour later, Sinclair leaned forward in the Maserati’s driver seat. A collection of flashing lights lit up the three-lane highway ahead, and traffic cones had been set out, funneling the oncoming traffic toward the next exit. A dozen of the California Highway Patrol’s finest stood amidst the cones, waving people toward the rightmost lane. They wore face masks and had gas-mask bags strapped to their thighs. Also on scene were several military vehicles that even Sinclair recognized as Humvees, crewed by soldiers in full uniform. The concrete barriers that made up certain segments of the central divider between the southern and northern travel lanes had been removed, and as Sinclair watched, the CHP allowed a Ford Flex to make a U-turn and attempt to merge into the northbound traffic just ahead of a hulking truck hauling a Walmart trailer. 

    “My God, they can’t seriously be forcing us off the highway here,” he muttered. “We’re in the middle of nowhere!” 

    “They’ve been saying that Los Angeles is closed to ground traffic for the past hour,” Meredith said, pointing at the multifunction display in the center of the Ghibli’s dashboard.  

    Sinclair hadn’t missed those reports. But he knew how often the media messed up even the most basic items of information, and he’d been driving on blind faith that they’d messed this one up, too. “Yes, I was just hoping we might be able to get closer, thank you very much,” he snapped. 

    “Closer to what?” Meredith shouted.  

    Sinclair jumped in his seat. Meredith wasn’t the screaming type. That sort of drama was beneath her.  

    “Just how far into hell did you want to drive us, Jock? Halfway? All the way? Do you even have a plan, or are you just blowing hot air out of your ass like normal?” 

    Sinclair was momentarily taken aback by her outburst, then he realized Meredith was frightened almost to death, which he couldn’t blame her for. The radio was full of nothing but bad news. Their smartphones weren’t very useful, as neither of them had been able to make any calls of consequence due to congestion on the wireless networks. The only thing that could have made things worse would be if the emergency broadcast system was activated, and Sinclair didn’t doubt that was eventually going to be the case.  

    “I’m sorry,” he said through gritted teeth, an admission he’d almost never made in the past under any circumstances. “My plan was to get us back to Los Angeles, somewhere civilized, where there’s a large law enforcement community—” 

    “We had that back in Las Vegas!” 

    He ignored her interruption. “But now that things are obviously taking a turn for the worse, we’ll exit up ahead and see if we can’t make it north.” He cleared his throat. “To… to San Francisco.” He pointed at the GPS display. “We’ll try to make it to the Barstow Highway and cut across to the coast. If we can’t, we’ll take Interstate 5 up and find our way to San Francisco from there. We’ll only stop for petrol and food, but it’s probably best not to stop for long. Whatever this… this pandemic might be, it could very well be airborne, and they just haven’t mentioned it yet.” 

    “Jesus,” Meredith said, her voice barely more than a whisper. 

    “It might not be that bad,” Sinclair said, trying to force some comfort into his voice. “But it’s obvious now that we need to avoid people. People are spreading this kind of, uh, infection that makes them attack each other. We need to stay mobile.” 

    “What if we can’t stay mobile, Jock? What then?” 

    “Well, we fight, of course.” Sinclair hit the turn signal and looked over his right shoulder, trying to merge toward the exit. It was going to take some doing without rubbing paint with another vehicle. 

    “Fight?” Meredith snorted. “Jock, the last time you had a ‘fight,’ you were almost knocked unconscious by a forty-five-year-old television car show host.” 

    “That was not a fight. He sandbagged me!” Sinclair shouted as anger surged through his veins.  

    The driver of a pickup truck leaned on the horn as the Maserati began drifting into the next lane. Sinclair pulled the wheel to the left and edged away from the other vehicle, scowling as a Mexican man shouted something through the truck window. 

    Meredith shook her head. “It’s times like this that a gun would be a good thing to have.” 

    “A gun?” Sinclair said. “A gun, you said? Dear Meredith, haven’t you of all people come to realize just how much pain and suffering the ‘Amurican’ love affair with the gun has caused? Tens of thousands of deaths every year—” 

    “Jock, save it,” Meredith said wearily. “I know how you feel about guns. But right now, a gun would be a good thing to have, no matter what your views are.” 

    Sinclair snorted and shook his head. “A gun. Really, Meredith. Sometimes, you’re just so basic.” 

    She glared at him. Sinclair ignored her and concentrated on merging into the traffic headed for the off ramp. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The first few hours of Reese’s tour with the National Guard at Cedars-Sinai had been, for the most part, largely uneventful. He had been able to suck down some of the coffee donated by the Starbucks across the way in the Beverly Center and some sandwiches and pizza someone had brought over from the California Pizza Kitchen.  

    Whereas Bates roamed the hospital with a team of Guardsmen—he was a patrolman, after all—Reese stayed put near the emergency room entrance with Narvaez and his senior officers, who had commandeered a portion of the sidewalk and roadway beyond to serve as an impromptu command post. Narvaez coordinated his troop movements from a Humvee studded with antennas.  

    Sirens wailed all across the city, and every few minutes, an ambulance would roll in with new patients. Not all the patients were victims of zombie attacks. Several had fallen prey to vanilla criminal activity, such as assaults and home invasions, the numbers of which had increased substantially over the hours. As the zombie infestations grew, law enforcement resources were being put to the test. The 9-1-1 call centers were overloaded, meaning that hundreds, maybe thousands, of people in need were being left to their own devices.  

    Once a patient had been identified as a crime victim, Reese interviewed them and took their information. By the time the sun had set, his notepad was already half full, and he wished the department had issued a tablet of some sort instead. His right hand was suffering from a severe case of writer’s cramp. 

    Reese was helping himself to another cup of tepid coffee when one of the senior nurses approached him. She was a short, sturdy black woman with salt-and-pepper hair and big eyes magnified by Coke-bottle glasses. She wore a long-sleeved shirt under her green medical scrubs, and she hugged herself as she looked up at him, as if trying to ward off a chill.  

    “Excuse me, are you with the LAPD?” she asked. 

    Reese wondered why she would ask the question since he was wearing a ballistic vest clearly marked as POLICE. “Yes. What can I do for you?” 

    “We have several cases that are terminal. In fact, we have one that might have died in the time it took me to leave the ward and come to you.” 

    “Ah.” Reese adjusted his vest and looked around. “Okay. People who had been bitten?” 

    “Yes. And some who weren’t. A traffic accident for one, a shooting for another.” 

    “Okay. And you have them isolated, right?” 

    “They’re in isolation, yes, but it’s not like a prison,” the nurse said. “If they really wanted to, they could get out. If they, you know… wake up.” 

    Reese didn’t like that. “Listen, you guys need to harden that part of the hospital. You have armed security inside?” he asked, reaching for his radio. 

    “We have security, but right now, there’s only one man in that area.” 

    “Narvaez!” Reese shouted. He pulled his ROVER close to his face. “Detective Four King to One Frank Three. Over.” 

    Captain Narvaez hurried over, followed by two Guardsmen. “What’s up, Detective?” 

    Bates’s voice came over the radio. “Detective Four King, this is One Frank Three. Over.” 

    “One Frank Three, I need you back at the command post. Over.” 

    “Detective Four King, we’re on the way.” 

    “Sir, you have something for us?” Narvaez asked. He looked from Reese to the hospital nurse and back again. 

    “We have folks in the hospital who are turning,” Reese said. 

    “Okay. We knew that would happen,” Narvaez said. His right hand moved along the frame of his M4, coming to a rest on the weapon’s pistol grip. “How many?” 

    The nurse responded, “Maybe about fourteen.” 

    Reese was surprised at the number.  

    “Fourteen?” Narvaez asked. “We’ve seen like maybe seven or eight cases come in through emergency. How can there be fourteen?” 

    “They come in through different parts of the hospital,” the nurse said. “Some of them were here undergoing treatment for another illness, and… well, they got sick.” She stopped and cleared her throat. “There’s actually more than fourteen. I’ve been told we have almost thirty people who are potentially… infected.” 

    Jesus. “All of them are in isolation, right?” Reese asked. 

    “No. That ward is full. We’re isolating them in different areas of the hospital.” 

    Reese gaped at her. “Do you know where in the hospital these other cases are?”  

    An LAPD squad car rolled up, and Sergeant Bates emerged from behind the wheel. Three other police officers stepped out of the other doors. Reese waved him over, and Bates sauntered toward them, hitching up his heavy patrol belt. 

    “I don’t know exactly where all of them are,” the nurse said. 

    “Well, holy jumping shit, ma’am. Who does?” Narvaez asked. 

    “The chief of staff’s office is—” 

    She was cut off by gunfire from somewhere inside the hospital. Gunfire that, if Reese was correct, came from above them. 

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Well, if it isn’t my billionaire guardian angel.”  

    Corbett looked up from his menu. “Hello there, Dani,” he said, tilting his head to the right a bit so she could kiss his cheek. “How are things?” 

    “Same as always,” she told him, putting her hands on her hips. “You know how things are in Single Tree. Nothing happens until the snow falls. Didn’t know you were in town. What brings you back here?” 

    Corbett spread his hands. “What, you don’t watch the news?” 

    Danielle nodded. “Yeah, I’ve seen it. The world’s going to hell, I guess. Looks like New York got hit pretty hard. Are things headed south in Dallas, too?” 

    “Actually, Dallas was fine when I left. Now that the FAA has shut down the airspace, maybe it’ll stay that way for a while longer. But I decided I’d be better off here than there.” 

    “Huh. Why’s that? Single Tree is so boring, even the zombies wouldn’t pay attention to it?” 

    “Well, I don’t know about that.” Corbett jerked his thumb toward the window beside him. The diner faced the main drag, and there were more than a few cars and trucks tooling past in both directions. It was almost six o’clock, and darkness was slowly uncoiling over the town. The traffic flow was unusual for the time of year. “Seems like Single Tree is kind of popular these days,” he said. 

    Danielle looked around the half-full diner. “I don’t know about that,” she said. “Seems to me most people are staying home for dinner tonight.” 

    “Business off?” 

    “Well, yesterday, it was normal. Today, it’s been a little slow.” 

    “Talked to your father earlier today,” Corbett said. “His tanks are getting sucked dry. Says he had to put in an emergency request for more gas and diesel, but he’s not sure anything’s going to be available.” 

    Danielle ran a hand through her short brown hair. “Really? I think he just got a delivery.” 

    “Three days ago, he said. As of then, he had about forty-seven thousand gallons of product available. Now, he has a little over fifteen thousand.” Corbett pointed out the window again. “They’re the ones who are taking it. All the transients. People out of Los Angeles and Las Vegas trying to get to someplace where they’ll feel safe. Though I don’t know what qualifies as ‘safe’ right now.” 

    “Well, if you need some gas, Barry, I can get you squared away,” Danielle said. 

    Corbett smiled. “Thanks, Marine, but I’m good. Believe me.” 

    “Okay, but if times get tough, keep me in mind. I owe you and all that.” 

    “Thanks.” Corbett looked up at her critically. “Well, I see no engagement rings or anything of the sort, so it looks like you’re still on the market. Maybe you should let your hair grow out a bit, slap on some nail polish, and stop dressing like such the tomboy, huh?” 

    She laughed. “Not happening. Besides, no one’s very interested in a peg leg.” 

    Corbett clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Self-pity, Marine? Really?” 

    “Reality, Marine, reality,” she replied. “No one in a one-horse town is interested in a one-legged girl. Except for maybe Willy Simmonds, and he’s a known deviant. I’m not missing out on anything, anyway.” 

    Corbett grunted and looked down at the menu again. He wasn’t terribly hungry, but he knew it would be a long night. He needed something. 

    “So what’ll it be?” Danielle asked, her pad at the ready. 

    “Tomato soup and a grilled ham and cheese.”  

    “Shouldn’t you be watching your cholesterol level?” 

    “Cholesterol isn’t the thing that’s going to kill me.” 

    Danielle smiled. “And to drink?” 

    “Unless you guys got a liquor license while I was away, just water will do.” Corbett looked out at the traffic moving past the diner. “Though Lord knows I could use a couple of bottles of tequila right now.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Gary Norton was among the first to arrive at the town hall that night. Mayor Max Booker and Chief Grady sat at the curved table at the front of the room, and they looked up expectantly when Norton walked in. Booker got to his feet and leaned to his right, as if trying to look past Norton. 

    “It’s just me,” Norton said. 

    “Well, where’s Corbett?” Booker asked. 

    Norton shrugged. “He’ll be here, Mayor. Where do you want me?” 

    “Are you going to be, well, presenting anything?” 

    Norton shook his head. “Only my award-winning smile.”  

    Booker returned to his seat, a disappointed look on his face. “Just take a seat wherever, then.” 

    Three rows of auditorium-style seats faced the curved desk where the town council would sit. Norton sat down in a second-row aisle seat and leaned back, trying to get comfortable. The rest of the council trickled in, and Norton groaned when he saw Hector Aguilar head toward the front of the room. The pharmacy owner shot him a nasty look then descended upon Chief Grady like a vulture swooping down on fresh roadkill. Grady leaned back and steepled his hands on the table. Norton wondered if the chief was praying that Aguilar would leave him alone. If so, his prayers went unanswered. 

    “Chief, I want to talk to you about one of your officers,” Aguilar snapped. “He released three shoplifters today!” 

    “You mean after Wally Wallace got shot?” Grady asked. “He told me about it. I thought it was kind of odd that you didn’t mention it then.” 

    “Well… well, we’d just had a shooting, for God’s sake! Of course I wasn’t going to bring it up!” 

    “Hector, sit down,” Booker said. 

    Aguilar glared at the mayor. “I have legitimate business to discuss here, Max.” 

    “Not now, you don’t,” Booker said. “Sit down, or leave the chamber.” 

    Aguilar blinked at him. “Excuse me?” 

    Booker looked at Aguilar evenly. “I didn’t stutter, Hector. Sit quietly or leave. Your call.” 

    Aguilar laughed mirthlessly. “I don’t believe you have much authority over me, Max. I’m a sitting member of the council, a representative of the town. You don’t tell me what to do!” 

    “He does tonight,” Grady said. “Sit down, or I’ll escort you out.” 

    A middle-aged woman named Gemma Washington took her seat beside Grady. She nudged Grady with one pointy elbow. “If he resists, will you shoot him?” 

    Grady smiled. “We’ve had enough shooting in this town for one day.” 

    “Well, get ready. There’s more coming.” 

    Everyone looked toward the door as Barry Corbett stalked in like a hungry lion scouring the savanna for prey. Three of his security detail followed him, one carrying a box. Norton wondered why Barry had brought them inside.  

    As he approached Norton’s seat, Corbett stopped short and looked down at him. “You read my e-mail?” he asked. 

    Norton nodded. “Yep. Quite the eye opener. Seen the news about New York?” 

    “I have.” 

    “Then I hope your guys are starting work, because LA’s starting to go the same route.” 

    “Excuse me, just what is this about?” Aguilar asked. He turned to Booker. “Do you mean to tell me that Corbett called this special session tonight?” 

    “No. I did,” Booker said. “But Mr. Corbett has some specific agenda items that he’d like to discuss.” 

    “What agenda might that be?” Grady asked. There was no trace of confrontation in the police chief’s voice, and Norton figured it was a fair question. 

    “I’ll explain in just a moment.” Corbett turned to the man behind him holding the box then pointed at Norton. “Mr. Norton will need one, then distribute a copy to everyone else in the room.” 

    “Yes, sir,” the man said. He put the box on the floor, pulled off the lid, and handed Norton a thick spiral-bound document before moving on.  

    Norton paged through the printout, which included everything Corbett had sent him via e-mail, plus an executive summary titled, “Preparing Single Tree for the Apocalypse.” He chuckled quietly when he saw that.  

    As the rest of the copies were being distributed, the door to the chamber opened again, and Victor Kuruk eased into the room. The leader of the Paiute-Shoshone reservation was a solid sort of guy, and he dressed the part: faded jeans, well-worn work boots, and a long-sleeved denim shirt rolled up at the elbows. He carried a leather jacket over one arm, and his long, silver-streaked hair was pulled back in a ponytail. He was maybe ten or fifteen years older than Norton, but he carried himself like a much younger man, which made him a favorite among the Hollywood elite when it came time to casting calls for older, wise-looking Native Americans. Victor had made a good chunk of change appearing in everything from television commercials to feature films. He also had a magnificent speaking voice, a rich baritone that was as flexible as a yoga instructor. That gift had made him a millionaire doing voiceover work. As if those accolades weren’t enough, Victor had written several nonfiction books about the regional Native American population that had been published by the University of California Press. But like everyone else who called the Single Tree vicinity home, success hadn’t been enough to dislodge Victor Kuruk, even if home was a small reservation community with a population of less than four hundred. 

    Max Booker waved. “Hello, Victor. Thanks for coming.” 

    Corbett cracked a small smile. “Fashionably late as always, Vic.” 

    “I had trouble deciding what to wear,” Victor replied. 

     “What were the choices, denim and flannel?” 

    Victor nodded. “It’s a bit nippy out tonight but still not really cold enough for flannel. In the end, it wasn’t that tough of a choice, which is too bad. I wanted to show off my latest shirt from Lands’ End. How is everyone?” He sauntered down the aisle. 

    “Doing fine,” Corbett said. “Grab a handout and have a seat. We have some territory to cover, and it’s going to affect your people as well.” 

    “Is this meeting about how we’re going to handle the zombies?” Victor asked as one of Corbett’s men handed him a spiral-bound book. He turned his dark eyes toward Corbett. “I see you’ve brought some help.” 

    “Have a seat, Vic,” Corbett said again. 

    Victor nodded to Norton as he walked past and settled into a seat in the first row. He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a pair of reading glasses, and slipped them on. 

    “Gary, why don’t you come up and join the rest of us,” Corbett said. 

    Norton shook his head. “I’m fine where I am. I like being closer to the door, just in case Hector starts agitating a little too furiously.” Aguilar glared at him, and Norton shot him the finger. “That’s the number of friends you’ve made over the years, including yourself,” Norton said. 

    “Outrageous!” Aguilar shouted. “This man has no right to be here!” 

    Booker got to his feet. “Gary, knock that off right now!” 

    “Yeah, I’ll handle the confrontations for the moment, if you don’t mind, Norton,” Corbett said. He turned back to Booker. “We have everyone present, correct?” 

    Booker nodded after sending a parting glare Norton’s way. “Everyone is here. As mayor of the town of Single Tree, I call this emergency meeting of the town council into session. Just some comments before we begin. Earlier today, Mr. Barry Corbett and Mr. Gary Norton paid me a visit regarding Single Tree’s level of preparation for what’s happening across the country. As everyone is aware, there’s a virus out there that, uh, apparently… well, anyone who dies from it seems to, um, reanimate.” 

    “We’ve seen the news, and I’ve seen it for myself,” Aguilar said. “I think it’s mostly a bunch of hooey, but something’s definitely happening. What does this have to do with us meeting here?” 

    Booker sighed and turned toward Corbett. “Well, Barry, I guess I’ll just turn it over to you.” 

    Corbett nodded. “Thanks, Max. Folks, in the handout I’ve provided, you’ll find detailed plans to harden this town and fortify it against the coming threat. We’ve already seen how the major cities are faring. New York’s gone, Boston and DC are faltering, and even out here, Los Angeles and San Diego are starting to pop apart at the seams. Whatever this affliction is, it seems that it does enable the dead to walk, and the dead apparently want only one thing: to devour the living. It sounds stupid, and it sounds dopey, but there it is. We’re all living in a world where George Romero is the resident god.” 

    Paper rustled as the people on the council thumbed through their handouts. Norton did the same, even though he’d already reviewed the information on his laptop. The booklet was at least a hundred pages long and included aerial maps of the town and surrounding vicinity, construction diagrams, lists of accumulated materials, inventories, labor projections, everything except for costs. That was because Corbett had already bought and paid for everything, and for a billionaire facing the end of the world, getting reimbursed was low on the list of priorities. 

    Chief Grady looked up from his binder. “Mr. Corbett, this is… this is certainly an interesting bunch of documents you’ve handed out. Your report is quite thorough. If I were to consider this a master plan for defending the town, would I be correct?” 

    Corbett nodded. “Yes, Chief. You would be correct. I wanted to bring this to you earlier today, but Max preferred you find out with everyone else.” 

    Grady paged through the document some more. “So, uh, you’re basically talking about digging several trenches around the town and erecting steel plank walls topped with concertina wire. And inside that, you want additional defenses, so that different parts of the town can be isolated from each other. You’re also talking about building tunnels and bunkers and installing underground fuel tanks for gas, diesel, propane, and natural gas.” 

    “Again, correct,” Corbett said. 

    Aguilar barked out a laugh. “This is ridiculous! You want to tear up the entire town? For what reason? We have police to protect us, and Inyo County has more!” He slapped his binder closed with a smirk. “You’re crazy, Corbett. You’ve got paranoid dementia.” 

    Norton stood. “Hey, Hector? Just to get this out of the way, fuck you. As usual, you don’t know what you’re talking about. I flew all over Los Angeles today, from the Pacific Coast to Burbank. That place is falling apart. I watched zombies try to take down a bunch of firemen. I saw all sorts of disasters in the making. From the news, we know that pretty much every major city that accepts international traffic is taking it right in the shorts. New York City is down for the count. Boston. Miami. And all that makes sense because this thing has been tearing through Europe and Asia for weeks now. The government’s been playing it down, trying to keep the peace, keep everyone calm, keep everyone compliant. Well, guess what? They fucked up. They fucked up so bad that whatever it was that made most of Europe go dark is here. Right now, it’s making itself a nice little home in the US of A, and from what I’ve seen, we’re going to be on our own pretty soon. So you don’t want to deal with it, you stupid Mexican fuck? That’s awesome. Get the hell out of here, and let the rest of us get to work, okay?” Norton had shouted the last few sentences, firing them across the room like bullets. 

    Everyone gawked at him, including Hector, whose eyes were wide and bright behind his glasses. Even Corbett and his Marine pals looked impressed. Norton was angry, though he didn’t quite know why. Bubbling beneath the anger was fear, but he knew where that came from. He had glimpsed perhaps only the tiniest glimmer of the hell that was building in the country, and that had been enough. Gary Norton was a believer. The zombie apocalypse was coming, just as Barry Corbett had said. 

    “Uh, thanks for the support, Norton,” Corbett said. “Really, you should try out for a cheerleader squad or something.” 

    “I’ve never been so offended in my life,” Hector sputtered. “You vile, racist little man—” 

    “Oh, Hector, he’s right. Just shut the hell up,” Gemma Washington said. “Let’s hear what Corbett has to say. You’ll get your turn, don’t worry.” 

    Corbett nodded to her. “Thank you, ma’am.” He turned to Norton. “Like I said earlier, I’m in charge of agitating at the moment. Got everything off your chest?” 

    Norton sank back into his seat, mortally embarrassed by his outburst. “Yeah. Yeah. I apologize for that.” 

    “No need to apologize. You’ve got it all on the ball, and you’ve seen more of this than we have.” Corbett turned back to the council. “Okay. Getting back to it. Yes, Aguilar, I might be overreacting, but I don’t think so. We’ve seen a good share of civilization drop off the map, and now it’s here, all around home plate. We have to start making preparations. I’ve been doing a lot of legwork, talking to a lot of people all over the country. Non-military government services are failing. The markets are collapsing. Transportation is grinding to a halt. We already know that air travel is no longer available, which means that people aren’t going to be able to get their Amazon packages and Omaha steaks for a while. Pretty soon, grocery stores will be running out of goods. Ammunition is pretty much gone already, and I’ve been told that local police forces have walked into gun shops and helped themselves to as much as they could carry, which was pretty much all of it. Up north, in Idaho, Montana, the Dakotas, and Minnesota, people are already doing what I’m suggesting we do here. Winter’s coming, and those people up there don’t have a lot of time to prepare, so they’re starting right now. Down south, it’s more or less the same thing. South Texas is pulling its shit together, and the Texas legislature has already decided to activate the entire National Guard. I’ve also heard that if the president decides to federalize those troops, the governor will not recognize the change in status. 

    “The East Coast is getting hammered the hardest. From Miami to Boston, things are going bad. Manhattan and DC are tits up. The government is still throwing a lot of resources at them, but it’s too late. I’ve been told that there is activity as close to us as Las Vegas, which is not surprising, as it’s a destination for transients and foreign nationals who were likely infected before the quarantines went up. Basically, this is like the Ebola scare of a couple of years ago, only much, much worse.” He looked pointedly at Grady and Aguilar. “And I heard we had a dead-rise already, right here in town. Old Wally dropped dead in your pharmacy, Aguilar, then reanimated and took a chunk right out of one of your employees. By the way, Lou’s in isolation up in Bishop, at Inyo County Hospital, along with eighteen others. That’s nineteen people already, folks. Twenty, if you count Wallace.” 

    “But how did Wallace get bitten?” Gemma asked. “This disease, it’s transferred through bites, from exposure to an infected’s bodily fluids. How did he get it?” 

    “Yeah, let’s talk about that real quick,” Corbett said. “When Norton said the government was soft-shoeing it, he should have been more direct. The government’s been outright lying. We’re all infected. Whatever this virus is, we all have it, and when we die, we’re going to reanimate, and the newly arrived dead will have a hankering for meat. Unfortunately, burgers from Carl’s Jr. aren’t going to satisfy that special craving.” 

    “Wait, wait! Stop right there!” Chief Grady raised his hand. “How do you know this? That everyone’s infected?” 

    “Because I heard it from the chief of the global health security branch at the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta,” Corbett said. 

    “And why would he tell you?” 

    “For a couple of reasons. One, I contribute almost sixty million dollars a year to healthcare research organizations he chairs. And two, he needed my help. I sent a plane for his family that transported them to Minneapolis, which, incidentally, is how I know the city is fortifying itself for whatever comes their way. Commercial flights have been packed solid for five days, and he wanted to ensure they got to where they needed to be. The information paid for their passage.” 

    “You trade in lives now, Barry?” Booker asked, crossing his arms over his chest. 

    Corbett shook his head. “Protecting women and children is in my DNA, Max. But the good doctor felt indebted, and I accepted his offer of information. And it was crucial information. If I didn’t know that, I might not be here.” 

    “This friend of yours, is he a smart guy?” Victor asked. “I mean, smart enough to maybe unravel what’s causing all of this?” 

    “I know where you’re going, Victor. Yes, he might be, but he needs the facilities at the CDC. I offered to transplant him north with his wife and family where he could continue his research up at the Mayo Clinic, but he needed to defer his departure. Unfortunately, the FAA and Department of Homeland Security sanitized the airspace, so he’s stuck in Atlanta. Nothing more I can do. None of my pilots are going to risk a Sidewinder missile up the ass. I do have contingency plans to extract him, if at all possible, but for now, he’s probably pretty safe.” Corbett turned back to Booker and the rest of the town council. “All of this aside, and getting down to brass tacks, I fully expect the lion’s share of government services, excluding the military, to fail in two to three weeks. We’re already seeing an increase in traffic through town, as people try and get to wherever it is they’re headed. All those transients are consuming resources we need, and they pose a risk toward accelerating infection here in town. We can’t allow that to continue.” 

    Booker shook his head. “So what are you proposing, Corbett? That we somehow close US 395?” 

    “That’s on page eleven of the planning guide in your hand. I have enough demolition explosives to take out both ends of the highway on either side of town, and we can use heavy construction equipment to dig trench lines wide enough to keep anyone from driving around. At the same time, we’ll need to dig trenches around the town to slow anyone who tries to get in on foot.” 

    “And what about the people who manage to get past the trenches?” Booker asked. 

    You’re not going to like that answer, Max, Norton thought.  

    “That’s why we have the additional defenses Grady asked about. We throw up concertina wire barriers until we get the steel fencing in,” Corbett said. “And if anyone gets through those… well, we’ll have to decide on that later.” 

    “You plan to kill them,” Grady said. 

    Corbett peered at him. “I prefer nonlethal methods, but some people won’t be easily dissuaded.” 

    “I thought you said protecting women and children was in your DNA,” Gemma said. Her eyes were hard and bright beneath her graying brow. 

    “It is,” Corbett said. “But only God can save everyone, and he’s apparently got a lot on his plate right now.” 

    Grady shook his head, looking gobsmacked. “So who do you think is going to do this work, Corbett? The Single Tree police?” 

    Corbett pointed at the three men he’d brought with him. “These men and the twenty others who came with me are ready to do the heavy lifting in return for my sponsorship, which includes keeping their families safe for as long as I can.” He put a hand on his chest. “And of course, I’ll be helping. I’ll do what it takes to protect the town.” 

    Victor Kuruk closed the binder on his lap and got to his feet. “That would be an incredible burden for any man to carry, even for you boys, wouldn’t it? Killing defenseless families who are desperate for shelter, safety?” 

    The oldest of Corbett’s men took a few steps forward. He was in his fifties, and he had a face that looked well worn and well traveled. From the way he carried himself, it was easy to see he had been a career military man. “Sir, for my family, I will do anything,” the man said. “If this comes to pass, then I’ll be ready to do whatever it takes to protect them. I will not like it, I will try to avoid it, and I will never look forward to it. I understand it will eventually be my undoing, because there are some things I will never be able to forget. But for my family, I would sacrifice myself in a heartbeat.” He motioned to the two men beside him. “As will they. As will Mr. Corbett. And if you’re truthful with yourself, so will you.” 

    Aguilar scoffed. “How touching.” 

    Victor walked toward Corbett, slipping his glasses into his shirt pocket. “Barry? No big words, now. Do you absolutely believe these things are going to happen?” 

    “They already are, Victor,” Norton said. “Corbett’s not lying to anyone. He’s offering the town a lifeline. But for it to be any good, we have to take it. Now. Tonight.” 

    “What lifeline is that?” Booker asked. “Blowing up highways? Blowing away kids?” 

    “I have construction equipment ready to go,” Corbett said. “We can start work on the trenches tonight. Right now. All I have to do is give the crews the word. We have all the records. We know where every pipe and conduit is. At the same time, we can start shutting down Main Street. Close the gas stations, the restaurants, the shops. We start conserving what we have and make the town as inhospitable as possible. Don’t give people a reason to stop, but give them every reason to keep on driving.” He turned to Victor. “Yes, Victor. I expect this to come our way. I hope it doesn’t, but I don’t see any way around it. We need to be prepared. Are you in?” 

    “Of course I am,” Victor said. 

    Norton was surprised, but Corbett didn’t seem to be. 

    “What?” Aguilar said. “Seriously?” 

    Victor nodded. “Seriously. I might live on a reservation, but I’m not an idiot. And my people suffered centuries of violence—some might say even genocide, yes? You might have noticed the reservation is for Indians and not white people. I’m not interested in seeing my community come to further harm. So yes, I think the Paiute-Shoshone people will take Mr. Corbett up on his gracious offer.” He looked at Norton. “You too, Gary?” 

    Norton nodded with a sigh. “All in.” 

    Victor looked at the mayor. “Max?” 

    Booker motioned to the others seated at the table. “Yeah, we’ll have to discuss this. Privately.” He put a hand on Grady’s arm. “Chief, you should stay, if you don’t mind.” 

    Grady nodded. “Yeah. Sure thing.” 

    “Where can I reach you, Barry?” Booker asked. 

    “I’ll be out front.” With that, Corbett ambled up the aisle, heading for the door. His escort followed. They left the empty box behind.  

    Norton rolled up his copy of the document and got to his feet. He surreptitiously brushed the palm of his hand against the butt of his pistol, making sure it was still properly seated in the Kydex holster beneath his shirt. Victor waved him out ahead of him, so Norton mounted the aisle and walked after Corbett and his entourage, with Victor bringing up the rear. 

    “You all right?” Corbett asked in the entry foyer outside. 

    “What do you mean?” Norton asked as the door closed behind them.  

    Victor stopped a few feet away, pulling on his leather jacket. He zipped it up halfway then reached inside it and pulled out a silver cigarette case. 

    “I mean I thought you were going around the bend in there,” Corbett said. “But of course, Hector does that to everyone.” 

    Norton sighed and put on his own jacket. “No, that was just me having my first hissy fit in about fifteen years.” 

    “Next time, just plug him,” Victor said. “What are you carrying, anyway?” 

    Norton looked at him. “Huh?” 

    Victor patted the small of his back. “You were printing.” 

    “Oh. Smith. Shield, in nine millimeter.” 

    Victor nodded sagely as he popped open his cigarette case. “Ah. Such a cute little gun. Shall we step outside?” 

    “Yeah, let’s.” Corbett led the way, as always. 

    Outside, the night was deep and dark, and a chill wind clawed at them. The parking lot was empty, save for Norton’s Jeep, Corbett’s pickup, and his escort’s SUV, which was manned by a single guard. 

    “Victor, did you walk here?” Norton asked. 

    “I rode my horse. It’s down there.” Victor pointed toward the far end of the parking lot, and in the darkness, Norton saw a burly Harley Davidson XLCH. 

    “Horse, huh?” 

    Victor pulled a hand-rolled cigarette from his case and put it between his lips. “A modern-day horse. Cigarette?” He held out the case. 

    Norton waved the offer aside. Corbett shook his head as well. Victor looked over at the bodyguards, but they had moved fifteen feet away, giving the men some privacy.  

    Victor shrugged, tucked the cigarette case back in his jacket, and lit his smoke with a bright Zippo lighter. “So, Barry, it seems to me that my people might be better served relocating closer to town. I would guess the smaller our footprint, the less spread out our defenses would need to be.” He took a long drag and exhaled a cloud of pungent smoke that drifted away from them, roiling in the nighttime desert breeze. 

    “That would make more sense, but I am prepared to make two camps,” Corbett said. “We need to keep the airport clear, anyway.” 

    “But how would we get to it?” Norton asked. “And why?” 

    Corbett tapped the binder Norton held. “Page seventy-four. Thought you’d read that.” 

    “Uh, read? Yes. Memorized? No.” 

    “Airport’s the last stand,” Corbett said. “If things hit the shitter, there won’t be many of us left, anyway. We can fly out to the coast.” 

    “You have another plan?” Victor asked. 

    “Gary has a yacht,” Corbett said. 

    Norton shot the older man a sidelong look. “Damn, how did you know that?” 

    “I have resources. I just wish that boat was a bit bigger,” Corbett said, staring off into the darkness. 

    “How big is it, exactly?” Victor asked. 

    “Eighty-five feet,” Norton said. “Pacific Mariner. Sleeps twelve in staterooms, but it could hold maybe two or three times that number if people aren’t particular.” 

    “If it comes to that, we won’t be,” Corbett said. “Is it in good shape?” 

    “What do your sources tell you?” 

    “That you don’t take it out that much, since you need a couple of crew to come along, but that it seems to be mechanically sound and fit for maritime duty.” 

    “Uh-huh. And how do you propose we get there?” 

    Corbett continued staring into the darkness. “We have these things called airplanes, Gary.” 

    “Those things called airplanes need runways, Barry.” 

    “You’ll need to consider getting your feet wet, Norton.” 

    “Not sure I like the sound of that,” Victor said. “But I’ll be sure to carry my swimming trunks with me, just in case.” 

    “Sounds like a plan, Victor,” Corbett said. “Thanks for getting on board with this, by the way.” 

    Victor took another drag. “It’s better to have less thunder in the mouth and more lightning in the hand.” 

    “Is that a Paiute-Shoshone proverb?” Norton asked. 

    Victor grinned, his teeth gleaming in the dark. “It is now. Will one of you let me know their decision?” He nodded toward the town hall building behind them. 

    “We will. Taking off?” Corbett asked. 

    “Yes. I figure one more peaceful night watching America’s Got Talent won’t be such a bad thing, after all.” With that, the solid-looking Native American sauntered down to his waiting motorcycle. 

    “You know, I never really talked with Victor much before,” Norton said, watching as the man put his helmet on before straddling the Harley. “He’s a pretty cool guy.” 

    “He was an ass kicker before he got discovered,” Corbett said. “Now instead of punching people’s lights out, he actually talks. I hear it happened after he went to some Los Angelino dentist and got himself some new pearly whites. He’s a cheap bastard, won’t risk anything happening to them.” 

    Norton laughed. “Really?”  

    Victor’s Harley roared to life, and the headlight snapped on, cutting a swath through the darkness. 

    “Really. Take a look at his knuckles next time.” Corbett watched as Victor sped off into the night, his motorcycle bellowing. “A real ass kicker forty years ago, for sure.” 

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Reese stayed close behind Bates as they led Narvaez and four other National Guardsmen through the hospital, shotguns held before them. Progress was slow. Not only did they not know exactly where they were needed, but the gunfire and screaming had ignited a panic. People were scattered in the corridors, seeking some sort of safe haven. As the group moved, rooms with closed doors were of little concern, but those with open doors had to be swept, in case a threat lay within. No one wanted a zombie to get behind them. Usually, pasty-faced patients looked back at Reese as he stopped at each doorway, sweeping the barrel of his shotgun across the room. Sometimes, the rooms were empty. But so far, no zombies had been present, which suited Reese just fine. 

    The team pushed down the corridor, wending their way around patients, many of whom weren’t mobile enough to get out of the way. Those ended up getting plastered against the walls or knocked to the floor, which added to the pandemonium. 

    “Where’s the problem?” Reese bellowed at a male nurse. 

    “Up there, outside of the isolation ward!” the man shouted back. He was pushing a bed down the hall. An IV pole hung on the bed, and a sallow-faced old man lay on the mattress, his eyes half closed. 

    “Where’s the isolation ward?” Reese asked, but the nurse just kept going. 

    “Up here!” another nurse cried. She led a fellow nurse by the arm. Both women’s scrubs were dappled with dark blood. Reese noted the second nurse was bleeding badly from a wound in her thigh. The woman helping her turned at the waist and pointed up the hall. “There! Right there!” 

    “This looks kind of fucked up,” Bates said as he advanced, the butt of his shotgun pulled tight against his shoulder. 

    “All you people, get out of here!” Narvaez shouted, his voice muffled by his face mask. “If you can’t get out, get into a room and close the doors! We’ll come for you when it’s safe!” 

    The crowd thinned a little. Reese was sweating heavily beneath his armored vest, and he wondered how Narvaez and his men were holding up in their Mission Oriented Protective Posture suits, gear that warded off infectious, chemical, and radiological agents. Reese had worn the police variants before and found the gear to be hot and uncomfortable. It also reduced vision and hearing and restricted movement. 

    As Reese stepped out from behind Bates, the double doors to the isolation ward swung open. A bloodied figure emerged, its eyes vacant and its pace slow but steady. An IV needle was stuck in one arm, held fast by surgical tape, and the line was still attached to the empty plastic bag the ghoul dragged along behind it. When the zombie saw the two police officers, it let out a slow hiss and leaned forward as it padded toward them. The doors swung closed behind it, but not before Reese saw at least a dozen more walking corpses crouched over a motionless figure, tearing at it with their hands and teeth. The man on the floor wore a dark-blue uniform, and he was surrounded by expended nine-millimeter cartridges. 

    “Come on, shoot it!” Narvaez yelled. 

    Bates raised his shotgun and fired, obliterating half of the zombie’s head as it reached toward him. The body toppled over onto its back and lay still.  

    Bates looked at Reese. “So are we going in, or are we waiting for them to come to us?” His voice was calm, almost conversational. 

    Reese regarded the closed doors. He swallowed, even though his mouth felt devoid of even a droplet of spit. “Let’s go and kick some zombie ass,” he said.  

    Reese advanced toward the doors, shotgun held at ready. Bates moved beside him, and the Guardsmen fell in behind them. Without asking if anyone was ready, Reese reached out with one hand and pulled open one of the doors. The zombies were already massing on the other side, having finished with the security guard. 

    As if of one mind, they surged toward Reese like a fetid tide of rot, hissing and moaning. 
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    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Bates went in first, shotgun thundering as he opened up on the group of zombies. Heads and chests exploded. Those corpses that took shots to their skulls toppled and fell, but those hit elsewhere simply continued to come. Reese raised his shotgun, but one of the National Guard troops jostled him as the man shifted position and brought up his M4 rifle. For an instant, the sights on Reese’s shotgun drifted across Bates’s back. Reese lowered the barrel immediately, suddenly panicked that he might accidentally shoot the tall patrolman in the back, even though his finger wasn’t on the trigger. 

    Bates continued firing until his shotgun was empty. He stepped to his right, glancing back at Reese and the National Guard troops. “I think you guys are up unless you want me to keep on with my sidearm.” His expression was perfectly calm, and for an instant, Reese thought he saw a ghost of a smile cross Bates’s lips.  

    One of the zombies shambled toward them. Its eyes were pale and filmed over, and its gray flesh was stretched tight across its skull. A layer of blood coated its lips, and more scarlet fluid was splashed across its chest. Reese made a noise in his throat when the ghoul turned fully toward him. One of Bates’s shotgun blasts had torn open its left side, and pulped lung and shattered ribs were visible beneath shredded flesh. 

    The corpse lurched toward Reese with a gurgling hiss. Reese brought up his shotgun and blasted it right in the face. Its head exploded like an overripe melon. The thing wilted to the floor and lay still. Reese blasted a second one in the face as well.  

    Bates stood off to one side, sliding three-inch shells into his shotgun. “Attaboy, Detective,” he said. 

    Another corpse came at them, this one much smaller than those previous. The boy had been perhaps ten or eleven, and it stood before them completely nude, hideous bite marks marring its porcelain white skin. Reese fixed the shotgun’s sights on its head, but he didn’t fire. Something in him seemed to click over to another setting. Can’t shoot a kid, a voice in his head warned. 

    The air was filled with a flurry of staccato cracks as the Guardsmen opened up while advancing, fighting forward, taking it to the enemy. Captain Narvaez shouldered Reese aside and fired a single round into the diminutive corpse’s head. The effect of Narvaez’s fire wasn’t as dramatic as Bates’s and Reese’s had been. Instead of exploding the target’s skull, it just popped a small hole in the front and blasted a larger one out the rear. But the effect was the same: enemy down. 

    “If you’re not going to shoot, Reese, get the fuck out of the way!” Narvaez shouted behind his gas mask. He led three other Guardsmen forward, and the troops started hammering at the ghouls with a cold efficiency that Reese found admirable.  

    Reese followed them, shotgun held at low ready. Bates fell in beside him, his own shotgun tucked under his arm. 

    “I couldn’t shoot the kid,” Reese said over the crackle of the assault weapons. 

    “It’s tough,” Bates said. Reese didn’t know if he was commiserating with him or just telling him to suck it up and get over it. 

    Ahead, the Guardsmen were cutting through the dead like scythes through wheat. Bodies hit the floor, and the troops didn’t flinch. Something moved to his left, and Reese turned toward a curtained area where a young Latino man lay on top of a comatose woman on a respirator. The man was alive, his eyes wide with fear as he tried to shield the woman with his body. There were no gang tats or barrio markings on either of them. From the looks of the pair, they were more Westwood than Sawtelle. A zombie was stretched out on the floor at the foot of the woman’s hospital bed, its skull crushed so severely that rheumy gray matter was leaking out of it. A gore-spattered fire extinguisher lay at the man’s feet. Apparently, one of the ghouls had come through the curtained divider, and the man had protected himself and his woman. 

    The woman suddenly bucked on the bed, and her eyes flew open. They were empty and hollow. Before Reese could call out a warning, she rose up and grabbed the man with hands like curved talons. A burst of happiness exploded over the man’s face for an instant as the woman turned her face toward him. She lunged for his neck, but the respirator assembly down her throat prevented her from taking a chunk out of him right then and there. 

    “Maria!” the man cried, the light fading from his face as he figured out what was happening. “No, Maria!” 

    “Get out of the way!” Reese shouted, raising his shotgun. 

    The man flung himself over the woman again. “No, don’t! Don’t!” 

    The zombie in the bed realized that something was preventing it from feeding. With one hand, it ripped the tube out of its throat, pulling the entire length out from its mouth in a puff of air and drying phlegm. 

    “Get up!” Reese shouted. He lunged toward the bed.  

    The man screamed, tears pouring down his face as he reached out and knocked the weapon’s barrel away just as Reese pulled the trigger. The shotgun went off, and a ceiling tile disintegrated. Water began to pour through the hole, and the zombie woman sat up and grabbed the man’s shirt. It thrust its face forward and sank its teeth into the guy’s shoulder. The man screamed again, and his face was overcome with a sorrowful pain. 

    His body convulsed as the two Guardsmen behind Reese opened up, pumping a dozen rounds into the twisting bodies on the bed. The man shuddered once as a 5.56-millimeter round passed through his right ear and tumbled through his skull, pulverizing his brain. Two more bullets found the zombie, one passing through the roof of its mouth as it drew back for another bite, the other burrowing in through its right cheek, destroying bone and nasal cartilage before ricocheting through dead gray matter. The couple came to rest on the bed, water continuing to pour over them, the man lying across the woman. One of his hands twitched, and then he lay still. 

    A figure stumbled through the damp curtain separating the Latino couple’s bed from the next one. Reese spun toward it as a huge black zombie charged through, hissing like a leaking tire. Its eyes and teeth were startlingly white in contrast with its dead, ochre-colored skin. Reese fired as he pulled the shotgun on target, but the barrel was too low. He amputated the corpse’s left leg mid-thigh, obliterating bone and shredding flesh. A dark, thick ichor poured from the stump, and the zombie toppled over, slamming face-first into the floor without even attempting to break its fall. It continued reaching for Reese, pushing itself along with its good leg as syrupy goo oozed out of the ragged, smoking stump. Reese stepped back and fired again, the tip of the shotgun’s barrel only inches away from the zombie’s clean-shaven head. The ghoul’s skull disappeared into a spreading cloud of organic garbage as the steel shot slammed through and out the other side, gouging a deep rent in the tile floor. 

    Bates reached out and grabbed Reese’s right shoulder, his fingers digging into the strap of his thick tactical vest. “Come on!” the patrolman shouted. “You’d better reload right now, Reese! Shit’s going sideways!” 

    Ten feet ahead, one of the M4s ripped off a burst on full automatic. Reese looked to see one of the Guardsmen was down, and several ghouls were closing in on him. Narvaez and the other soldier were continuing to press the attack, taking down the zombies as quickly as they could, but some of the dead were fast. Damn fast. Two got past Narvaez and launched themselves at the Guardsman on the floor even as the captain hit them with a burst of full automatic fire. Narvaez 

    might as well have been throwing spitballs at them. The zombies didn’t even slow down as the bullets tore through them, parting bone and ripping flesh. Narvaez stumbled against the soldier to his right, and the man reached out with his left hand to steady him while firing his M4 one-handed at another attacker, dropping it with two rounds to the face. 

    Reese trained his shotgun on one of the ghouls attacking the captain, but he couldn’t fire without possibly killing the man. Instead, he reversed the weapon and slammed the buttstock into the zombie’s skull. There was a satisfying crack as the ghoul’s head bounced backward from the impact, but the creature recovered almost immediately and resumed its attack. Reese hit it again, putting more of his weight behind the blow. Black ichor exploded out of the corpse’s nostrils, and one eye bulged from its socket like a gooey balloon. The zombie forgot about the Guardsman and reached for Reese instead. Reese gave it another good knock in the face, causing the zombie to fall. Bates started stomping on the thing’s head, again and again and again, until bone finally failed and more foul-smelling blackness leaked out onto the damp floor. 

    “Get the other one!” he shouted to Reese, his voice barely audible above the racket.  

    The Guardsman on the floor held the second zombie at bay with his rifle, using the weapon as a lever to keep his masked face away from the ghoul’s snapping teeth. The zombie wasn’t even trying to push around the man’s defense. Instead, it tried to climb over the rifle, as if it were a wall that had to be scaled instead of an obstacle to be nudged aside. Reese reached down and grabbed the back of its hospital smock and yanked the zombie away, flinging it across the floor. It moaned as it clambered back to its feet, its hollow eyes focusing on Reese. 

    “Duck!” Bates yelled.  

    Reese dropped to his knees, crouching over the soldier on the floor, and waited for Bates’s shotgun to speak. When nothing happened, he looked up in time to see Bates swing an IV stand at the zombie’s head. Bates laid into the ghoul like he was Barry Bonds on a triple dose of the good stuff, and the ensuing impact was strong enough to bend the metal pole into a C shape. The zombie staggered backward with a growl then slipped in a puddle of water.  

    Bates tossed the IV pole to the floor in disgust. “Damn, I really thought that would work.” He grabbed his twelve gauge from where it was leaning against the wall, brought it to his shoulder, and finished off the ghoul with one thunderous report. 

    “Bates! What the fuck are you doing?” Reese shouted as he helped the fallen soldier to his feet. “Why didn’t you just shoot it?” 

    “I save the shotgun shells for when they’re coming after me, Detective,” Bates responded, frowning. “You know, you really need to go back to finishing school and learn up on showing some gratitude.” 

    Reese steadied the Guardsman as he climbed to his feet. “You all right?” he shouted. He realized then that he had dropped his shotgun. “Are you bitten?” he asked while looking around for the weapon. 

    “I’m fine! Thanks, man!” the Guardsman shouted from behind his mask. 

    Reese spotted his shotgun lying on the floor behind him and scooped it up as the rest of the Guardsmen pushed past him. A figure thrashed about on a bed not far away, trapped beneath a feasting ghoul. Bright jets of scarlet shot into the air, spraying across the wall. Reese hurried toward the pair as they writhed about as if in the grips of an urgent ardor. The man the zombie was feeding on was already slipping away, his eyes rolling up in his head. A froth of bloody saliva leaked from his mouth as the female zombie savaged his neck and chest.  

    Reese shot them both. “Reloading!” he shouted to Bates. 

    “Take your time,” Bates said, looking ahead as the Guardsmen continued clearing the room. “Looks like this might just be about over.” 

    The doors leading into the isolation area flew open, and a gaggle of newly-turned zombies shuffled into the room.  

    Bates turned toward them then looked over at Reese. “Okay, maybe not.” He gave a little shrug as Reese reached into his vest and began pulling out his reloads. 

    Bates raised his shotgun and began firing slowly and carefully. By the time Reese had slid seven shells into his Remington 870 tactical, Bates was about done. Seven corpses lay on the floor, the majority of their heads splattered across the walls and doors. There were only three left, and Bates was in the process of pulling his pistol when Reese stepped up beside him. He opened up with the shotgun and took down the remaining zombies. Behind them, Narvaez and the rest of the Guard were mopping up the room, exterminating any ghouls that had been overlooked in the initial assault. 

    “Hey, Reese!” Narvaez called, his voice muffled by his gas mask. 

    “What do you need?” Reese called back. His ears were ringing, and he wondered if all the firing in such close quarters would leave him with an award-winning case of tinnitus. 

    “Come on up here,” Narvaez said. 

    Reese looked over at Bates as the taller man slid more shells into his shotgun. The patrolman nodded to him, his blue eyes as cool as always. 

    “Go ahead. I’m good,” Bates said. “If anything else comes through those doors, I’ve got them.” 

    Reese nodded and picked his way across the carnage to where Narvaez stood with the rest of his troops. There were maybe fourteen bodies lying around the isolation ward. The floor was slick with a gruel of blood, viscera, ichor, and water from the shattered sprinkler pipe. Another ceiling tile popped out of its frame, emitting a new gout of water that poured over the tangled mass of gray, lifeless bodies.  

    Reese had to watch his step as he navigated his way around the motionless dead. “What do you have?” he asked when he made it to Narvaez. 

    “We got a problem.” Narvaez nodded toward one of the curtained cubicles, where a heavy hospital bed lay on its side. A male zombie clad in the remains of a hospital smock was draped across it. Several exit wounds were visible in its back, with another in its skull. The corpse had been returned to death’s embrace, and its eyes were open and staring, seeing nothing.  

    Reese spread his hands, wondering why the officer had called him forward. “Yeah, so? Good work.” 

    Narvaez stared at Reese for a moment from behind his gas mask’s lenses then pointed. “Look around the bed, Detective.” 

    Reese stepped to his right, bringing the shotgun’s stock back into his shoulder and keeping the weapon low but ready. Leaning against the wall was a woman in her early thirties. Her eyes were wide and panicked, and her blond hair was plastered against her skull by a mixture of sweat and water. Her light-colored blouse was bloody. She was gasping for air, frightened out of her mind as she stared back at Reese. A boy about three years old had his face buried her neck as he whimpered. A ragged, bloody hole had been torn out of the woman’s left forearm. 

    “Please,” she gasped. “Please.” 

    “You’re okay, ma’am,” Reese said then wondered why the hell he said that. “Are you a patient?” 

    She looked at Reese stupidly for a moment then shook her head. She turned her head fractionally toward the bullet-riddled zombie that lay across the overturned bed. Its arm was still outstretched, fingers curled into claws. Even in death, the corpse was reaching for its cornered prey. 

    “My husband was,” she said. “You’re a policeman?” 

    “Yes, I’m with the LAPD.” 

    “Take my son,” the woman said. “Please.” 

    “Okay,” Reese said, lowering the shotgun.  

    Something akin to relief fluttered across her face then was instantly crowded out by a grimace of fear. The lady knew what was in store for her. Reese reached out with his left hand, and the woman leaned forward, trying to push the boy into his arm. The boy cried out, and the woman cooed to him as she gently unwrapped his arms from around her body. 

    “It’s okay, baby,” she said. “It’s going to be okay. You go with the policeman. Mommy will be with you in just a few minutes, okay?” 

    When the boy continued to resist, Reese stepped in closer and put his arm around the boy’s chest. Working with the mother, he managed to pry the child away, but the kid screamed and cried. Reese caught a flash of red on the boy’s shoulder. Blood was welling up underneath his shirt. Reese put the kid down and pulled back the boy’s shirt collar. The smooth skin beneath was marred by a bite mark. Even though the zombie hadn’t had the time to tear the flesh away, its teeth had broken his skin. Reese let go of the boy, who instantly ran back to his mother.  

    She looked up at him in shock. “What are you doing? You don’t understand. I want you to take him away from me!” 

    “I know what you want,” Reese said, “but I can’t. Look.” He pulled the neck of the boy’s shirt aside, exposing the bite wound.  

    The mother’s eyes widened. She shook her head as tears welled up in her eyes. “No. No, no, no,” she whispered as she pulled the crying boy back into her arms. 

    “What do you want us to do, Reese?” Narvaez asked. 

    “What do you mean?” Reese said, even though he very well knew. 

    Narvaez just stared at Reese and waited. Reese moved past the Guard officer and started making his way back to Bates.  

    Narvaez followed him. “Reese, you’re the guy who’s supposed to tell us what to do here.” 

    Reese spun around, suddenly pissed off. “What do you want me to say, Narvaez? Kill them? Is that what you want to hear?” 

    “I don’t want to do that,” Narvaez said. “It’s not what I signed up for. But we have to do something with them. We can’t just leave them up here.” 

    “I’ll tell the hospital staff,” Reese said. 

    “What? Why? What good is that going to do?” 

    “Because I don’t have any other guidance for you right now, Narvaez. That’s why.” 

    “You need to get some, then,” Narvaez responded. “Seriously, man. Someone has to start making some really tough calls because they’re not the only ones.” He jabbed a finger back in the direction of the mother and child. “It’s spreading, Reese. It’s spreading fast now.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    In the town council chamber, Max Booker sat with the others as they leafed through the thick binders left behind by Barry Corbett and his men. It was interesting reading, to say the least. The plans were extensive, and the materials lists were almost thirty pages long all by themselves. According to the presentation, everything had been collected and was waiting on trucks parked at various locations throughout the town. Most of the trucks were at the airport, but others had been spotted in the parking lots of local businesses. Booker had no idea which semi-trailer contained what, but he had no doubt that “product placement” was by design, not happenstance. Judging by the plans Corbett had drawn up, nothing had been left to chance. There was little doubt on Booker’s part that the wily old fox had positioned everything in accordance to when and where it would be needed. 

    The diagrams were works of either an inspired imagination or a detail-oriented survivalist freak. Booker didn’t think Corbett was overly imaginative, so he mentally lumped him into the freak arena. He shook his head as he read the details. Twenty- to forty-foot-high plank steel walls topped by concertina wire would be surrounded on the outside by more coils of wire on the ground, called tanglefoot wire. Inside, another set of walls would sit atop high dirt berms, from which battlements would be stationed. Trenches, ten feet deep and thirty feet wide, surrounded the outer perimeter. Inside the barriers, smaller, more modular defenses would be erected so that incursions could be contained without the rest of the town being directly threatened. Additionally, several buildings would be hardened to withstand attack: the high school, the fire station, and movie theater on Main Street. If the town’s defenses were overrun in multiple areas, people would be able to shelter in those locations. Booker scanned the list of armaments and ammunition: seventy thousand three-inch shotgun shells with Number Three buckshot, two million rounds of M855 fifty-five grain in 5.56-millimeter, two thousand LWRC International IC-Enhanced rifles, two thousand Smith & Wesson M&P 45 pistols. On and on it went, with more rifles, more ammunition, and more instruments of violence. Booker was genuinely horrified.  

    “Well, I see Mr. Corbett isn’t worried about violating any state gun laws, seeing as how he’s basically broken almost every one California has,” Chief Grady said as if reading Booker’s mind. 

    “I was just wondering that,” Booker said. “Are you going to arrest him?” 

    Grady grunted and shook his head. “I don’t think that’d be a very smart thing to do right now, Mayor.” 

    “Arresting that madman would be just the smart thing to do!” Hector Aguilar said.  

    Booker sighed internally. Aguilar was always fuming about something. But as much as Booker disliked and distrusted Barry Corbett, Hector hated the man with a passion. Booker knew it was nothing more than childish jealousy. Corbett was the captain of a multinational corporation that generated billions of dollars of profit every quarter, whereas Aguilar’s pharmacy and the handful of rental properties he owned didn’t come anywhere near that. Aguilar lived better than most of the locals, but he was miserly when it came to giving back to the community. Booker thought it was oddly funny that the extremely liberal Aguilar guarded his earnings almost viciously, whereas Corbett, a stereotype of the conservative one percent, complete with a Gulfstream jet, was paying it forward.  

    “Why don’t we finish this first, then decide,” Chief Grady said. 

    “Yes, please,” Gemma Washington said. Her small, wire-rimmed glasses were perched low on her nose, making her look like a matronly schoolmarm. 

    “Fine, let’s go through the rest of Corbett’s juvenile fantasy novel,” Aguilar said with a contemptuous sneer. 

    It took them the better part of two hours just to get a firm understanding of the concepts Corbett was proposing. The transition to the town would be epic and profound. Corbett apparently believed that the outside world was, in essence, coming to an end, and he wanted the town to be ready for it when it happened.  

    Booker pushed the binder away and leaned back in his chair, trying to decide how he felt about it all. A lot of what he had just read left him terrified, while other parts seemed comforting in their sensible and rational approach. He didn’t know what to think. Did he want Corbett to be wrong? Or did he want him to be right? 

    He stood up and ran a hand through his hair. “Well, that was a lot to digest,” he said. “I think I’m calling for a bio break.” 

    “I think I’m calling for a laughing break,” Aguilar said. “Clearly, Corbett is a raving lunatic.” 

    Booker waved the comment away. “Yeah, we’ll get to that in a minute.” He headed for the bathroom. Grady followed him, while Gemma headed the other way to the ladies’ room.  

    When they returned, Aguilar was still sitting in his chair, arms crossed over his chest. “Well, I don’t think we have very much to talk about, do we?” he snapped. 

    “Let’s try and keep our cool, Hector,” Booker said. “No matter what you think of Corbett, he is right about one thing. The world’s not a better place today than it was yesterday, and things are only getting worse.” He nodded at Grady. “Why don’t you go first, Chief? Tell us what you know about things, before we get to what we have to discuss.” 

    Grady settled into his chair and steepled his hands before him in that curious way of his. “Well, locally, we did have an occasion where someone turned into a zombie. And the people I talk to in the county law enforcement community have seen a lot more. There’s no cure, and even though the talking heads on the news say the virus is transferred by contact with an infected, that’s probably not the case. Like Corbett said, the government is putting that out there to try to head off panic.” 

    “Should we be panicking?” Gemma asked. 

    Grady swallowed hard. “I shot an old man who turned into a zombie today, after he tore the throat out of one man and was trying to take a chunk out of one of my officers. I’ve never had to shoot anyone before, and that alone makes me uncomfortable. But to your question, Gemma—the truth? Can’t answer for anyone else, but I know I’m panicking a little bit.” 

    Aguilar rolled his eyes. “Oh really, Chief.” 

    Grady spun his chair toward him. “Have you seen the news, Hector? Did you see what was going on in New York earlier today? I mean, now the news is fixed on LA, and that city is starting to go under. If mega cities like New York and Los Angeles can’t handle this event, how can we hope to do any better?” 

    “Do you mean that Corbett’s, ah, plans aren’t going to make a difference?” Booker asked. 

    Grady shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. But with our current resources, we don’t have much capability to keep people safe here in Single Tree.” 

    Booker put his hand on the binder in front of him. “What’s your opinion on this, Chief? As a law enforcement official?” 

    “I think it’s audacious and not really very far from crazy. But it’s the only chance we have if things start to fall apart, like they did back east and like they’re starting to here in the west.” Grady opened his binder and leafed through a few pages. “I mean, the guy’s thought of almost everything. Construction equipment and supplies. Security. Power. Food and water. Disaster planning. Medical concerns. Pretty much everything it would take to keep two thousand people alive for a year or more without outside help. You can’t tell me the guy isn’t thorough, and he put a hell of a lot of thought into this.” 

    Aguilar snickered. “You know how he came about all this, right?” 

    Booker shook his head. “How?” 

    Aguilar smirked. “Corbett thought for sure that the Russians were going to start World War Three. Back in the day, when he came home like a simpering little girl from Vietnam, it was all he could talk about. The Russkies were going to blow us all to hell, he’d say. I’ll bet he had these plans drawn up thirty years ago and just saved them for a rainy day. Even back then, the egotistical maniac thought he was going to be our eventual savior.” Aguilar raised both hands then placed them palms down on the table in a bowing motion. “All hail King Barry Corbett, the divine and benevolent.” 

    “Norton seemed to think he was right, and he apparently saw what’s going on in Los Angeles with his own eyes,” Gemma said. “Doesn’t that make you stop and think for a second, Hector?” 

    “Los Angeles?” Aguilar chuckled. “Los Angeles is a loony bin, Gemma. That city’s been living on borrowed time for years. Who cares what’s going on over there? Besides, Gary Norton is a movie producer. The only thing he’s had to think about for years is wiping down his couch between casting calls with seventeen-year-old Italian models.” 

    Grady sighed loudly and rubbed his eyes. “Hector, I’m sorry, but you’re a raging asshole.” 

    Aguilar’s face turned dark. “You—” 

    Booker held up his hands. “Okay, okay, let’s stop with the personal attacks! We have to start thinking about everything we’ve been told and reach a decision. Whatever we think of Corbett, he’s provided us with a lot of information and a plan that he’s ready to implement. We have, as I see it, two things to consider.” Booker held up a finger. “One, is Corbett right about what’s happening in the outside world? According to what we’ve seen on the news and what the chief here has added, it seems he is as right as he could be, under the circumstances.” He held up a second finger. “And two, do we allow him to proceed with his plan? These are the only two things we should be discussing, in my mind. Everything else is superfluous.” 

    “I don’t know about item one, but item two—can we even do what Corbett wants?” Gemma asked. “I mean, legally. We don’t own the town, we don’t control access to it, and we don’t maintain any of the resources that come through it. Inyo County does, and where they don’t, the city of Los Angeles and the state of California do.” 

    “That’s just it, Gemma,” Grady said. “Inyo’s going down for the count. LA is probably already on the mat. I know the governor has called up the National Guard, but no one has reached out to my office about any assistance being developed for Single Tree. And truthfully, if we wait for too long, we might find ourselves …” The police chief struggled for words then shrugged. “Well, look, I just want you all to know that we’ll do our best, but Single Tree’s police force isn’t going to be much use against a legion of zombies.” 

    Aguilar rolled his eyes again. “I can tell you that at least one of your officers isn’t much use against thieving Indian boys.” 

    Grady sighed and shook his head. 

    Gemma looked at Booker. “Max, what do you think we should do?” 

    When Grady and Aguilar turned toward him, Booker felt the weight come crashing down on his shoulders. Of course, at the end, it would be up to him. He was the one charged with charting the town’s course, though he’d never once imagined he’d be making life-or-death decisions. 

    The lights flickered, and everyone looked up. They flickered again then stayed on. Booker wondered if it was a portent of bad tidings to come. He flipped through the binder once more, glancing at the elaborate plans for defending Single Tree from a million walking corpses. It was crazy. It was ludicrous. It was nothing short of completely, irrevocably insane. But it had to happen. 

    “Let’s go with it,” Booker said, shutting the binder. “I’m no fan of Barry Corbett’s, but I think he’s right about this… this zombie apocalypse thing, and if we can prep the town, we’ll all be the better for it.” 

    Aguilar sneered. “Simply ridiculous. I vote against. Let the proper authorities handle this at the state level, since we apparently can’t manage things on our own.” The last few words were delivered with a withering glare directed at Chief Grady. 

    Grady gave Aguilar an emotionless stare. “Well, if that’s how you feel, Hector. I second Max in this.” 

    “Count me in,” Gemma said. “We all know what’s going on in the world, and pretending it isn’t going to affect us is just stupid.” 

    “I want to go on record as opposing this action,” Aguilar said, “and I also want you to know that I’ll be contacting Inyo County authorities to report it. This will be a disaster for the town. You all do realize that maniac is talking about actually blocking a state road to prevent outsiders from passing through Single Tree?” 

    “Actually, that’s only one of the plans,” Grady said. “Flip to the diagram on page one eighteen. There’s an alternate plan there to wall off Main Street and build overpasses to connect the separated parts of the town. I would actually go with that one, though it still means we’d have to tear up a state-funded street while it’s in operation.” 

    Aguilar laughed bitterly. “With all the traffic that’s on it? All that will happen is that we’ll delay thousands of people from getting to wherever they need to go!” He looked at Booker. “Imagine the legal actions that’ll come out of that. All the indemnity claims. Can Single Tree afford this, Max?” 

    “Can Single Tree afford to not do it, Hector?” Booker shot back. “You’ve already made your disagreement known. Go ahead, go cry to the state and county and try to get an injunction filed. In the meantime, we have three ayes to one nay.” 

    “This is preposterous,” Aguilar snapped. 

    “No, this is democracy,” Booker responded. “We’re here in part to keep Single Tree safe, and we need to start work on that.” He pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “Meeting adjourned. I’ll tell Corbett our decision.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Jock Sinclair nursed the Maserati through the night, trapped in thick traffic that seemed present everywhere he turned. Meredith sat in the passenger seat, as silent as a statue. Sinclair had no idea if she was still pissed with him after their argument hours earlier, and he didn’t give a damn. The only difference between her and the rest of the cunts he’d used was that she was an heiress to a fortune that he fully intended to benefit from. He’d smooth it out with her later. He always did. Despite her education and accomplishments in the modeling world, Meredith was one of those women who needed a strong man to give her a direction in life. Sinclair smiled smugly at his reflection in the rearview mirror. Women like Meredith were like sheep, and as a wolf might, he had always been able to sniff them out. 

    The check engine light had been on for almost an hour. The engine was starting to become sluggish. The Italian sports sedan was having trouble accelerating, even in traffic that moved no more than twenty-five miles per hour up Route 395. Ridgecrest was three hours behind them, and that was where they’d picked up a lot of the traffic. Sinclair had been chafing ever since rolling past the blue-collar desert town. The Maserati was surrounded by pickup trucks, big rigs, minivans, and the usual assortment of vehicles normally favored by the lower middle class, and most of those rednecked bozos couldn’t drive to save their lives. Sinclair weaved in and out of traffic where he could, but it was rare for him to get past a top speed of thirty-five miles per hour. 

    Italian piece of shit, Sinclair raged impotently. If only we had an Aston! Or even a Range Rover! 

    Ahead, a town emerged from the scrub and desert that surrounded the Sierra Nevada mountain range. Sinclair glanced at a road sign as soon as it came in view. 

    SINGLE TREE SAYS HOWDY! 

    “Oh, dear God! Howdy? Surely California is more civilized than that, or have we somehow crossed into Neanderthal Texas?” 

    Meredith made a hmph noise but offered nothing more. 

    A glance at the GPS showed that the town of Single Tree, California, lay ahead somewhere in the darkness. All Sinclair saw out the windows was a trailer park. People sat on the side of the road in lawn chairs, watching the traffic snake past. He clucked his tongue. Such plebeian activity, as if the fools had never seen cars before.  

    Several people held signs announcing wares for sale: Water, $1.00. Tamales $2.50. Fresh Fruit. Vegetables. He saw that some motorists had pulled out of the line of traffic to take advantage of the offerings, and Sinclair clucked his tongue again and shook his head. The world was full of idiots, always willing the buy someone’s rusty tap water for a dollar. 

    Sinclair thought he heard something wrong under the hood, like a cylinder misfiring. He clenched his teeth and shifted in his seat. He glanced over at Meredith, and in the light of the GPS display, he thought he saw her smiling. Enjoying his discomfort, perhaps. 

    Stupid tart, Sinclair fumed. 

    A few miles down, the town of Single Tree appeared. The lights were still on, so that was something. Sinclair peered through his window, trying to figure out what he was seeing. Floodlights illuminated a large swath of the barren region as several backhoes attacked the desert floor with a vengeance. Three o’clock in the morning was an odd time to be doing such work. 

    Probably those god-awful frackers. Truly, greed knows no limit. 

    The first gas station they came upon was full of cars and trucks, and traffic was backed up to the town limits. Sinclair pulled around most of it, stomping on the accelerator, trying to coax the overpriced piece of Italian shit into something resembling forty miles per hour. The Ghibli began to shudder as its engine knocked. They chugged past a Comfort Inn hotel with a full parking lot then slogged past a lumber store. Its parking lot was full as well, but with hulking trucks that bore all manner of construction equipment. Farther up was a small airport, its entrance gate closed and apparently locked.  

    On the other side of the street, which had changed to South Main Street, was a Chevron gas station, also clogged with vehicles. Sinclair considered trying to pull in there anyway, but he wouldn’t be able to turn against the oncoming traffic. Also, he didn’t want to stop for fear the Ghibli wouldn’t start moving again. 

    They passed two more full hotels, several ramshackle homes, a large parking lot full of more construction equipment, a Carl’s Jr. hamburger joint that was closed, and a Subway sandwich shop, also closed. Sinclair perked up when he spotted a used car dealership until he saw several hopped-up pickup trucks and lowriders out front. As much as he was growing to despise the Maserati, he knew nothing would come from allowing a gang of backcountry monkeys to prod and poke at it. The car shook and shuddered a bit more, and he felt it starting to drop in and out of gear. 

    “What in the hell is wrong with this car?” 

    “Just stop, Jock,” Meredith said wearily. 

    “Where, Meredith? Where would you like me to stop?” he almost shouted. 

    She pointed out the windshield. “Right there. That looks as good a place as any.” 

    Sinclair looked in the direction she indicated. A long, low-slung, vaguely horseshoe-shaped building the color of burnt orange sat a hundred feet off the road. The sign proclaimed it was the Trail’s End Motel, and in smaller text, Sinclair was informed that every room had HBO, a bathtub, and an ironing board. A smaller sign glowed in the darkness like a happy afterthought: VACANCY. 

    “You want to stay in a roach motel?” Sinclair was aghast at the prospect. “Meredith, darling, when was the last time anything less than a twelve-hundred-thread-count set of sheets came into contact with your sacrosanct skin?” he asked, even though he was more worried about his own skin coming into contact with anything with a thread count south of five hundred ten. 

    The Ghibli bucked again, almost throwing Sinclair against his seat belt. He cursed.  

    Meredith sighed. “We don’t have much of a choice, Jock. I really don’t think we’re going much farther.” 

    “Damn this!” Sinclair wrenched the wheel to the right, and the Maserati labored to get into the parking lot. He barely made it to the curb before the expensive car stalled with a final lingering rattle. Try as he might, Sinclair couldn’t get the vehicle to restart. Frustrated, he collapsed back into the driver’s seat and regarded the sign towering over the car. 

    “Every room has an ironing board,” he said bitterly. 

    “You’d better hurry,” Meredith said. “With our luck, there’s probably only one room left.” 

    Seeing a two-door Jeep pull into the parking lot, Sinclair threw open the door and lunged to get out, but the seat belt held him fast. He unlocked it with a curse and jumped out of the Ghibli’s opulent interior. His lower back was stiff and painful, despite the driver’s seat premium padded bolster. Growling in pain, he broke into a jog, heading for the motel office. 

    “Damn this!” he said again. “Free HBO and ironing boards—damn this!” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Reese was relieved of duty at two in the morning with orders to report back to the hospital by eight. He was also instructed to board an LAPD bus and head back to Hollywood Station to report the day’s activities. As Reese slogged his way aboard the waiting bus, he knew there was no chance of going home. He wouldn’t be getting anywhere fast due to the gridlock. Even if he did manage to make it back to his condo in Culver City, by the time he tried to return to the stationhouse, he’d have to do so either on his mountain bike or on foot. And fighting his way through the city as it went to hell wasn’t on his bucket list. 

    So he sat on the bus with several other officers and watched the scenery slowly roll past as the big vehicle lumbered through the streets that were being kept open for official traffic. It was still slow going because there weren’t enough cops and Guard troops available to keep the streets completely clear. What should have been a twenty-minute drive took almost an hour and a half.  

    A lot of the cops on the bus nodded off, including Bates, who sat scrunched up in a seat with his chin on his chest. Reese attempted to do the same, but sleep eluded him. In the dim glow of the bus’s overhead lights, he reviewed his notes and tried to mentally prepare his report before getting to the station. That was almost as hopeless as trying to sleep. His thoughts were all over the map. The workweek had started off with what seemed to be a grisly case of cannibalism, where a father had partially devoured his child before attacking a neighbor. That horrible scene had pushed Reese far enough over the edge that he had decided to throw in his papers and retire after almost three decades as a City of Los Angeles police officer. But after the hospital, the horror and disgust he’d felt at that crime scene seemed distant and quaint. He’d spent the day fighting zombies while trying to keep one of the city’s biggest hospitals open, and that had been an exercise in excruciating dread.  

    Zombies—stenches, as the military called them—were no longer just a thing of film and fiction. They were real, and they were replicating madly all across the city, chasing down the living and tearing them apart. And those Los Angelinos that had been bitten but otherwise managed to survive an attack would soon die from the virus the dead carried and, in doing so, join their numbers. It was like some ghastly perpetual motion machine. One that, once set in motion, Reese wasn’t sure it could ever be turned off. 

    Well, at least I can close the book on that kid’s murder. Case solved, and I didn’t have to do a damn thing. He snorted. He and his partners hadn’t even started a proper murder book yet, but the case was solved, even if just unofficially. No one would ever look back and wonder what happened to some little baby massacred in his own crib by his father, who had come home from Saudi Arabia with a flu that had turned him into a zombie. 

    The bus was held up for a few minutes as several firefighters tussled with a blaze on Melrose Avenue. The strip mall that housed the California Chicken Café was on fire, and while the fire department seemed to be getting it under control, the squad of National Guard soldiers escorting them was busy gunning down corpses that traipsed across the street to attack them. The gunfire woke everyone up.  

    Bates leaned across the aisle toward Reese so he could look out the windows. He squinted against the glow of the flame. “That CCC?” 

    “Yeah,” Reese said. 

    “Huh. Guess the chickens are finally getting cooked up right.” 

    “Hey, driver! Don’t stop here, we’re a fucking target!” shouted one of the cops sitting behind Reese. 

    “What do you want me to do, run over a couple of Army guys?” the driver yelled back. “They’re standing right in front of us!” 

    “Maybe we ought to get out and lend a hand,” Bates suggested. 

    Reese shook his head wearily. “Hell, no. I’m not getting out of this thing.” 

    “Come on, Reese. Get in touch with the crusty old patrolman that’s still lurking behind your detective shield.” 

    Reese favored Bates with what he hoped was an icy glare. “Get in touch with yourself, Master Bates.” 

    Bates snorted then pointed at the sliding window beside Reese. “Well, if you’re feeling lazy, Detective, you don’t have to get out. Just open the damn window and shoot.” 

    As Reese contemplated the efficacy of Bates’s suggestion, something bounced off the side of the bus, leaving a spider’s web of cracks in the window two seats away. Over the gunfire, Reese heard someone shouting from one of the buildings overlooking Melrose.  

    Bates scrunched down in his seat and looked out the windows on his side. “Wow, there’s a bunch of people on the roof of the gallery next door. They’re throwing bricks and stuff at the bus.” 

    “What are they saying?” Reese asked. “I can’t make it out.” 

    Bates shot Reese his patented quirky smile. “They’re yelling ‘Fuck the LAPD’ and ‘Fuck the police.’ Gosh, even at the end of the world, people still hate the po-po.” 

    “You fucking scabs!” one of the cops in the back of the bus shouted.  

    Reese jumped as the man dropped the window, pushed the barrel of his rifle through the opening, and starting shooting at the people on the rooftop. Brass casings tinkled down the bus’s narrow aisle. 

    “What the fuck are you doing?” Reese shouted. 

    “Yeah, Kozinski, that really isn’t all that cool,” Bates added jovially. 

    “Those fucking scrotes!” Kozinski thundered. The beefy man’s face was florid with anger, his eyes wide and shining. “Those scumbags are throwing shit at us while we try to save the city? Fuck them! Fuck them all!” 

    The Guard waved the bus on, and the driver got the big vehicle moving. A bottle bounced off its roof.  

    Kozinski fired another shot then let out a big whoop. “Yeah, I got one of those fuckers!” he shouted, pumping one fist in the air. 

    Reese looked over at Bates.  

    The lanky patrolman shrugged. “I’ll take care of him,” Bates said. 

    “Yeah, I think you’d better.” 

    Hollywood Station was on Wilcox Avenue, on the same block as the Los Angeles Fire Department Museum. The street was dark and empty, blocked on both ends by barricades manned by cops and more National Guard troops. As the bus trundled up the street, Reese leaned into the aisle and looked out the broad windshield. He thought he saw a lot more Army uniforms than LAPD blue out there. That didn’t necessarily alarm him. The cops needed to be out in the neighborhood, doing whatever they could to try to stabilize West Hollywood. The Guard was a better choice for securing facilities and roadways. While civilians would be more likely to approach policemen, they would think twice before trying anything silly with uniformed soldiers, especially when those soldiers were backed up by armored Humvees with machine guns in their turrets. 

    Reese regarded the dark apartment buildings that looked out over the station house parking lot. He saw no movement, but he couldn’t help but wonder how many zombies might be lurking there, along with terrified people barricaded in their one- and two-bedroom units. The lights were still on in the station house, so either it still had city power, or its generators were running. He figured it was the latter since the buildings on the west side of Wilcox were totally blacked out. The bail bondsman’s offices across from the parking lot entrance were blackened and burned. Tendrils of smoke continued to rise from the wreckage. The LAFD had apparently responded to the call, but Reese saw no sign of a continued firefighter presence. 

    The bus pulled into the fortified parking lot and came to a stop with the explosive release of pneumatic brakes. The cops got up and prepared to disembark. 

    “I’ll catch up with you later,” Bates said, looking toward the rear of the bus.  

    Reese glanced back and saw Kozinski still sitting in his seat, his chubby-cheeked face composed into hard, defiant lines. At the same time, there was a cast of guilt to his eyes. Kozinski knew he had fucked up, and fucked up badly. Despite how the department was portrayed in popular media, the LAPD was not going to countenance a patrolman opening up on citizens with a semiautomatic rifle, even during the zombie apocalypse. 

    Reese left Bates to it and stepped off the bus. As soon as his feet hit the pavement, he heard someone call his name. He turned and saw Renee Gonzales standing a few feet away, wearing a heavy tactical vest. A rifle hung from its strap on her shoulder, barrel pointed toward the ground, and her Glock stuck out from her hip at an awkward angle beneath the lip of the armor. Her eyes had a vaguely panicked look behind her glasses. 

    “Renee. How’re you doing?” Reese asked. 

    “Tried to get in touch with you a couple of times. You get my messages?” 

    Reese frowned. He’d pretty much forgotten about his phone over the past few hours. He reached into his pocket and fished it out. He had three missed calls, all from Renee in the past hour. He stepped aside to allow the rest of the cops to file off the bus. “Sorry. These last few hours have been absolutely batshit at the hospital. You wouldn’t believe what’s going on over there. Anyway, what’s up?” 

    “Jerry’s gone,” Renee said. 

    Reese felt his frown deepen. “What do you mean?” 

    “I mean he up and left, Reese. Left his badge and department cell on his desk but took everything else. Body armor, shotgun, rifle, his service pistol, all his allocated ammunition. Even the ROVER he’d been issued. I had one of the guys check his locker. Everything’s gone.” She pointed at the parking lot. “So’s his car.” 

    “You try his personal cell?” 

    Renee nodded. “Goes right into voice mail. I sent a bunch of text messages but no response.” 

    “You try the radio?” 

    Renee patted the transceiver attached to her shoulder. The Remote Out of Vehicle Emergency Radio, or ROVER, was an eight-watt communication system used for mobile operations when a patrolman had to leave his radio car. “No response,” she said. “He just bolted, Reese.” 

    Reese found he was unsurprised by the news. Jerry Whittaker had a nice house up north in Toluca Lake. He couldn’t afford it on his salary, but his wife could, thanks to her position as senior partner with a major business accounting firm. Reese had been invited up a couple of times, and he’d been impressed with his partner’s living situation. The couple had celebrated the arrival of their first child only a year ago, so Reese figured that Jerry had a lot to protect. 

    “You tell anyone about this?” he asked. 

    “Not yet. I wanted to run it by you first.” 

    “Forget about him, Renee. He’s in the wind.” 

    “They’ll start asking about him, Reese.” 

    Reese shrugged. “So tell them you haven’t seen him and that you’ve tried to get a hold of him, but no dice. He’s made his choice. If there’s any blowback headed his way, he’ll have to take it on the chin.”  

    Another platoon of cops moved toward the bus and climbed aboard. He looked beyond the vehicle, peering at the dark apartment buildings down the street. They made him nervous. The five-foot retaining wall that separated the station house from the street wouldn’t be a huge deterrent if a herd of zombies suddenly appeared. 

    “I really don’t want to be on the line for this,” Renee said. 

    Reese sighed. “Tell you what. I have to meet with Pallata and give her the lowdown of what’s going on at Cedars-Sinai. I’ll pass it on to her and tell her you didn’t know anything about it. How’s that?” 

    Renee nodded. “That’d help. I don’t want to throw Jerry under the bus, but…” 

    “You’re not. He did this to himself. I kind of doubt there’s going to be any time for an investigation anyway. Don’t sweat it, Renee. If things get back to normal, maybe he’ll be able to give a song and dance that’ll save his hide, but if not, you and me are going to step back and let the chips fall where they may. We’ve got other things to worry about.” 

    Renee nodded again. “Okay.” 

    “You have a duty station?” 

    “Just right here, waiting for a tasking.” 

    Reese spotted Bates standing in a tight huddle with the hulking patrolman, Kozinski. From the latter’s downcast expression, Bates was probably giving him hell. Reese didn’t know Bates all that well since they worked different parts of the street, but he was pretty sure the senior patrolman didn’t appreciate fuck-ups by the men in his division. 

    “Okay. Why don’t you come with me,” Reese said. “I have to file a report then brief Pallata. I’ll fill you in on what’s going down at the hospital, and you can give me some idea of what’s happening everywhere else.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Norton couldn’t sleep. 

    He lay stretched out in the big king-sized bed, tossing and turning. For two hours, he had stared up at the dark ceiling, revealed to him only by the dim glow of the alarm clock’s LED display. The blackness in the desert was pretty much absolute. Even back on the shoreline of Malibu, there was still enough light pollution coming from the urban sprawl of Los Angeles to contaminate the night. Back there, he sometimes felt it was never dark enough, even with the shades pulled over the windows. In Single Tree, the nighttime was almost too black, as deep and mysteriously forbidding as outer space. 

    He’d tried several times to call people he knew in LA, but his smartphone was useless. He wasn’t thrilled to find the landline wasn’t much better. All circuits are busy. Please try your call later. He had no idea what had happened to his friends and coworkers. Most of them were good people, and he felt a nagging sense of guilt at not taking time to reach out and try to warn them before leaving the city. He knew it was wasted emotion. If they hadn’t known to get out, then there was no saving them. He had barely made it out himself, and he had his own plane. For those less fortunate, trying to flee using the roads and freeways was virtually a death sentence. 

    He finally got up, pulled on his jeans, and walked to the kitchen. He was neither hungry nor thirsty, but he flipped on the light over the sink and went through some of the cabinets anyway. Oatmeal. Chips. Bottled water. Booze, which he seriously considered for a long moment, especially the bottle of Glenfiddich 18 that seemed to be smiling at him. Canned goods, breakfast cereal, peanut butter. He found some freeze-dried products he had left behind some time ago and pulled those out to inspect their labels. They were still good, and according to their expiration dates, they would remain edible for almost another five years. He put them back and started going through the drawers. 

    He smiled when he found several packages of e-cigarettes in the junk drawer, four Logic disposables, loaded up with 1.8% nicotine. Norton pulled one out and held the package up in the wan light. He’d used e-cigs in a bid to kick the smoking habit a few years back. They’d done the trick, and he’d been able to eradicate an addiction that had blossomed to almost a pack of Marlboro Ultra Lights a day. The expiration date was less than a month ago. 

    “Well, what the hell.” He tore off the plastic and opened the box. After screwing the cartomizer into the battery, he took a hit off the black cylinder. The tip glowed a bright blue like a prop from a science fiction movie, and nicotine-laced vapor filled his mouth. He pulled it into his lungs, which made him cough, but he appreciated the burn in a way he never had before. He exhaled a cloud of vapor, watching it drift toward the ceiling and writhe in the light before it vanished. He took another drag and managed to suppress the cough. Hey, not bad. 

    He wandered through the house and onto the back patio. Since he wore only his jeans, the chilly air bit at his chest and feet, but Norton ignored it. The stars blazed, blanketing the night sky with a pale light that was billions of years old. Norton contemplated them for a time then looked over at his parents’ house, its roof just visible above the top of the tall fence that surrounded his property. The place was dark and silent, and Norton was surprised he couldn’t hear his mother snoring. For his entire childhood, she was a perpetual snorer, so much so that his father wore earplugs to bed. 

    But the night wasn’t completely silent. Norton could hear the susurration of traffic flowing up and down Main Street as people fled the terrors occupying their points of origin and hurried to encounter new ones. Thinking about that made Norton aware that he had stepped outside unarmed, a thought that wouldn’t have crossed his mind two days ago. He reminded himself that he needed to be armed at all times, even in his own backyard, which was surrounded by a six-and-a-half-foot-tall fence. 

    He took another pull on the e-cigarette and looked up at the distant stars and made a mental note to talk to his parents about arming up. That would take some doing. While his father would probably understand the need, his mother hated guns and would be a much tougher sell. With that thought in mind, he went back into the house. He closed the door, locked it, and dropped the wooden stop into the sliding door’s rail. Just in case. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    By the time Reese finished his report and filed the appropriate forms, it was almost three thirty in the morning. Exhausted, he staggered through the still-hectic hallways of Hollywood Station, his eyes burning and his joints aching. He stumbled twice, almost falling against the wall the second time, before he reached the command center. 

    Many of the desks and workstations were devoid of operators, and the remaining staffers were older cops or civilian workers. Reese approached Pallata, who sat hunched over behind her desk, her face ashen in the gray glow of the monitor. She looked up with hollow, rheumy eyes and didn’t seem to recognize him for a moment. 

    “How’s it going, Captain?” he asked. His voice was made rough by the combination of exhaustion coupled with the shouting he’d done during the hospital tour. 

    Pallata slowly nodded. “Reese. Didn’t think you were going to show up.” 

    Reese frowned. “What do you mean? I just filed my report.” 

    “Your report?” 

    “Yeah. You know, my little department-mandated diary of how I spent my day?” Reese put his hands on the desk and leaned toward her.  

    She leaned back at the same time, an unsettled expression on her face. A tremor of fear flashed through her eyes.  

    “Miriam, you all right? Maybe you need to grab a rack in the bridal suite for a while?” The bridal suite was the room where cops could crash during protracted emergencies that required extended staffing. It wouldn’t surprise Reese to learn it was full at this hour, but he was certain the captain could get a cot if she wanted one. 

    Pallata sighed and scooted forward again, resting her elbows on the desk. “Reese. Yeah. I heard things were getting out of hand down at Cedars-Sinai. What happened?” 

    “What happened? You already know, right?” 

    She rubbed her bloodshot eyes. “Things have been blowing up all over the place, Reese. I’ve got maybe a general awareness of the big picture, but I’m a little light on the specifics right now. So what happened at the hospital? Make it quick. I know you need to get some sleep.” 

    Reese gave her the short version of what went down then told her, “Narvaez and his troops are still there, and a new platoon of unis showed up. The Guard’s turning the place into a fortress. Not so sure that’s what we want.” 

    Pallata shrugged. “Not much we can do about it. The hospital has to stay open.” 

    Reese nodded and looked around the command center. Phones were ringing, but there weren’t enough hands to answer them. “What’s the deal here?” 

    She shook her head. “We’re down about a hundred cops.” 

    That surprised him. Hollywood Station wasn’t huge, so a hundred cops accounted for almost half. “Where are they?” 

    “Some were killed. More have been injured. And even more just got up and drove away, like your partner.” Pallata gazed at him expressionlessly. 

    Reese shuffled his feet. “Ah yeah, I was going to talk to you about that. Listen, we don’t know if Jerry’s—” 

    “Don’t sweat it, Reese. He’s in good company. Captain Marshall is unaccounted for, as well. I’m the new area commanding officer.” She smiled thinly. “Acting area commanding officer, I mean.” 

    Reese raised his eyebrows. “Are you kidding me? Marshall walked off the job?” 

    Pallata shuffled some papers on her desk. “We don’t know. He was out in the field. Some of the guys were attacked, and he got involved. No one knows if he was bitten or not, but he was on his way back to the station and never showed up. They found his radio car out on Sunset, parked near one of the barricades, but none of the unis there saw him. He’s off the air, won’t respond to either radio or cell.” 

    A helicopter thundered overhead. Guy must be flying low, Reese thought. “Well, congratulations, Miriam,” he said stupidly. 

    “The city’s falling apart, Reese. The LAPD’s already hollowing out. Less than three or four days into this, and the department’s coming unglued. Hollywood’s still got it easy compared to some of the other areas. Rampart, Hollenbeck, and Seventy-Seventh Street are all dropping off the network. Metro’s blowing up big time, and there’s a big fire over by the civic center. It’s the Times Building that’s burning, not headquarters, at least, the last I heard. The fire department is having as tough of a time as we are.” 

    Reese pushed away from the desk and stood up straight. “Yeah, you’re not telling me anything I don’t know. From what I’ve seen… well, things kind of look inevitable at this point, you know?” 

    Pallata eyed him with suspicion. “You going to step into the wind?” 

    “No. Never say never, but that’s not me. I’m in for the long haul.” 

    She gave him a grim smile. “You were always one of the really great cops. That’s why I liked you. You always walked the walk.” 

    Reese didn’t know how to handle the sudden intimacy of the conversation, so he just nodded and slid his hands into his pockets.  

    Apparently, Pallata didn’t know how to handle it either because she suddenly found one of the big displays on the wall very interesting. “Get some sleep, Reese. Things aren’t going to settle down overnight, so get ready for it. Tomorrow’s going to be a shit-duty day.” 

    Reese bobbed his head in agreement and stumbled off to the bridal suite. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    If the town had slept during the night, Corbett couldn’t tell. The diner was open at six thirty a.m., as usual, but the lot was already half-full by the time he arrived. He backed his big truck into a space and watched as his detail hunted around for a spot for their Expedition close to his Super Duty. Corbett didn’t wait for them. He climbed out and marched into the diner. 

    As he’d suspected, most of the patrons were from out of town. There was plenty of bar space available but only a couple of booths. Danielle Kennedy was already at work, serving a big spread to some out-of-towners with little kids. The travelers looked worn down from worry and exhaustion. Even the kids, two girls and a boy, appeared to be just about run out as they contemplated their plates filled with pancakes, eggs, and sausage. Seeing their crestfallen expressions, Corbett had to look away. His plan would save Single Tree but at the expense of hardworking Americans like the parents of those kids. They would have to be sacrificed so the town could survive. While he had grown accustomed to being viewed as a heartless, big-business boogeyman, causing harm to people, kids in particular, did not set well with him. 

    It’s all about the town, he told himself. For the town. The town. 

    Danielle waved him toward an empty two-seater booth. Corbett smiled at her and lumbered over to slide into one of the small vinyl-covered seats. Her smile was genuine, though strained. Corbett smiled back, though he was wondering what the hell she was doing in the diner at this hour, since she normally worked the late shift. 

    “Be with you in just a second, Barry,” Danielle said as she shot past. She moved so quickly that no one could have been able to tell she had lost a limb.  

    “Take your time.” He pulled a menu from the rack even though he didn’t need it.  

    The rest of his men piled into the diner a few minutes later. Corbett grinned inwardly at their confusion. There was only room for one of them to sit with him. Walter Lennon, the oldest man and head of the security detail, waved the three others toward the bar then spun and marched toward Corbett. 

    “Am I sitting here, old codger, or are you eating alone?” Lennon asked. 

    “I’m eating alone, Walt. Besides, we’ll be seeing each other all day every day for who knows how long. Think of it this way, I’m doing you a favor,” Corbett said. 

    Lennon smiled thinly. Corbett was surprised. Even though he’d known Walter Lennon for years—he had served with his father in Vietnam—the only time he had seen the man smile was when his daughter Eloise had been born. 

    “You shouldn’t be left unprotected, sir,” Lennon said. 

    Corbett cocked an eyebrow. “I’m hardly unprotected.” He patted his side where his pistol was concealed beneath his light jacket. “Go on. Get with the rest of the guys. They make some awesome cinnamon French toast here. You should try it. And get a side of huevos a la Mexicana. They do it up right here, just like back in Texas.” As he spoke, he heard a raucous rumble from outside, and he glanced out the diner’s front windows. Victor Kuruk rolled in on his gleaming Harley, bringing the machine to a soft stop between two parked cars. 

    “Is that the same man from last night?” Lennon asked. “The guy from the reservation?” 

    Corbett nodded. “None other than the great Victor Kuruk himself. He’ll be joining me.” 

    “You didn’t mention anything about a breakfast meeting, sir. We really need to stay current on your schedule.” 

    “That’s because I didn’t know I was having a breakfast meeting. But Vic’s not exactly a regular here, so he’s apparently looking for me.” Corbett raised his hand before the other man could speak. “He’s one of the good guys, Walt. Now go join the rest of the boys and have some breakfast. You’re attracting some attention, standing over me like some mother hen.” 

    Lennon sighed heavily and started toward the bar. Victor stepped inside the diner and headed directly for Corbett. 

    “Hello again,” Victor said to Lennon as he passed. 

    “Good morning, Mr. Kuruk,” Lennon responded. “You’re here to see Mr. Corbett?” 

    “I guess I am. Is that allowed?” 

    “Don’t pay him any mind, Vic. Have a seat,” Corbett said.  

    Lennon continued to the bar, and Victor slid in across from Corbett. “Well, he seems to be the protective sort,” Victor said. “So what’s good here? I haven’t been to this place in years.” 

    “What did you have then?” 

    “Uh, pancakes, maybe. The silver dollar stack. That was back when I was doing some work on that western series on Fox. I had to watch my weight because the network execs told the show runner they didn’t want to have to change the name of my character to Chief Fatso.” 

    “Victor, that was like twelve years ago.” 

    “It’s been that long? Huh. Time flies.” Victor pulled out the other menu, opened it, then reached inside his leather jacket for his reading glasses. He peered at the selections, one perfectly manicured eyebrow cocked as he adopted an expression of deep concentration. 

    “Do you read the white man’s words?” he asked. 

    Victor looked at Corbett over the rim of his reading glasses. “I can even understand your forked tongue.” 

    Danielle stepped up to the table, looking harried. She seemed a bit surprised to see Victor. 

    “Dani, you know Victor Kuruk, don’t you?” Corbett said. 

    “Well, yes, but mostly from TV. Hi, Mr. Kuruk,” Danielle said, running a hand through her short dark hair. 

    “Well, hello, Miss Kennedy,” Victor said, pressing the charm button while simultaneously maintaining the role of wise, inscrutable Indian chief. “Of course, I’ve known your father for years, but I’ve never really had the opportunity to speak with you since you were”—Victor held a hand out to his side so his palm was just a little over three feet above the floor—“about this high. I remember your father was annoyed with you because your mother had just bought you a pretty pink dress and you’d gotten it filthy playing with some of the other kids.” 

    Danielle blinked. “Oh, wow. You remember that?” 

    Victor tapped the side of his head. “Unlike Mr. Corbett here, my mind is still very much a steel trap.” 

    “Too bad it’s usually disconnected from your mouth,” Corbett said. “Dani, is Raoul on the grill?” 

    “He is.” 

    “Then I’ll have the Mexican scrambled eggs with extra jalapeño. Go a little light on the cilantro, and bring some chipotle salsa. And a cup of the boldest coffee you have. Vic, you drink coffee?” 

    “Oh, yes.” 

    “Make that two. My inscrutable friend here will have the cinnamon French toast with a generous side of bacon, and toss a sprig of parsley on it so he can still claim he had an ‘all-natural’ breakfast.” 

    Victor frowned. “Cinnamon French toast?” 

    “This time next year, you’ll look back on this moment fondly, Victor.” 

    Victor shrugged. “I see your point. Have those lathered up with an extra helping of unsalted butter, would you, Miss Kennedy? I might as well sacrifice my arteries now.” 

    Danielle nodded as she wrote their orders on a pad. “Sure. Half stick or whole stick?” 

    Victor’s hiked his eyebrow even higher. “You must be joking.” 

    Danielle smiled, and Corbett thought her teeth looked brilliant against the sun-kissed darkness of her face. The small scar on her left cheekbone threw in some hard-won character. She’s a good-looking girl, that Dani. 

    “I was,” she said. 

    “In that case, make it a whole stick,” Victor said, closing the menu and placing it back in the rack behind the sugar and syrup. 

    “Anything else, guys?” Danielle asked. 

    “Good to go here,” Corbett said. 

    “The same,” Victor added. 

    “Okay. Coffee’ll be right up, and I’ll get your orders in right away.”  

    Victor leaned out of the booth slightly, watching her retreating figure. 

    “She’s well out of your age range, Victor,” Corbett said. 

    “I wasn’t checking her out like that. I’m just surprised she can walk so well. Is it true that you sponsored her prosthesis?” 

    “Yep. She’s a Marine, and so am I.” 

    Victor grunted. “I was in the Air Force in the late seventies, you know.” 

    “Damn zoomie. Good thing you didn’t get blown up because I’d leave you hobbling around on your stump.” 

    “Typical of the white man,” Victor said, affecting a hurt expression. 

    Corbett smiled and reached across the table to squeeze Victor’s wrist. “We haven’t really talked in a long while. You’re looking better than ever. Dropping out of the rat race in Los Angeles seems to suit you.” 

    Victor clapped his hand over Corbett’s for a moment, an unusual display of friendship. Despite an intermittent character-acting career in Hollywood that often called for him to chew up some scenery, the real Victor Kuruk wasn’t predisposed to displays of emotion. “It has been a while, hasn’t it, old friend?” Victor said. “What are you now, seventy-two?” 

    “Seventy-three and change. I believe we’re almost eight years apart, right?” 

    “A little more than that. I’ll be sixty-four next March, assuming I live that long.” 

    “I plan on seeing to that, Victor.” 

    “I appreciate that. Would this be an appropriate time to discuss things without drilling into specifics?” 

    Corbett nodded. “Just be mindful we’re in a room full of ears.” 

    “I well know you can’t awaken someone who is pretending to be asleep.” 

    Corbett sighed. “Another one of your Indian proverbs, Victor?” 

    “I’m just waiting to spring this one on you: ‘When the white man discovered this country, Indians were running it. No taxes, no debt, and women did all the work. White man thought he could improve on a system like this.’ Like it?” 

    “Okay. Stop that, all right?” 

    Victor grinned, revealing his perfect teeth. “I haven’t even started yet. Just wait until I have another cup of coffee.” 

    Corbett shook his head. “Damn my life.” 

    Victor sobered. “I spoke with my people last night and into this morning. They’re not dumb, and even those who don’t have television or a radio know something is going on. I didn’t completely explain the details of your plan, but everyone understands that we’ll have to leave the reservation and move into the town. We’re ready, and we intend to come overland. The roads and the highway aren’t really useable right now, given the amount of transient traffic. But we need to know where to go.” 

    Corbett tapped his fingers on the table. “We’ll be standing up temporary housing today, but it’s going to be a while before they’re completed. I have about a dozen pop-out trailers at the high school, but I don’t think that’s going to be enough for all of you.” 

    “No, they won’t be. What about the high school itself? It has multiple rooms, shower facilities, even a cafeteria. Perhaps we could stay there until the temporary housing is completed. I don’t mean to say we’re helpless. We can live under the sky if we need to, but I’d prefer we have some hardened shelter if possible.” 

    “Agreed. I already have plans to build it out and harden it up, so if your folks don’t mind living in a construction zone, I’m good with you being there. I’ll speak to Booker about it. It’s not like class is going to be in session for much longer. Along those lines, I was wondering if you’d allow your police to join up with the town’s.” 

    Victor leaned back in the booth and regarded Corbett over his reading glasses. “I don’t like that proposition very much. A couple of the guys in Single Tree PD are abusive. But I also don’t see much of a way around it.” 

    “I’ll ask Grady to tamp down on them if you give me their names,” Corbett said. 

    “Santoro and Whitter, with Santoro being the bigger offender of the pair.” 

    Corbett considered that. He didn’t know either man, but if they were going to make things difficult, he’d have to find a means to get them squared away. “I’ll see what can be done.” 

    “Dumping their bodies in the desert might be a great start,” Victor said. 

    Corbett raised his eyebrows. “Is it that bad?” 

    “No, not really. But I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a wish-list item.” 

    Corbett snorted. “I hadn’t realized you were still this cold-blooded, Victor. It’s like you never grew up.” 

    “Some things you never leave behind. Besides, I never did any time, so I don’t have much impetus to turn my back on the past.” 

    Corbett pointed at Victor’s scarred knuckles. “And you wear your history well.” 

    Victor tapped a particularly vivid scar on his right hand. “And this is the only one I’m proud of. Want to know how I got it?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Happened when I got into a fight with Hector Aguilar in 1980.” 

    “You actually beat down Hector badly enough to leave a scar like that?” 

    “Well, I was winding up for a punch, and he got so scared he passed out right before I hit him. He fell, and my fist went through the window behind him. But he did piss himself, so it was worth the pain and blood loss.” Victor let out a contented sigh. “Ah, happy memories of a tragically misspent youth. I’m sure if it happened again today, Hector would still pass out, only I’d stumble and fall over his body and wind up pissing myself.” 

    Corbett laughed. “Hey, whatever it takes. A man’s gotta go when he has to go, Vic.” 

    “Indeed,” Victor said with a wry smile. 

    Danielle returned and set two cups and a plastic coffee urn on the table. “Coffee, boys. Careful, it’s hot. Was just brewed.” 

    “Cold coffee’s not high on my got-to-have list,” Corbett said. “Thanks, Dani. And why are you here so early this morning?” 

    Danielle waved around the diner. “It’s hopping, Barry. You can see that, right? This zombie-apocalypse stuff might be hell for the rest of the world, but for Raoul’s Diner, it’s a godsend. For the next day or so, anyway.” 

    “Why only until the next day?” Victor asked. 

    “Because we’re running out of stock, and it doesn’t look like there’s any chance of us getting more. Every sunny spot gets dark eventually, right?” A customer waved at her. “Sorry, gotta jump.”  

    When she walked away from their booth, Victor didn’t follow her with his eyes. “I like her attitude,” he said. “Anyway, she brought up an interesting point—supplies.”  

    Corbett raised his coffee cup to his lips and took a sip. Danielle was right. The stuff was damned hot. “What, you want me to break open the refrigerated trailers and restock Raoul?” 

    “Not at all. Just wondering how we’ll be doing on that front. We have some substantial supplies, but not enough for the entire town. My people would be lucky to make it through the winter, and by then, it’ll all be gone. We’re willing to share, of course.” 

    “I have enough to keep the town going for over a year,” Corbett said. “But face it. Not everyone’s going to make it. So we might be able to eke out a bit more as time goes on.” 

    “And do you think we’ll last that long?” Victor asked. “You’ve seen the images coming out of New York, yes? The streets crawling with the dead?” 

    “That’s New York. We’re in a better position. We’ll button up the approaches, and we’ll stand up our defenses. That’s one reason the housing will take so long to tend to. We need to get the fortifications stood up, or at the very least, the first tier. Once we provide some measure of protection for the town, we’ll be able to start up other operations while the second and third tiers go up. We’re a long way from LA and Las Vegas, so we’ll have some time, but the next week is going to be critical.” 

    Victor nodded. “Los Angeles is going to go down hard. The San Fernando went from bad to worse, and the east side is headed for the same thing. Orange County is bottoming out as well. But I’m more worried about Las Vegas. It’ll take some time for the dead to make it here from Los Angeles, but from Vegas? It’s a fairly straight shot across the desert, and I’m assuming things like Death Valley aren’t going to mean much to people who are already dead.” 

    “Preaching to the choir.” Corbett looked over Victor’s shoulder as the couple sitting in the booth behind him rose and headed for the cashier’s station.  

    The man was a sallow-faced hipster with low-rise jeans, leather loafers, and an expensive-looking sport vest over a short-sleeved polo. His eyes were red-rimmed and bleary as if he had just come off a tremendous vodka bender. His dark hair was spiky, and Corbett couldn’t tell if that was intentional or from a lack of grooming. His companion was shorter and heavier, an effete man with a full beard and a shaven head that bore quite a bit of stubble. His eyes were bright and panicked behind his small, trendy glasses. He wore a gray jogging suit, though Corbett figured the only time he actually ran was when he needed to get to the bathroom in a hurry. 

    The taller man stopped short and turned back to Corbett. “Excuse me. We overheard some of your conversation. Would either of you know anything about San Francisco?” 

    “What about it?” Victor asked. 

    “Is it… is it still there? Is it safe?” 

    Victor exchanged looks with Corbett. Corbett shrugged.  

    Victor shook his head slowly, like some wizened Native American shaman. “Sorry, boys. We don’t know. Not a lot of news about San Francisco. That doesn’t mean anything. It’s just that SF doesn’t get that much airplay out here in the desert.” 

    “Larry, let’s just go,” the shorter man said, taking the taller man’s hand and pulling him away.  

    Once their backs were turned, Corbett shook his head. “Damn, I could never like faggots.” 

    Victor cocked an eyebrow. “It’s the twenty-first century, Barry. If you keep using language like that, people will think you’re just a simple knuckle-dragger.”  

    Corbett took another sip of coffee. He scowled, but it wasn’t because of the hot liquid. He knew he was a man of many faults, but his disdain for homosexuals was one he would never be able to get over. 

    “Hey, I think I know that guy,” Victor said. 

    “You know someone in town? Wow, you really get around,” Corbett said, staring into his coffee cup. 

    Victor said, “Hey, Barry, he’s—” 

    A hand suddenly landed on Corbett’s shoulder, and a loud British accent filled his ears, drowning out Victor’s words. “Barry Corbett! Imagine meeting you here!” 

    Startled, Corbett looked up as hot coffee sloshed about in his cup. The man standing beside him had clear blue eyes that, at first glance, seemed to be full of intelligence. Corbett knew from personal experience that the man was quite clever, but the intellect presented in his gaze merely floated on a sea of icy deceit. His brown hair was going gray at the temples, and his fair skin was showing some red from exposure to the desert sun. He wore a navy-blue blazer over a white collared shirt and gray trousers, with brown tasseled loafers on his feet. In his jacket pocket was a puff-folded kerchief. The man looked as if he were stepping out for a casual but still dressy luncheon in Manhattan as opposed to a small diner in the middle of the California desert. Hovering behind the man—whose obsequious smile was made especially brilliant by expertly crafted porcelain veneers—was an extraordinarily handsome woman who, if Corbett’s guess was correct, had a ton of money behind her. 

    Oh, fucking hell, Corbett thought sourly. As if the zombie apocalypse wasn’t enough. “Jock Sinclair. What a… what a surprise,” he finally managed to say.  

    Sinclair chortled as he seized Corbett’s hand and shook it vigorously, as if they were long-lost mates. Corbett lamented sending Lennon off to the bar, for he would have stopped Sinclair from getting anywhere near him. He glanced over at Victor, who carefully folded up his reading glasses and slid them inside his jacket. Victor didn’t even attempt to conceal his smirk. 

    “Yes, it is a surprise, isn’t it?” Sinclair said, smiling broadly. “Whatever in the world are you doing out here?” He tilted his head, favoring Corbett with a sidewise glance as if he’d arrived at some great deduction. “Oh, but of course. You’re actually from this town, aren’t you?” 

    “Yeah, well… I am,” Corbett said. “So that explains my presence. What are you doing here, Sinclair? I thought you were a resident of Manhattan’s Central Park West.” 

    “We were on our way to Los Angeles when the airlines were grounded.” Sinclair put a hand on the woman’s back and nudged her forward. “Oh yes, please let me introduce my wife. Meredith, this is Barry Corbett, one of America’s greatest living industrialists.”  

    Corbett detected a sneer in Sinclair’s voice, the same one he had been forced to endure for almost an hour when he’d appeared on the silly twat’s television show two years ago. 

    “Good morning,” the woman said, smiling perfunctorily. 

    Sinclair, still smiling like a buffoon, looked at Victor. Victor stared back stoically, the smirk gone. 

    “And who’s this?” Sinclair asked, the wheels in his head obviously turning as he tried to align a man of Victor’s heritage with Corbett’s presence. 

    “No one of consequence, I assure you,” Victor said. 

    “This is Victor Kuruk, leader of a local Indian tribe,” Corbett said. “You’ll like Victor, Sinclair. He’s a self-made man of color leading the charge against white America.” 

    Sinclair tittered as if that were one of the most enjoyable bon mots he’d heard in years. “Oh, is that so? Plotting your revenge here in a diner, are you?” 

    “The best places to kill a man are when he’s eating or sitting on the toilet,” Victor said in a total deadpan. 

    Sinclair’s smile dimmed for an instant as he processed that, then brightened as he tried amping up the charm. “Oh, is that so? Delightful! I’ve never heard that before!” 

    “So, Jock,” Corbett said, “you’re on your way to Los Angeles, are you?” 

    “Well, yes, once we get a few things sorted out,” Sinclair said, still beaming. 

    Corbett sensed something in Sinclair’s response. Oh, here comes the ask. 

    “What do you have to ‘sort out’ in Single Tree, Mr. Sinclair?” Victor asked helpfully, even though Corbett had no doubt he’d already figured out Sinclair was a hanger-on the moment the so-called “television journalist” opened his mouth. At that moment, Corbett could have strangled both of them. 

    “Well, does there happen to be a Maserati dealership in this town?” Sinclair asked, glancing at Victor but keeping his gaze on Corbett. 

    “You want to buy a Maserati?” Corbett asked. It sounded stupid, but he knew how some people worked. To a self-styled international bon vivant like Sinclair, the zombie apocalypse would be the best time to haggle over price. 

    “Actually, I need to repair one. Ours went wonky just outside of town last night.” 

    “This morning,” Meredith corrected. 

    Sinclair waved off her comment with a dismissive gesture. “Yes, well, our car is duffed up, and we need to get it to a dealer so it can be looked after. I’d think that the town that gave rise to the great Barry Corbett would have one hidden away someplace, yeah?” 

    Corbett looked at Victor. “Victor?” 

    Victor shook his head. “Closest Maserati dealership I know of in California is in Bakersfield. Have you tried calling for service? Whenever something happens with my 488, I just call Ferrari, and they send someone out to take care of it.” 

    Corbett fought back a smile. While Victor might have had the money to afford an Italian super car like the Ferrari 488 Gran Turismo Berlinetta, he would never buy such a thing. When he wasn’t on his precious Harley, Victor drove around in a restored yellow 1978 Dodge Power Wagon Club Cab. An extremely nice Dodge Power Wagon but nothing like a Ferrari. 

    Sinclair’s smile dimmed a little bit. “Ah. Yes, well, we do have roadside service, but I can’t seem to get through on my phone. Our service appears to be restricted out here. I can only surmise it’s because we have a New York number.” 

    “Well, I can help you out there,” Victor said, pulling an iPhone 6 out of his jacket.  

    Corbett raised his eyebrows when he saw it. “You actually bought one of those?” 

    Victor looked indignant. “Of course not. It was a gift.” He unlocked the phone and handed it to Sinclair, who took it with a dubious look.  

    Sinclair handed the phone to his wife. “Meredith, would you be so kind?” 

    “Sure thing, Jock,” she said. Her tone indicated she did in fact mind.  

    Corbett sipped some more coffee as he looked around the diner. The members of his detail were watching him, but no one had gotten up to see if he needed anything, like maybe putting a bullet through whatever passed for Sinclair’s brain. Corbett realized he could end it all right now by calling them over, but the last thing he wanted was for Sinclair to cause a ruckus. 

    “Really, it is fantastic seeing you here,” Sinclair gushed. 

    “I admit that you weren’t someone I’d anticipated running into,” Corbett said. “Especially after that hit piece you tried to ram down my throat a few years ago.” 

    Sinclair waved dismissively. “Oh, that. That was business, Barry! It has nothing to do with my real position on your industry. Without people like you, we’d have no energy, no fuel, no rechargeable power sources—” 

    “And no global warming, I believe you stated,” Corbett said. 

    Victor crossed his arms, enjoying the show. “Oh, is that how you two met?” 

    “Barry, really, you’re not still upset about that, are you?” Sinclair asked, adopting an aggrieved expression. “That was just for the telly. Tell me you’re not holding a grudge!” 

    “I’m not, Jock. As a matter of fact, I don’t give a damn what you might think of me.” Corbett took another drink of his coffee. 

    Sinclair’s mouth fell open. “Oh. Well, I do hope there’s something I can do—” 

    “Sir? I’m sorry, but does your phone work?” Meredith edged toward the table as more people entered the diner and pushed past her, hunting for a place to sit. She held Victor’s phone out to him.  

    Victor took the iPhone, frowning. “Well, it did about an hour ago.” He thumbed his way across the icons on the screen and tried to place a call. He held the phone to his ear for a few seconds then scowled and put the phone back in his jacket pocket. “My sincere apologies, madam, but I guess the service is down now.” 

    “Telecommunications are fragile, Vic,” Corbett said. “They weren’t going to last for long, anyway. Not with what’s going on.” 

    Sinclair looked around the diner. “Well, perhaps a landline?” 

    “Jock, you’re not going to get your car fixed,” Corbett said. “It’s well past time for that. What do you think Maserati is going to do, send a technician out here from Bakersfield?” 

    Meredith turned to Sinclair, a look of concern cutting through the exhaustion on her face. “But without the car, how will we get to San Francisco? Is there bus or train service from here?” 

    Corbett shook his head. “No trains out here, and I have no idea if there’s even a ghost of a chance of you getting on a bus. I wouldn’t even know where you could get one.” 

    “The McDonald’s farther up Main Street,” Victor said. “Those of us who are less fortunate than Mr. Corbett here are quite used to riding on the Eastern Sierra Transit Authority coaches. They usually leave for Reno at eight forty-five every Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday.” 

    “But today is Wednesday,” Sinclair said. 

    “Yes. It is.” Victor looked up at Sinclair’s wife. “So where are you staying?” 

    “The Trail’s End,” she said. 

    Corbett chuckled. “Oh you are, are you? How do you find the accommodations there, Jock?” 

    Sinclair pursed his lips. “I find them… very basic.” 

    “Make room, folks. Chow coming through,” Danielle said. She moved toward the booth, carrying Corbett and Victor’s breakfast on a wide serving tray.  

    As Sinclair and Meredith stepped aside, Victor half stood and took the tray from Danielle. He held it while she removed the plates and put them on the table.  

    She flashed him a smile. “Thanks, Mr. Kuruk. Do you guys need more coffee?” 

    “Please call me Victor, and more coffee would be fantastic when you can,” Victor said, handing her back the serving tray. 

    “Great.” Danielle turned and looked at Sinclair and his wife. “Folks, if you’re here for breakfast, it’ll be more enjoyable if you have a seat.” 

    Sinclair’s face reddened, but he only said, “Yes, well, perhaps we should.” He looked down at Corbett. “Good to see you again, Barry.” 

    “Yeah, good luck to you, Jock. Hope you make it to LA, or San Francisco, or wherever you’re headed.” 

    “Thank you. See you later on, perhaps.” 

    The pair moved deeper into the restaurant. Corbett idly wondered why Sinclair’s wife stayed with him. She had to know that, underneath all the phony charm and his dazzling American-made smile, Sinclair was such a wanker that his picture was probably presented as an example of the word’s meaning in the Oxford Dictionary. 

    “Well, that was exciting,” Victor said, pulling his plate toward him. He leaned over and sniffed the French toast. “Hey, you might have been right about the French toast. It smells fantastic.” He picked up the sprig of parsley. “Ha-ha, very funny.” 

    “I hope that fucker gets out of here,” Corbett said, staring at Sinclair, who was settling at a small table in the center of the diner. 

    “Why? Is he ruining your appetite?” Victor asked as he poured maple syrup on his French toast. “Oh, lovely. There is about half a stick of butter on these!” 

    “Trust me, Victor. If that man doesn’t get out of town before things get too hot, he’s going to cause us a whole lot of trouble. You think Hector’s a pain in the ass? You just met the man who broke the mold.” Corbett draped his napkin across his lap. Picking up his silverware, he regarded the hot breakfast and was overcome by a wave of discouragement. Seeing Jock Sinclair had indeed ruined his appetite. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Reese’s dreams were full of gunfire, smoke, death, and the dead. 

    Blood-slicked ghouls poured out of Cedars-Sinai with such rapidity that it was as though the hospital were vomiting out its rotting guts in one long, moaning, shambling rush. Reese found he was not alone. Bates and Miriam Pallata were with him. Half-eaten bodies and limbs were strewn everywhere. Billowing swarms of flies descended on the remains, and flocks of black birds pecked at them, getting their fill of decaying meat and tissue and ravaged organs. Blood covered everything, and the streets glistened with a ruddy hue as the sun tried to shine through a blanket of acrid, toxic smoke. Los Angeles was on fire. 

    The dead closed in on them, their footfalls as loud as thunder and as impactful as an earthquake. A chorus of moans and grunts preceded them, a mounting dirge belted out by hundreds of dry vocal cords as the ghouls stalked toward them on dead limbs, arms outstretched, bloody fingers curled into claws. Several of them waddled, so full that they appeared to be close to bursting. And still, they wanted more. 

    Bates opened up first, his shotgun tearing through the dead’s leading ranks, mowing them down with a flurry of buckshot. Pallata joined him, her carbine sounding high and tinny compared to the full-throated blare of Bates’s Remington. Reese felt the weight of his 870 in his hands, and he shouldered the weapon and fired. He emptied the magazine almost immediately, and by then, the dead were swarming over Bates, taking him down even as he fired his pistol into the mass with one hand and swung his baton in a wide arc with the other. Pallata screamed as another group appeared to their right, coming up on her from behind. Reese hurled the shotgun at them and pulled his Glock from its holster, but there was no way to save her. The pack descended, tearing away her uniform shirt then ripping her breasts into shredded meat. A ghoul pulled one of her large nipples into its mouth, making it disappear in a torrent of bright-red blood. 

    Reese felt the cold hands of the zombies on his shoulders, weighing him down even as he tried to turn and fight. He was pressed down onto the blood-slick surface of Gracie Allen Drive as a dozen sets of slashing teeth— 

    He snapped awake then floundered about in the semidarkness, not recognizing it at first. He was lying on a narrow cot, a thin blanket covering him. The cot shook, and he lashed out with both hands. He was soaked in sweat, and his heart hammered in his chest. 

    Bates stood at the foot of the cot, kicking it with his foot. “Time to get back at it, Reese,” Bates said, his voice thick from exhaustion, making his words sound more like a cadenced growl. Gunfire cracked somewhere outside. 

    Reese lowered his arms and sat up on the cot. He threw aside the blanket and lowered his feet to the floor. He was still wearing his pants and a white T-shirt. One of his black socks was beginning to unravel, allowing him a glimpse of his left big toe. A nice collection of black lint was visible beneath the corner of his toenail. 

    “Reese, you with me?” Bates asked. “You know where you are?” 

    “What’s with the shooting?” Reese croaked. 

    “What do you think? The dead have been walking up on the station for the past two hours. You slept through one hell of a gunfight. I guess you sure know how to get your sleep on.” Bates raised his head slightly as a pounding chatter tore through the air. He smiled. “Hear that? That’s a triple-barreled .50-caliber. The GAU-19, God’s gift to heavy-duty machine guns.” He bent over, grabbed Reese’s wrinkled dress shirt from the floor, and threw it across Reese’s lap. “Get dressed. We need to roll back to the hospital in fifteen minutes.” 

    Reese’s heart did a flip. The hospital… “We’re going back?” he asked, wondering if his voice gave away his fear. 

    A shadow flitted across Bates’s face, and Reese knew then that even the stoic Sergeant Bates didn’t want to go back to the killing ground of Cedars-Sinai. 

    “If you’ve got some clean clothes in your locker, you’ve maybe got enough time to take a quick shower and change into them,” Bates said. “I heard there’s a Meals-on-Wheels at the hospital. We can chow down there.” 

    “Are the dead coming out of the apartments?” Reese asked, thinking of the apartment buildings across Wilcox. “Is that what the Guard’s shooting at?” 

    Bates snorted. “No, man. They’re coming down out of the hills. The poor people left or died two days ago. Now, it’s the rich people looking to take a bite out of the LAPD’s collective ass.” 

     

    ### 

     

    As Reese and the rest of the cops—there were fewer of them now, he noticed—stepped off the bus in the parking lot of Cedars-Sinai, he saw that the National Guard had been busy overnight. They had erected massive walls of sandbags that housed fighting positions, decontamination areas, and funneled kill zones. A pile of bodies lay in one corner, at least six deep and almost eight feet high, a gigantic mound of rotting flesh. Reese stared at it, transfixed. Even though he had long known that Los Angeles was a festering sore of disease and mayhem masked by the glitter and palm trees and the celebrity haute couture, he had never expected to see bodies stacked like that anywhere in the Southland. Not even in Crenshaw or Compton during the crack epidemic of the 1980s had he come across such a sight. Plenty of LAPD blue were mixed in the pile, as well as some Army uniforms. A tremendous horde of flies had settled on the corpses, like some sort of buzzing localized dust storm. A few Guardsmen clad in protective gear were loading the bodies into a five-ton truck. A man in a FEMA jacket was overseeing the operation, his face hidden behind a protective mask. 

    “Something else you don’t see every day,” Bates said as he climbed down from the bus behind Reese. “Seems to be a new trend.” 

    “No kidding,” Reese responded. “I’m kind of thinking it’s not the last time we’re going to see something like that, either.” 

    There was a food truck on site, secured by Guardsmen and manned by a couple of Latino men. Reese was amazed to find that he was quite hungry, despite the grisly tableau on the corner. Looks like I’m already getting used to the zombie apocalypse. It’s just the new normal. 

    A line of Black Hawks flew by, the sound of their passage echoing off the hospital buildings like grating thunder. As Reese looked up at them, he noticed that several windows in the hospital had been shattered. The Max Factor Family Tower that loomed over the entrance to the emergency department was pockmarked from gunfire. Windows had been broken there too, leaving behind dark, empty gaps that made Reese think of missing teeth. The remains of an ambulance sat nearby, its twisted form riddled from bullets and, he guessed, one or two grenades, as well. The street was cracked and cratered in places. A child’s severed hand lay next to the curb. 

    “Hey, what the hell happened here?” Reese asked one of the Guardsmen standing security by the food truck. 

    “The zombies are everywhere, sir,” the Guardsman replied. The younger man’s eyes were red and narrowed into slits. He clutched his M4 rifle across his chest, holding onto it with gloved hands like a lifeline. Judging by the amount of brass cartridges littering the street, maybe it was. 

    “They come out of that ambulance over there?” Bates asked as he stepped into the food line. 

    “Some did,” the Guardsman said. He pointed up at the windows. “Most of them came out of the hospital. About a dozen of the fuckers jumped right out, trying to land on us. It was intense.” 

    “And this is where I ask if you guys cleared the building, since we’re standing right under it,” Reese said. 

    “It’s been cleared, sir. And we run patrols through it around the clock. Anyone who passes away gets drilled through the head.” As the Guardsman spoke, a single shot cracked above them. The report was muffled by walls. “Just like that.” 

    “You do wait until they’re dead, right?” 

    The Guardsman shifted his eyes away. “I do,” he said. 

    Bates took a breakfast burrito, two plain doughnuts, and a cup of coffee. Reese had the same. They ate quickly, standing with the rest of the cops near a sandbagged revetment topped with concertina wire. A haggard LAPD lieutenant named Newman spotted Reese and walked over. 

    “Hello, Newman,” Reese said, imitating the greeting from Seinfeld as well as he could with a mouthful of hot burrito. 

    “Hey, Reese. You’re the relief rotation site commander?” 

    “Looks like it.” 

    Lieutenant Newman looked at him with eyes that appeared to be absolutely shell-shocked. “I lost four guys last night. You want to make sure your command is ready and able to fight. It’s only getting worse.” 

    “We had some trouble yesterday as well,” Reese said. 

    “Listen, there are parts of the hospital that we don’t go into anymore. We let the Guard handle it. Something happens, they go in and clean house. Sometimes not all of them come out, and sometimes, there’s collateral damage. It’s just the way it is, all right?” 

    Reese frowned. “You mean you let the Guard take over from the LAPD?” 

    Newman snorted humorlessly. “It’s a fucking war, Reese. We’re cops. They’re soldiers. Who would you want to send into a firefight? We had a team from Metro roll in at four thirty in the morning to help out. They never rolled out.” 

    Bates looked up from his doughnut. “What do you mean, Lou?” 

    Newman shook his head. “They went down. Hard. Some of them are still up there, but they’re not exactly serving and protecting anymore.” A flurry of gunshots rang out from inside the hospital, and heads turned toward the building. Newman nodded slowly. “That’s the Guard, taking care of them. But Reese, there’s something else you need to know. It’s fucking weird, man. Like, weird enough to make you want to shit yourself.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “Sometimes, these things… sometimes they remember shit, man. One of the soldiers actually started shooting after he became a fucking zombie. I mean he took aim and started shooting guys in the legs. And one of our guys who turned did the same thing.” He turned and pointed at the shot-up ambulance. “That? You’ll never believe me, but a damn stench drove it in. And it was full of zombies.” 

    Reese chuckled. “You’re full of shit, Newman. I’ve seen these things. They can barely walk a straight line. But they sure do love to eat.” 

    “You’ll see,” Newman said quietly. “You’ll see it for yourself.” 

    “Yeah, I guess I will. Who’s in command of the Guard? Is it still Narvaez?” 

    “Who? Oh, you mean the old company commander?” 

    “Yeah. Captain Bobby Narvaez. These are his troops, right? The same guys who came to Hollywood Station?” Reese waved a hand around the hospital. 

    “Right. That guy. Yeah, he’s over there, probably near the top.” Newman pointed at the pile of bodies. “He bit the big burrito about two hours ago, when he tried to tear out Plosser’s throat.” 

    Reese blinked. “What? How did that happen?” 

    “The guy just keeled over. Wasn’t bitten or anything, just dropped to the deck during a clearing operation. When his guys checked on him, he’d already turned into a stench. We figure he dropped from a heart attack or aneurism or something. Whatever it was, it hit him hard and fast. After that, and I mean right after that, he became a stench. That’s something else to watch out for. When someone dies, they turn and damn quick.” 

    Reese was taken aback by the news. “Okay… so who’s in charge now?” 

    “A lot of these guys came in last night. Two companies of shooters. There’s a lieutenant colonel in charge now. His name’s Morton, a big black guy who looks like he could take out the entire San Francisco offensive line.” 

    “Okay, where is he?” 

    “Inside. The Guard set up an operations center on the first floor. We’re running out of the mobile CP.” Newman pointed at a big RV in LAPD livery surrounded by concertina wire and sandbags. A piece of fabric stuck in the wire fluttered in the dry morning breeze. It looked as though someone—or something—had tried to get through. “Another gift from Metro, when there was some talk of them taking over.” 

    “Are they?” Bates asked. 

    Newman snorted. “From what I hear, there is no Metro anymore.” He took a gulp of coffee. “What’s happening at the station house? We’re having some trouble getting updates.” 

    “Staffing is a problem. When we left, it was secure. But they have some issues with zombies walking up. The Guard and our guys had it under control when we left. Pallata’s in charge. Marshall dropped off the grid.” 

    Newman grinned. “Well, just think, she could’ve been Mrs. Reese a decade ago.” 

    “Yeah, so that’s the update from my side,” Reese said. “Enjoy the bridal suite while you can. Anything else for us?” 

    Newman shook his head. His face looked gray in the growing light of day. “Nah. You hook up with Morton. He’ll tell you what the current picture is. Later.” He spun around and headed for the bus. The rest of the previous shift’s cops were already boarding it, and some of Reese’s detachment were leaving their impromptu picnic area and heading to fill in their positions. 

    “Bates, you want to come with me to talk with his Morton guy, or you want to take charge out here?” Reese asked. 

    “You go have your powwow. I’ll be in the command post, or you can reach me on the ROVER.” 

    Reese finished the last of his burrito and put the bag of doughnuts in one of the cargo pockets on his thigh for later. After taking another hit of coffee, he picked up his shotgun. It was going to be a long, miserable day. 

    “I’ll catch up to you soon,” he told Bates then turned and headed toward the entrance to the emergency department.  

    The Guardsmen on watch there eyed him suspiciously but allowed him access after he identified himself. The emergency department had been turned into a miniature fortress during the hours Reese had been away. Fighting positions had been established everywhere, along with a zone reserved for triaging incoming patients. There was blood on the carpet in several spots, and Reese wondered if the triage was done with a 5.56-millimeter bullet. 

    A Guardsman led him to the command desk set up behind a row of sandbags, almost a bunker inside the building. There wasn’t a lot of room there, but three men were monitoring radios. The glow of laptop screens filled the room.  

    Lieutenant Colonel James Morton sat at one of the narrow desks next to another radio. “You the incoming LAPD liaison?” he asked in a deep baritone, barely looking up from his laptop. Newman’s description had been accurate. Morton was a huge black man with shoulders that seemed five feet wide. His tactical gear made him look even larger. His hair was so closely cropped to his skull that he appeared to be almost bald. The thin mustache above his full lips seemed to have more hair than his head did. 

    “Yeah, I’m Detective Three Reese. I heard you lost Narvaez last night.” Reese didn’t offer to shake hands, and Morton didn’t seem to mind. 

    “We lost him, along with six other troops,” Morton said. “Narvaez went out easy. The other guys were either bitten or actually torn apart. Is the Hollywood Bowl in your area of operations?” 

    “Yes. Why?” 

    “FEMA and the CDC are setting up a refugee center there. I know why FEMA’s doing it, but I’m not so sure why the CDC is involved. Can you fill in that blank for me?” 

    “I didn’t even know about a refugee center at the bowl.” 

    Morton finally looked up from his laptop. To say the big lieutenant colonel didn’t have a pleasant face would have been an understatement. In the laptop’s bluish glow, it looked almost demonic. “Just how far down the food chain are you, Detective… Reese, you said your name was?” 

    “Yeah. I run the homicide desk at Hollywood Station, so patrol missions wouldn’t normally be in my wheelhouse. I have a patrol sergeant on my detail, so if you want information regarding what’s happening up at the Bowl, he might know more about it. Anything specific you need?” 

    “Yeah, how will they secure the area? I’ve been checking the maps. It’s not exactly remote, and it’s surrounded by high-speed approaches. They’ve already relocated about a thousand people up there, and putting them in an undefended area like that is pretty much like setting out a warm buffet and pounding on a skillet with a spoon. How many patrolmen do you still have on duty?” 

    “As of last night at around three a.m., I was told maybe a hundred, max.” 

    Morton shook his head. “Well, listen, once things heat up over there, a hundred guys aren’t going to be able to do shit. And we don’t have the manpower right now. Most of the Guard was sent farther south. We have regular line units spooling up from Joint Base Lewis-McCord and Fort Irwin, but speed is something Big Army doesn’t do well. The Marines are being held down in San Diego. LA’s an Army show, at least for now.” 

    Reese nodded. “Okay. I’ll pass that back to my area commander. Anything else on that, or can we move on?” 

    “What’s on your mind, Reese?” 

    “I heard you guys are giving people the ballistic pain reliever if they show up with anything looking like a bite wound. I’ll assume you don’t discriminate on age, race, or sex.” 

    Morton slowly pushed himself to his feet. He was just as tall as his size had promised, maybe six-four. Reese wasn’t a small guy, but Morton had a couple of inches and probably forty pounds on him, even without the gear. “These are desperate times, Detective Reese. I have troops to protect and a sizeable portion of a major metropolitan area to stabilize.” 

    “That include murdering people, Colonel? You know, like maybe a little kid who got bitten by a dog instead of a zombie? Or do you guys take the time to ascertain the nature of the injuries these people come in with?” 

    “We depend on the emergency department staff to make those determinations,” Morton said. “We have our own medical personnel assisting them, but we don’t decide who gets sterilized. The civilians in charge of this facility indicate who’s been bitten by a stench.” 

    “And you just take care of it from there?” 

    “Reese…” Morton looked as if he might be about to lose his shit, then he got himself squared away. “I take my orders from Sacramento. This is what I’ve been told to do. I don’t like this duty one damn bit, but I know these are the only measures that are going to mean anything.” 

    Reese understood the rationale behind the decision. He also pretty much accepted it as necessary, but that still didn’t give him the option of forgetting he wore a badge. “The governor and his staff will pass that on to any survivors who might’ve lost a family member to your tender mercies, right?” 

    “You talk a good game. You know, your Lieutenant Newman wasn’t too bothered by this last night when the stenches started popping up left and right.” 

    “Newman’s a lazy piece-of-shit reject from Boston who still gets a boner whenever he overhears someone mention Bill Belichick. He doesn’t give a damn about this city, and he never did.” 

    “And you do, is that it?” 

    “I remember what I’m here for. If I didn’t, I would have been long gone.” Reese looked around the mini-bunker. “As you can see, things have changed a bit since I took my oath.” 

    “You do whatever you think is right, Reese. You’re the civilian command authority here, and I can’t stop you from doing a damn thing. But I have my orders, and my orders are to put down stenches.” Morton glared at Reese, his face an impenetrable mask.  

    Reese didn’t doubt that the National Guard officer’s orders galled him, but Reese didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter. “You need to be careful in who you kill,” Reese said. “That’s it. Use all due caution, but if it comes to light that you and your guys made mistakes once this is all over, then you’re going to have guys like me taking a hard look at you—that means a murder rap. And saying you’re acting under orders from Sacramento sounds great right now, in the heat of things, but the reality is, you know better than to commit mass murder. Can you say that you’re a hundred-percent certain the men under your command haven’t done that? That maybe even you haven’t done that?” 

    Morton’s expression didn’t change, but a slight tremor went through the uniforms running the radios. They glanced up at Morton surreptitiously, and that bothered Reese something awful. Reese was certain some questionable shit had gone down. 

    “So what’s your advice, Detective?” Morton asked, ignoring the telltale reactions of the comms team.  

    “Don’t kill the living. Blast the ever-living shit out of the dead, but don’t kill the living. That’s not your job, no matter what the politicians tell you. Because if the hammer starts to swing the other way, they’ll throw you and your guys under the bus in a heartbeat.” 

    Morton smiled thinly. “You think they’ll even have the chance, Reese? You did take a look around outside, right?” 

    “No, I don’t think there’s much of a chance of the politicians coming after you. I think this town is on the edge of going over. But I still have to do my job, which is protect the public. And if it turns out I have to protect them from the National-fucking-Guard, along with the zombies, then that’s what I’m going to do.” 

    “That’s a shame, Reese. Because I’m not going to let some hair shirt with a badge try to tie my hands behind my back.” 

    “I don’t tie anyone’s hands behind their back.” Reese reached behind him and pulled his handcuffs from his belt. “I use these, and not in a Christian Grey kind of way.” 

    Morton snorted. “You might be an old bull, but you still got balls on you. Gotta give you that much. How old are you, if I can ask?” 

    “Fifty-four. What is this, you going to start a profile for me on eHarmony?” 

    “Just idle curiosity, Detective.” Morton shrugged. “So… we appear to be between a rock and a hard place.” 

    “Not really. Stop executing people, and we won’t have a problem.” 

    Morton’s brow furrowed. “We’re not ‘executing people’ here, Reese.” 

    Reese looked pointedly at the communications team. “Really? They seem kind of nervous about this discussion we’re having. Why is that, Morton? Tell you what, let me go pull the security camera tapes. I’ll take a look at the video in the command post. If everything is cool, we’re going to get along fine. If I see shit I don’t like”—Reese held up the handcuffs again—“then I’ll be back. And you might be one big son of a bitch, Morton, but this ‘hair shirt’ hasn’t gotten by this long by being a pussy.” 

    “Fucker, you do whatever you want,” Morton said, his voice sharp and loud. “I’ve got work to do. Sergeant Kidd! You out there?” 

    One of the Guardsmen standing security outside the room peered into the bunker area. “Right here, sir.” 

    “This piece of shit is leaving,” Morton said, pointing a thick finger at Reese. “Make sure he gets out safely.” 

    “Yes, sir.” The Guardsman stepped toward the door. “Officer, you want to come with me, please?” He pulled his rifle into both hands, staring at Reese’s shotgun. 

    Reese put his cuffs back in their pouch. “Sure thing,” he said, locking eyes with the towering National Guard commander. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Even though it was October, the days in the California desert at the foot of Mount Whitney were still hot and dry. The eight work crews digging the trenches in the parched soil certainly knew it. Using a combination of bulldozers and backhoes to tear great rents in the earth all around the town of Single Tree, they would work day and night until they were done. The almost three hundred workers had arrived over the past few days in trucks, RVs, and buses. All the transportation had been bought by Barry Corbett when possible or leased when purchase was not an option. The equipment was all company-owned, so there were no inquisitive third parties who needed to have their curiosity satisfied every hour. 

    The foreman, Randall Klaff, was a short, burly Texan with a Fu Manchu mustache. He had never thought much of California and would have been happy if the entire fruity state had slid into the Pacific, never to be heard from again. But the zombie apocalypse—“zompoc,” some of the men called it—had reset everyone’s personal compass. While Klaff would have been content to watch the world burn, Dallas, his home, was thought to be living on borrowed time. When Corbett had taken Klaff into his confidence and explained what was happening, what would likely happen, and what would happen to him and his family, Klaff had signed on for the California job in a heartbeat. Klaff had seen Corbett’s diagrams, and while he thought the old man was probably pissing away a hundred million bucks or so on some shitty desert town, he had thrown in with him because he promised to keep Klaff and his family safe.  

    So he stood in the scrubby desert, sweating beneath his George Strait Lambert straw cowboy hat, one of several he had bought at Cavender’s earlier in the year. The work was nothing new to him. It was mostly the same as digging up the landscape while exploiting new oil fields, with the difference being that the current hole wouldn’t be hundreds of feet deep and ten wide. It would be ten feet deep and almost forty miles in circumference, except where oil, gas, and water mains fed into the town.  

    “Good enough for me,” Klaff had said. 

    He oversaw the first day’s work from seven in the morning through seven at night. The shifts would be long and hard, and when the job was done, they’d move on to other efforts. He shared responsibility for the trenching with another foreman named Danny Tresko. Tresko was ten years younger and had no problem working overnights. At forty-eight, Klaff found nighttime work no longer appealed to him, so he was content to let Tresko take over even if the younger man wore his hair long like some Mexican whore. 

    The men and machines worked their way across the desert, in plain sight of the highway that led into town. Traffic there was backed up but still moving. That would change when he started chewing up the concrete with the heavy equipment. Corbett’s security teams would come in handy at that point. Klaff would never win a Mr. Sensitivity Award, but he’d seen the images on the nightly news. What Corbett had told him might come to pass was in full swing, and that left even a man as remote and uninterested as Klaff feeling the undertow of panic and fear tugging at him.  

    Every day, the news was worse. New York was on fire. Washington had fallen. Miami was a killing ground. Houston was in total lockdown, and the authorities in New Orleans and Birmingham were already losing the fight. He’d even heard there had been a dead-rise in Single Tree. 

    Klaff understood his role in the grand scheme of life was to be a glorified ditchdigger, and that didn’t bother him at all. Even if he didn’t have hands as big as frying pans and fingers about as dexterous as Jimmy Dean sausages, his dyslexia and his squeamishness at the sight of blood pretty much queered any chance he might have of becoming a neurosurgeon. Klaff had only seen blood twice, once when a crane collapsed on some guy, smashing him flatter than a pancake, and the second time when a big wellbore drill bit had ripped off a guy’s arm. Klaff had held it together while on site in both instances, but as soon as he’d gotten home, he’d tossed up three weeks’ worth of Whataburger. 

    The Single Tree job consisted of excavating straight trenches in friable soil without a lot of stickiness due to a summer season’s lack of moisture. The only impediments were miles of creosote bushes, some Joshua trees, and the occasional yucca plant, nothing that could stop a dozer. And the plans weren’t within seventy feet of impacting the water table, so other than some stones and the piping that had already been marked by the initial survey teams, there wasn’t a lot to worry about. All they had to do was dig. 

    “Hey, Randy!”  

    Klaff sat in his pickup truck a bit away from the work site, slurping away at a giant Styrofoam cup of coffee from the Single Tree Bistro, the only coffee shop open early in the morning. He looked around and saw Chester Dawson, a twentysomething whipcord-thin Taiwanese man, pointing past his truck. Chester had started working for Klaff a couple of years ago, and while Klaff had been initially suspicious of a Chinaman’s—Taiwanese, he mentally corrected himself—work habits, Chester was actually a pretty good digger. Plus, he had a nice South Texas twang, which coming from an Asian guy, delivered a lot of entertainment. 

    “What is it?” Klaff shouted back. 

    “Someone’s comin’!” Chester said, pointing again. 

    With a groan, Klaff turned in the seat and looked out the rear window of the cab. Some guy was stumbling through the desert, headed toward the work site. His clothes were a mess, and Klaff was certain he saw dust falling from the man’s bony shoulders with each step he took. 

    Whoa, looks like this guy’s been out here for a while. He immediately figured it was some motorist whose ride had broken down somewhere on the highway, but that didn’t explain what the hell he was doing coming there. With plenty of cars and trucks on the highway, someone should’ve been able to help him out. Maybe he’d been heading toward US-395 and had seen the work site and changed course. 

    Klaff climbed out of the truck then reached back inside. He had a cooler in the back, full of water and some beers for lunchtime. He grabbed a bottle of water, just in case. There was no chance he was going to offer a Lone Star to a stranger even if the guy was coming out of the desert. 

    “Let’s go check it out, Chester,” he called as he squared his straw hat on his head.  

    The man had clearly seen them. He was stumbling toward them at a faster clip, bumbling his way through the creosote. 

    “Uh, y’all sure about that?” Chester asked. 

    “Well, Chester, what the hell are you afraid of? Looks like some poor old sumbitch got himself lost out here. The least we can do is check on him and make sure he’s all right.” 

    Chester trotted over to the truck and put his hands on its hood, his eyes narrowed against the morning light beneath the brim of his weathered Texas Rangers ball cap. “Randy, I think we ought to wait.” 

    “Well, shit, boy. Where were you raised up, some little renegade island province of China? Don’t you know what the hell common decency is?”  

    One of the bulldozers ground to a halt, and its driver half-leaned out of the cab to shout something. Klaff couldn’t make out the words over the thrum of the big diesel. 

    “I was raised in Calallen, damn it,” Chester said. He smelled like tobacco, and Klaff wrinkled his nose at the stench. “And I dunno, somethin’ about that guy looks really fuckin’ weird.” 

    The driver of the stopped dozer yelled again.  

    Klaff waved at him. “Yeah, yeah, we see the guy! Get back to work!” 

    The driver retreated into the bulldozer’s cab and went back to his job. Klaff turned and looked at the man approaching them. He was about a hundred or so feet away and looked absolutely filthy, as though he’d been in the desert a long, long time. 

    “Guy looks almost dead on his feet,” he said. 

    “Yeah, that’s what I’m tryin’ to tell you. You folks from above Galveston don’t have a lot of common sense, right?” 

    Klaff frowned, the way any North Texan and born son of Fort Worth would have. “What are you trying to tell me, Chester?” 

    “I’m tryin’ to tell you that guy really is dead! Look at him, for Christ’s sake!” 

    “Chester, taking the Lord’s name in—wait a minute, now. Are you telling me that’s a zombie headed our way?” Klaff turned and peered at the man. If the zombies were real, that guy certainly fit the bill. 

    “You know, Randy, I have a feelin’ you’d really clean up on Family Feud,” Chester said. “You got a gun on you?” 

    “Hell no, I don’t have a gun. We’re in California, not Texas!”  

    As the figure shambled closer, it veered a little to head straight for Klaff and Chester. Klaff tried to figure what he could use as a weapon. He could hop in the truck and run the thing down, but part of him feared it really was just some lost guy. Spending time in Single Tree’s jail would cut into his overtime earnings. He looked in the truck’s bed. All sorts of implements lay there. He tossed the bottle of water inside and reached for a shovel. 

    “Okay, I guess I can give him a line drive off the head if he’s a brain-eater,” Klaff said. He was developing a real case of the jelly-bellies right now. He had no idea what would happen if he beaned the guy on the head with a shovel in full swing, but he was certain it would involve a lot of blood. 

    Chester jumped up onto the side of the truck’s bed. He grabbed the handle of a pickax and slid back down to his feet. “I’ll back you up.” 

    “Yeah, thanks a million.” 

    By the time the figure closed to within twenty-five yards of the truck, it was pretty clear Chester had been right. The walking corpse was dressed in the tattered remains of a business suit, and its shoes were battered and torn. Its eyes were covered by a film of dust, making Klaff wonder how it could even see. Maybe it was guided by smell, or it had some supernatural mechanism that led it to living prey. Given that a dead person was walking toward them, the latter didn’t sound so farfetched. 

    The corpse stopped ten yards away and seemed to regard Klaff and Chester with its dead, dry eyes for a few seconds. It stood stock-still, and Klaff figured that was because it wasn’t breathing, so there were no biological processes going on that might cause movement, no motion of the diaphragm, no pulse of blood through its veins, no nothing. The bulldozers ground to a halt, and from the corner of his eye, Klaff saw Jose Ramos jump out of his backhoe. Ramos reached under it, wrenched the rig’s tire iron out of its clip, then hurried toward Klaff’s truck. 

    The zombie took in a deep, dry breath and released it in a single, monotone moan that sounded like rocks rubbing together. It reached toward Klaff and Chester as it stiffly marched forward, its jaws spread, revealing dry, yellowed teeth inside a dusty maw. 

    Klaff swung his shovel like Babe Ruth dinging a meatball pitch. The shovel hit the zombie square in the head, and the blade ripped right through its skull, chopping off the top three inches of bone and yanking the desiccated brain out of the pan with a dry pop. The zombie collapsed as if its legs had suddenly vanished. The section of skull bounced off the truck with a rattle, and the brain flopped to the ground with a semi-wet plop. 

    Klaff moaned, feeling his gut roil. Then, he realized there was no blood, just a black substance that kind of looked like pulpy motor oil. He let out a sour-smelling belch, and his stomach leveled out. Klaff was grateful. He didn’t want to puke in front of the boys. 

    “You guys all right?” Ramos screamed as he pounded to a stop beside Chester. He peered down at the corpse lying beside the truck. “Holy shit. It’s a fucking zombie, man!” 

    Klaff felt a tremor go through him when his adrenaline-charged body finally checked in with his brain. He had just killed a zombie. A zombie that had come out from the desert. “Where there’s one, there’s more,” he said, and his voice sounded weak and distant. 

    More men joined them. Klaff swallowed hard and looked at the mountain-studded horizon. Chester and Ramos did as well, while the rest of the guys hovered over the motionless corpse, gawking at it. 

    We have to tell Barry about this, Klaff thought. If these things are already walking up on us, then we’re in a heap of trouble. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Goddamn it, if you make me shit myself, I’ll make sure you guys burn,” Clarence Doddridge said. 

    “Hold it, Doddridge,” Harriman said. The corrections officer sat behind the Plexiglas partition that separated the prison transfer bus’s crew from the seven prisoners in the rear. The short, fat man had a flattop crew cut and a thick mustache dyed so black that it practically screamed fake.  

    “I cain’t hold it no longer,” Doddridge complained. “You fuckers already let this white boy over here piss himself.” He pointed, as much as the manacles that bound him to his seat would allow, at the man sitting in front of him. “You gotta let us go to the bathroom, man.”  

    “We ain’t gotta do shit for you, convict.”  

    “Well, I’m gonna do shit for you if you don’t let me outta here.”  

    They had been on the bus for almost three days. What was supposed to have been a quick transfer from Atwater Federal Penitentiary to the US Pen in Victorville was taking a hell of a long time. The route had been changed from a straight shot to the south due to the evacuation traffic coming out of Los Angeles, and the bus had started off heading north toward San Francisco before taking a big right turn and circling down on US 395. The fact that the bus was one of the older models without a bathroom on board didn’t make the time pass any faster. There were only so many places to stop where prisoners could do their business. 

    Through the bus’s small, mesh-reinforced windows, he saw vehicle after vehicle full of people, belongings, and pets clogging up both lanes. The bus had been moving at maybe two or three miles an hour for most of the day. None of this really mattered to Doddridge. Being on that bus was likely the closest he would ever get to being a free man again unless something wonderful happened. He was a convicted murderer with a lifetime sentence. What happened out in the world wasn’t really his concern any longer. And at the moment, all he needed to do was figure out how to keep the contents of his bowels from blasting out into his khaki prison uniform. 

    “We’re about three miles outside a town called Single Tree.” Harriman smiled. “You hold it until we get there.” 

    “Three miles? At this rate, man, we won’t get there for two hours! I cain’t wait that long!” 

    “Come on, boss. Let the guy out so he can take a dump,” said Auto, the big white guy chained to the plastic seat across the aisle from Doddridge. “We don’t want to be trapped in this bus with his stink everywhere!” 

    Doddridge nodded his thanks to Auto. He didn’t like white people in general, and the guy was pretty loathsome, but Doddridge had to acknowledge Auto’s effort on his behalf. It didn’t mean he didn’t want to kill the crazy car mechanic from Seattle, but Doddridge figured anything that might help him get off the bus and onto a toilet was worth a little nod. 

    “Then you shouldn’t have broken the law, convicts,” Harriman said, stretching out the last word then favoring them with a shit-eating grin. 

    Behind him, Hopkins, the older, skinny corrections officer, leaned toward the driver, who sat behind a steel-mesh cage. They conferred with each other for a few moments, then the bus edged off the road. After bumping across the uneven desert terrain for a hundred feet, the vehicle came to a halt. 

    Harriman turned toward the driver. “Hey, what the fuck?” 

    “Let’s let him off so he can take a crap,” Hopkins said. He pulled a shotgun from a nearby locker then reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his mirrored sunglasses. He slid them on, straightened his olive uniform shirt, and nodded toward the fat officer. “Go on. Go get him.” 

    “Man, let the motherfucker shit himself!” 

    Hopkins’s face was mostly unreadable behind his sunglasses, but Doddridge was heartened to see him shake his head. “Not on my watch, Harriman. That’s just too much.” 

    Harriman exhaled through clenched teeth as he put a hand on the big key ring on his belt. He unlocked the Plexiglas partition and pushed it open. He stared at the prisoners, and for an instant, Doddridge felt the man’s fear. 

    Yeah, dawg, you fuckin’ scared of us. Good, I like that shit. He couldn’t wait to get his hands around the guard’s neck one day. 

    Harriman didn’t have much to be worried about. Everyone was chained to their seats, so the worst they could do would be to spit on the man as he walked down the aisle. But Harriman was one of the more brutal pricks from Atwater, and no one was going to do anything that would earn them a hard and immediate beating with a tonfa stick. And while Doddridge would have killed the guy without even a second’s hesitation, he had more important things to worry about, like not allowing an eruption of hot mud to occur in his pants. 

    “Come on, Doddridge,” Harriman said. “You know the drill. Be a good nigger, and you’ll be okay.” 

    “Yeah, man, sure thing,” Doddridge said. 

    Harriman released him from the restraints holding him in his seat then stepped back, allowing him to rise. Walking in leg irons wasn’t easy at any time, but it was even less so when his bowels were about to explode. At the front of the bus, Doddridge glanced at the driver. The man reeked of stale alcohol, and his hands seemed to tremble on the steering wheel. The driver didn’t look at him. His eyes were focused outside as he watched the traffic slowly roll past. Horns blared. The bus hadn’t entirely cleared the road, and the vehicles that tried to pull around were getting bottled up. 

    Doddridge shook his head. Man, they send a brotha to prison for shootin’ hood rats everyone should be glad are dead, but they put fuckin’ drunks behind the wheel of a bus. He stepped down the short set of stairs and onto the dusty ground. It was just midmorning, and already, it was in the seventies.  

    Hopkins stood a fair distance away, shotgun in his hands, regarding Doddridge from behind his mirrored sunglasses. Doddridge looked around, trying to find the best spot to do a squat and blow. The low-lying desert bushes that dotted the area were just short, broad scrub that might have thorns on them, nothing that would give him a lot of cover, which meant every car full of people on the highway would be able to watch him at work. Doddridge clenched his teeth. Taking a crap right in front of a bunch of unknown men, women, and children was degrading. 

    Take it like a man, boss. 

    “Come on, Doddridge, get to it,” Harriman said, coming down the stairs behind him. His keys jangled on his belt, playing a sweet song that sounded like freedom. 

    “Well, where the fuck am I gonna go do it?” Doddridge asked, feeling his bowels turn painfully in anticipation of their upcoming release. 

    “We don’t care, just pick a spot and go,” Hopkins said. 

    Doddridge duckwalked away from the bus to a small, rocky depression that was kind of shielded by the creosote bushes. The foliage smelled like rain, and he thought that was odd. 

    “There’s good enough,” Harriman. He had his hands on his hips, the left close to his baton. He was only ten feet from the bus, while Hopkins was maybe another ten feet from him. “Go shit in the bushes like the animal you are.” 

    Doddridge held up his manacled hands. “Any chance you takin’ these off?” 

    “Sure. When you’re dead.” Harriman smirked. 

    Doddridge looked at the keys dangling from the guard’s belt. Or maybe when you’re dead, motherfucka. 

    With trembling hands, he hiked up his shirt and undid his pants, ignoring the people watching from slowly passing cars and trucks. He crouched and, after checking to ensure he wasn’t going to get anything on his trousers, let loose. 

    “Oh man, the nigger’s dropping mud puppies all over the place!” Harriman laughed as Doddridge grunted, farted, and strained. “Is that how you treat your babies, Doddridge?” 

    “Keep laughin’, man,” Doddridge muttered. 

    “Hey, Hopkins, take a look at the squatting porch monkey!”  

    The older guard shook his head and looked away as if embarrassed. Harriman cackled and clapped his hands as if applauding a command performance. 

    “Keep laughin’,” Doddridge said again. 

    “You say something?” 

    “Yeah, I asked if you got any paper,” Doddridge said. 

    Harriman grinned. Sweat was beginning to bead on his forehead. “You got some bushes there, Doddridge. Use all you need.” 

    Horns blared, and raised voices carried over the desert. Hopkins took a couple of steps toward the front of the bus, where cars and trucks were jockeying for the space.  

    Harriman turned and asked, “Damn, what’s going on up there?” 

    Doddridge saw his opportunity. If the world’s goin’ to hell, might as well make the most of it. He grabbed a sizeable rock from the ground and rose to his feet as one last piece of important business slid out of him and plopped to the ground. The light breeze was chilly on his exposed ass, but that didn’t deter him in the slightest. Standing in the midst of his own stink, he clenched the rock hard in his right hand and twisted at the waist. It was hard to adopt a proper throwing stance with the leg irons, but he did the best he could. As a youngster, he had been a pitching star. Had it not been for the Bloods that ruled over Watts in the 1980s, he might have gone on to be the starting pitcher for the Angels. Instead, he’d gone into the crack trade, then the heroin trade, then the murder trade. But his body still remembered how to throw, and as he lined up with Hopkins, he reversed his twist and let the rock fly. 

    The older guard turned back around just in time to take the rock right in the forehead. He went down like a pile of bricks, the shotgun slipping from his hands. He hit so hard a cloud of dust rose up, like when Wile E. Coyote fell off a cliff chasing after the Road Runner. 

    Harriman gawked at his partner for a moment then moved toward him. “Yo, Vincent? You okay, man?” 

    Doddridge was slowed by his leg irons, but he crossed the ten feet that separated him from the fat guard in a few seconds. Harriman must have spotted the movement because he tried to step back, drawing his baton. Doddridge was faster. He looped his manacled hands over the man’s neck and pulled him close, at the same time delivering a harsh head-butt. The guard groaned but didn’t fall, so Doddridge used his head to hit him again and again, three times in rapid succession. Harriman let out a strangled cry as his nose, sunglasses, and front teeth broke. He collapsed to the ground, taking Doddridge with him. Doddridge raised the manacle chain over the man’s head then punched Harriman twice in the throat with both fists. 

    He scrambled to his feet and helped himself to the guard’s Glock pistol. With his pants puddling around his ankles, he shuffled back to the bus. The driver was still in the cage, peering out at the highway, watching the traffic struggle to get past the bus’s bulk.  

    Doddridge raised the pistol and fired three times. One round hit the steel mesh and ricocheted through the bus’s roof, blasting a small hole through the sheet metal. The other two ripped through the driver’s body, causing him to jerk and shudder. The bus’s diesel engine went from low idle to high-rev wail as his foot briefly came down on the accelerator, but the rig was in park, so it went nowhere. Doddridge fired again, just to make sure the guy was out of business. The bullet hit him in the head and continued on through the driver’s-side window, taking pieces of hair and bone with it. 

    Doddridge turned and saw Hopkins fumbling about in the bushes, trying to sit up. He was bleeding badly from the gash the rock had left in his forehead, and his sunglasses were knocked askew. Doddridge stepped away from the bus, raised the Glock, and shot him between the eyes. The guard flopped back to the ground and lay still. Doddridge went over and picked up his shotgun. Harriman moved his hand toward his empty holster. Doddridge was surprised the guy could still move. His mangled sunglasses hung from his right ear, twisted and useless, as blood streamed from his nose. 

    Doddridge leaned the shotgun against the side of the bus. Told you not to laugh, motherfucka. “How’s it feel to lie in your own piss, fucka?” He shuffled over to the fallen guard. 

    “Stay away from me,” Harriman croaked. “You’ll burn for this!” 

    “Sure. Hey, ’scuse me for a second.” Doddridge crouched beside him and pulled the key ring off the man’s belt. He found the key to his manacles and unlocked them, letting them fall to the ground. He then pulled the guard’s uniform shirt out of his belt and used its shirttail to wipe his ass. 

    Doddridge stood, pulled up his pants, then bent over and released the leg irons. He picked up the shotgun and used its butt to bludgeon the guard to death, viciously hammering his skull until it broke open, spilling gray-white brains onto the ground. 

    The motorists near the bus were starting to panic. Several cars and trucks pulled away and drove off into the desert, bouncing across the uneven terrain. Doddridge laughed. It was like a scene from a comedy, National Lampoon’s Desert Vacation. 

    He returned to the bus, which smelled like death. The driver was slumped over the wheel. Doddridge considered cracking open the cage, tossing the body, and just driving on, but the last thing he wanted to do was tool around in bumper-to-bumper traffic in a prison transfer vehicle that probably had GPS on it. Rummaging through the locker in the guard area, he found a couple of duffel bags full of clothes. The driver was about his size, so Doddridge took off his prison uniform and slipped into the man’s jeans, socks, and black T-shirt. The rest of the prisoners watched with hooded eyes as he dressed. The purple plaid long-sleeved shirt wasn’t exactly his style, but he put it on over the T-shirt anyway. The man had also packed a denim jacket, which Doddridge thought would come in handy at night, so he tucked it under one arm. 

    Doddridge put the Glock in his waistband and leaned the shotgun against the locker door. “Any of you fuckas want to hit the road? I figure since the world’s goin’ to hell ’n all, we might need to stick together for a while.” 

    “And go where?” Auto asked. 

    Doddridge pointed out the bus’s big windshield. “I figure that town there. It ain’t much, but it’s a start.” 

    “You with the Bloods, ese?” a stern-faced Latino in the back asked. His gray-streaked hair was slicked back from his forehead. His eyes were hard, the eyes of a lifer. Even if he’d been paroled, a guy like him would be back in the joint in a week. He had no chance outside.  

    “Bounty Hunter Bloods. You?” 

    The older man smiled. “Latin Kings, ese. We’re allies.” 

    Doddridge nodded. “Yeah, okay.” He pointed at a tall, skinny black kid sitting up front with big-frame glasses. “You, who you with?” 

    “No one, man. I’m independent.” 

    “How old are you, boy?” 

    “Nineteen.” 

    Doddridge guffawed. “Nineteen and already in the federal system? Must be one badass mothafucka. What you in for?” 

    The boy shrugged. “It don’t matter. I’m here.” 

    Doddridge considered that for a moment then bent forward and unlocked the boy’s manacles. He remained cautious, though, just in case the kid went for the pistol in his belt.  

    “You in the fed system if you wanna stay, boy. You choose.” 

    The boy rubbed his wrists and looked up at Doddridge with neutral, hollow eyes. “I didn’t say I wanted to stay.” 

    Doddridge gave him the keys. “Unlock anyone who wants to come.”  

    Doddridge picked up the shotgun and headed back outside. After stripping the dead guards of their spare ammunition and magazines, he dumped it all into one of the duffel bags. By the time he was done, all five prisoners had stepped out of the bus, Auto and the Latin King in the lead. 

    “So what’s the plan?” Auto asked. The man was about six-six, with long blond hair that hung down to his shoulders. He was pale, like Nordic pale. He wasn’t going to love being out in the desert after a while. 

    “We’re going to need a place to hole up and figure out what’s next,” Doddridge said. “That town up there ought to do aight by us.” 

    “What about the cops there?” the kid with the glasses said. His dark skin was practically glowing beneath a sheen of sweat. 

    Doddridge lifted the shotgun. “That’s what this is for, boy. Got a problem wit that?” 

    The boy didn’t respond. 

    “What about the rest of the guns, ese?” the Latin King asked. 

    Doddridge eyed him. “Where you from, man? Who you run with?” 

    “Pasadena. I’m Tone.” 

    Doddridge searched his memory. “Big Tone? One of the vice kings from the PLK?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “We’ll walk for a bit, see what kinda ’rangement we can make. Let’s go.” Doddridge nodded toward the town ahead. “We got us a town to take.” 
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    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Okay, late-breaking news. This is getting really fucked up,” Bates said. 

    Reese only grunted as he leaned against the ring of sandbags. His ears were ringing from all the gunfire, and the smell of expended powder burned his nostrils. The National Guard had closed the hospital two hours earlier against Reese’s instructions that it be kept open. But he had little say in the matter. The hospital administrator had informed him that they had no beds left, staffing levels were at an all-time low, and supplies were running out. According to the attending physician in the emergency room, they would have a tough time bandaging a kid’s skinned knee. From the reports he’d heard over the radio, as sporadic as they had become, the rest of the hospitals in Los Angeles were headed down the same path. The City of Angels was going to hell, and the dead just kept coming. 

    Reese went through shotgun rounds as if they were water, always coming up short when he needed them. He blew through his allocation of pistol ammo as well, but they had ample reserve on those because of the prepositioned stores someone had thought to provide. The bodies were soon stacked three deep around the perimeter, and more of the dead staggered up the street, drawn to the sounds of combat. They came from buildings, cars, and nearby homes and apartments. They were men and women, boys and girls, families and homeless bums. Sometimes they would approach in pairs or trios, which were easy enough to deal with. Other times, it was as if they were being bused into the area, and dozens of slack-faced ghouls stalked up Gracie Allen Drive or down George Burns Road. 

    If it hadn’t been for the Guard, the LAPD would have been overwhelmed. The Guardsmen poured it on with their rifles, repelling wave after wave of the dead. But even they had a tough go of it until Lieutenant Colonel Morton called some Humvees forward. The armored vehicles were outfitted with triple-barreled .50-caliber machine guns in turrets, weapons Reese hadn’t even known existed. They blasted through the hordes like laser beams, slicing corpses in two, exploding heads and severing limbs. One burst could make the entire upper half of a stench disappear into ribbons of necrotic flesh that would rain down on the ichor-streaked street.  

    Reese and the rest of the cops killed any damaged zombies with head shots. That was perhaps the most horrifying aspect. The dead ignored their injuries and remained fixated on feeding. They didn’t care how many pieces of their anatomy were blown off, and they didn’t notice that in many instances they were trailing gray-black guts after them. All they wanted was to feed. Reese did his best to ensure they died hungry. 

    Bates appeared on Reese’s left and held out a rifle like the ones the Guard used. To the public, and to many LAPD officers, they were referred to as assault rifles, that fictional term dreamed up by the media to frighten domestic audiences across the country.  

    Reese took it and examined it briefly. He was surprised to see that it was a select-fire weapon, capable of firing on full automatic until its thirty-round magazine was expended. “Where’d you get this?” he asked. 

    “Gift from the Guard. Shotguns are useless out here. We need to take them at a distance, not when they’re twenty feet away. You know how to use it, right?” 

    Reese raised the rifle to his shoulder. He flicked the selector to SEMI and popped a zombie through the forehead at sixty feet. The body collapsed to the street, a geyser of black liquid briefly fountaining from its ravaged skull. 

    “Okay, no need to answer that question,” Bates said. 

    “Any word on whether or not Metro’s going to roll up and help out?” Reese asked, shooting another zombie.  

    Bates raised his own rifle and fired off a round. “Not a chance. Like Newman said, Metro’s out of the picture. By the way, shit’s getting real at Hollywood Station. Zombies are rolling in hard.” 

    Reese wasn’t surprised, but he still didn’t like the news. “Where’d you hear this?” 

    “CP. They wanted to pass the word on to you directly, but you were kind of busy shooting zombies, so I took the message.” Bates took out another zombie as the collection of cops and Guardsmen cracked away at the latest assault. It wasn’t much, maybe eight or nine ghouls picking their way toward the hospital. Many had gotten hung up in the razor wire the Guard had stretched across the area, but others managed to stumble through gaps in the fencing where a previous tide of the dead had crushed the wire flat beneath the press of dead bodies.  

    A Black Hawk helicopter roared past overhead, immediately followed by two Apaches. The sinister-looking gunships broke away from the transport helicopter and orbited to the right. They circled over the hospital for a bit, rotors chewing up the sky.  

    Bates looked up at them and grimaced. “Motherfuckers are practically ringing the dinner bell.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    Bates looked at Reese like he was dumb. “Detective, having helicopters flying laps over our position is probably only going to get the dead’s attention. Right?” 

    The sound quality of the helicopters’ beating rotors changed as they slowed and transitioned into hovers over San Vincente Boulevard, a couple of hundred feet from where Reese crouched behind a four-foot-tall ring of sandbags. Over the drone of rotors and the whine of jet engines, he heard distant pops coming from inside the hospital. The Guard was conducting another clearing operation, which meant that injured people who had been brought in earlier in the day had expired then reanimated. 

    Another man joined Reese and Bates at the sandbag wall. He was clad in full battle rattle over his Army Combat Uniform, so it took a moment for Reese to recognize First Sergeant Plosser. He had been the previous Guard commander’s senior noncommissioned officer. 

    Plosser looked up at the hovering Apaches as they slowly pirouetted in the sky, maneuvering until they were several hundred feet apart in a tail-to-tail formation. While he didn’t know the first sergeant very well, Reese’s first impression had been that the tall, rawboned man was a hard charger. But now, he looked shrunken, his cheeks hollow and his face covered with grime and dark speckles of what seemed to be dried blood. Flecks of gray stood out in his razor stubble. 

    “Oh, this shit doesn’t look good,” Plosser said. 

    “They lining up to start shooting?” Bates asked. “Somebody call in some close air?” 

    Plosser nodded. “Looks like.” 

    “What’s close air?” Reese asked. 

    “Close air support,” Bates answered. “It’s where helicopters or fixed-wing aircraft start dropping bombs and shit on bad guys that are about to overwhelm a friendly force.” 

    Reese looked around, but other than the few zombies writhing about in the wire, he didn’t see much of a threat. “So does this mean a shitload of zombies are coming at us from both directions? Big enough to overrun us?” 

    With a thunderous rattle, one Apache opened up with the thirty-millimeter chain gun in its belly pod. A second later, the other Apache began firing as well. A hail of cartridges fell from the aircraft, tumbling and twinkling in the late-afternoon sunlight. That the attack helicopters were firing in opposite directions at the same time did not seem to be a good omen. 

    “Yeah,” Plosser said. “This shit doesn’t look good at all.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

     

    Once Doddridge led the prisoners into the desert and out of sight of the highway traffic, they doglegged left, heading for the small town in the distance. He saw some other people out there. Most were carrying packs on their backs or riding in ATVs. A lot of them looked like Mexicans or maybe Indians, but the last thing Clarence Doddridge wanted after waxing a bunch of corrections officers was to get into a meet and greet with a bunch of people in the desert. So he just charged through the scrub brush as quickly as he could, the shotgun in his hands and sweat pouring off his face. Lizards occasionally streaked away from the group, winding around the scrub and disappearing. That kind of freaked Doddridge out. Who knew a hard-core prison rat like me’d be ’fraid of a lizard? 

    As they got closer to town, Doddridge saw construction crews tearing up the scrub. To his surprise, their path ended at a six-foot-deep trench that had been dug in the desert floor, opposed by a tall earthen berm. Doddridge had no idea what to make of that. He couldn’t fathom why someone would be digging trenches in the desert. 

    Dropping into the trench, climbing out, and mounting the berm wasn’t a simple task. Auto had to help him a couple of times since he wasn’t a big person to begin with and hauling himself out of a dusty trench wasn’t something he’d ever practiced. By the time he crested it and stumbled down the other side, his boots were full of dirt. To top it off, he almost stepped on a rattlesnake, and it took every ounce of will he had not to shriek like a schoolgirl and blast it with the shotgun. Thankfully, the snake slithered away pretty quickly. 

    “Man, that’s some freaky shit!” said the skinny kid with the glasses. Shaliq, his name was. Doddridge still didn’t know what a kid like him was doing in the federal system, but it didn’t matter. He was part of the posse now. Doddridge’s Desert Rats. 

    “Yeah.” Doddridge was glad the guards had let him take a shit in the desert before he killed them all. Otherwise, he would’ve crapped his pants. He decided then that while lizards creeped him out, snakes were something to be avoided at all costs. 

    “What the hell are these guys doing out here, digging ditches in the desert?” Big Tone asked. 

    “What the fuck does it matter?” Auto asked, shielding his eyes with one big hand and looking at the tractors. They were maybe a half mile away, not far from the traffic-clogged highway. 

    “Yeah, let’s not worry ’bout that shit,” Doddridge said. “We need to get us selves a place to hole up for a while, plan our next move. Come on.” 

    They came upon a house off a stretch of concrete called Substation Road on the southern border of the town. The home had a birdbath out front and a rock garden for a lawn. The carport protected a white 1990 Caddy. Pink curtains were visible through the windows. Everything about it screamed old lady, which meant the owner wouldn’t put up much of a fight. The next nearest house was a few dozen yards away, and it looked similar: a small wood-frame bungalow-style home, no lawn, and some trees barely hanging on in the heat. 

    Doddridge sent Shaliq and Big Tone to scout the rear. They came back in five minutes, reporting that the backyard was pretty much the same as the front. 

    “So what we gonna do?” Big Tone asked. 

    Before Doddridge could respond, the door leading into the house from the carport opened, and a blue-haired old lady shuffled out. She wore a powder-blue dress, a big hat, and huge sunglasses that had probably been fashionable in the 1970s. She shambled toward the Cadillac Fleetwood, rummaging around in a bright-yellow purse the size of a life preserver. The men were lying flat in the dust only forty feet away, and Doddridge heard the clink of keys as she pulled a key ring out of the purse. 

    “We taking her down?” Auto asked, and Doddridge thought there was a bit too much excitement in his voice. 

    “No, man. We’ll let the ol’ bitch drive away, then we’ll take the house,” Doddridge said. “We’ll see what she got then wait for her to come home.” 

    “We ought to take her, man.” 

    “What the fuck for? Let her go out and do whatever she needs to do. We got all night to deal with her when she comes home. Don’t worry ’bout it. We take her down, and the people who might be waitin’ on her could get curious why she don’t show up to bingo or whatever old white bitches do in the desert, and that leads to cops. Forget that shit.” 

    Auto made a disagreeable noise in his throat, but he didn’t press the matter further. While Doddridge couldn’t see the woman’s face, judging by the sluggishness of her movements, he figured she had to be in her eighties. Finally, she got herself situated inside the great white beast and started it. The Caddy had an engine that still had some balls to it.  

    Auto nodded appreciatively. “That’s the old seven liter.” 

    “Great, so we have our getaway car,” Big Tone said. 

    “Damn, I sure hope so,” Auto said. 

    “So what the fuck is taking her so long?” Shaliq asked. “I gotta take a piss.” 

    “Probably waiting for the air-conditioning to kick in,” Auto said. “She’s old. She probably likes it like a refrigerator.” 

    The old woman didn’t close the driver’s door for another two minutes. When she did, she wrestled into her seat belt then spent another minute backing the Caddy down the twenty-foot driveway. Carefully maneuvering the big car as if it were a battleship in a tight harbor, the old woman turned the vehicle until its chrome grille was pointed north. She then accelerated away as if she were in the pole position in a NASCAR race, which made Doddridge chuckle.  

    “Okay, let’s go,” Doddridge said. “We’ll go in through the carport door.” 

    The dead bolt on the door had been set, but the wood was old, and Auto was almost able to push the door open. He had been right; the old woman liked her environment to be cold, and Doddridge luxuriated in the air-conditioned bliss of her home. They entered a small and rather outdated kitchen. The old lady apparently took pride in keeping her home spotless, and for a flickering instant, Doddridge felt sorry he and his new crew had despoiled such a pristine speck in the middle of the endless desert. The regret died almost instantly. He wasn’t one to carry much baggage, and he dropped the remorse as if it were too hot to hold onto. 

    He walked through the small house, taking it all in: a tidy living room with an old tube TV, a sofa wrapped in plastic, newspapers on the coffee table, a well-used easy chair and ottoman, a single bathroom so clean and bright that it almost looked alien to him, two bedrooms, one with a pair of single beds that looked as though they’d never been used, the other with a queen bed and a strong smell of lavender and sandalwood.  

    Doddridge felt as though he and his crew were going to take residence inside a giant doily. “Okay,” he said as he returned to the living room. “Let’s get us squared away. Let’s see what the old lady has to eat.” 

    “I’d like to use the bathroom and take a shower,” said the pasty-faced white boy who had pissed himself on the bus. His voice was soft and almost sibilant, the way an extremely shy person might speak. Doddridge didn’t know anything about him, other than he had whimpered the entire trip from northern California. 

    “What’s your name?” Doddridge asked. 

    “Bruce.” 

    Doddridge motioned to Shaliq. “You gonna tell me you’re nineteen like him?” 

    Bruce shook his head. “No. I’m twenty.” 

    Shaliq clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Shit, I’m still the baby.” 

    Doddridge nodded toward the bathroom. “Yeah, sure, Brucie, knock yourself out. You smell like piss, anyway.” 

    “Hey, hold on.” Big Tone stood by the low-lying coffee table. He tapped the newspaper he held in his hand. “You gotta see this.” 

    Doddridge scowled. “I ain’t got time to read no paper.” While he could read at the first-grade level on a good day, going through something like a newspaper article was roughly akin to grappling with quantum physics. 

    Tone shook the paper. “There’s some sort of plague going on, man. People are dying all over. New York City’s burning down. Check it.” He turned the paper around so Doddridge and the others could see it. The full-color picture showed half of Manhattan Island on fire, the buildings emitting huge columns of smoke that dwarfed those that had erupted during the attacks on the World Trade Center. 

    “Holy shit,” Auto said. 

    “That real, man?” Shaliq asked. 

    Tone shrugged. “Fuck if I know. It’s in the paper. Says that a few million people have died across the world over the last few days.” He shook his head. “LA’s getting it, too. Army’s mobilized. Food riots. And get this, people who die, they’re saying they ain’t really dead. They get up and start biting other people, spreading the plague.” 

    “Bitin’ people?” Doddridge asked. “What, like they’re some kind of damn zombies?” 

    Tone’s face seemed to go pale. “Look, I don’t know.” 

    Shaliq pointed at the television. “Let’s find out.” 

    Hell yeah, I could watch me some TV. “Go ahead,” Doddridge said.  

    Shaliq moved to the television and switched it on. He flipped through the channels until he found CNN. 

    They only had to watch for a couple of minutes to find out that New York City really was on fire. And so was Chicago. And Los Angeles. 

    “Holy shit,” Doddridge said. 

    The screen showed a horde of shambling people attacking cops in New York. The attackers didn’t appear to be bothered by bullets, tear gas, or anything. They just kept on walking through the shitstorm the cops sent their way. The only time one went down was when a leg had been hit, but even then, they would just crawl. They stopped for good only if they were hit in the head. 

    “Man,” Tone said. His face was ashen as he crossed himself. 

    “Fuck, man. I got to get back to Seattle,” Auto said. 

    “No one goin’ anywhere,” Doddridge said. “We gotta sit tight, learn about this shit. If somethin’s going down in the world, we need to know about it before we do shit.” He glanced at the thin white guy. “But you can go take your shower, faggot. Please.” 

    “Okay,” Bruce whispered, staring at the television. “Thanks.” 

    Doddridge turned back to the TV, listening to the newsperson’s voiceover. From what he could gather, some sort of plague reanimated the dead and made them eat other people. There was no cure, no vaccine, no defense. Oh, and the president wanted everybody to stay calm. 

    What the fuck? I finally get outta prison, and this is where my black ass fucking lands? 

     

    ### 

     

    Booker sat at the council table, listening to Corbett give details of his plan. Corbett stood on the other side of the table, hands in his pockets. He’d dressed casually for the occasion in jeans and a polo shirt. 

    “We’ll need to start weapons training once the outer defenses have been finished,” Corbett said. “Everyone needs to know how to shoot and how to defend themselves.” 

    Hector Aguilar’s face turned almost purple. “Everyone needs to learn how to shoot? What lunacy are you talking about? This is a town full of people, not jackbooted thugs!” 

    Corbett gave Hector a frosty glare before pulling his right hand out of his pocket. For a second, Booker thought Corbett might reach around for his .45—he had seen the telltale bulge in the small of Corbett’s back—but instead, the man merely pushed his own glasses up his nose. “The dead apparently need a very specific injury in order to stop attacking,” the billionaire said. “A shot to the head. Anywhere else doesn’t bother them. Other injuries might slow them down some, but they won’t stop them. Head shots are the only guaranteed way to put them down for the count. It sounds easy, but it’s not, especially if the shooter is under stress, in an uncomfortable position, and isn’t properly trained.” 

    Hector laughed. “So you think arming people and training them to kill is the answer?” He shook his head. “My God, you are a lunatic. Tell him, Chief.” 

    At the end of the table, Chief Grady leaned forward. “Mr. Corbett, I understand what you’re saying, but I’m not sure that a lot of our people are qualified or even able to handle firearms.” 

    Corbett swiveled to face Grady. “The Second Amendment doesn’t seem to cover that particular detail, Chief.” 

    “That’s not the point!” Hector slapped a hand on the table. “This is a peaceful place to live, and you want to turn it into a right-wing police state!” 

    Ignoring Hector, Corbett continued to address Grady. “Chief, I think the answers regarding who can or cannot possess a firearm can be found in the California Firearms Law Summary released by the attorney general’s office. For people who are mentally incompetent or who might be precluded from possessing a firearm due to previous criminal convictions, I have no problem denying access. On the other hand, folks who aren’t in a restricted category should be allowed to learn how to defend themselves, their fellow citizens, and the town. Remember, they’ll be shooting at the walking dead, not live people.” 

    “But we don’t even know if these people are actually dead!” Hector snapped. “No one has proven anything. They could simply be very sick people who need our help.” 

    “Hector, you saw an attack yourself,” Gemma Washington said, turning toward the mustachioed pharmacy owner. She sat between Hector and Chief Grady. “You were there. Was Wally Wallace still alive when he attacked Lou?” 

    Hector rolled his eyes. “Of course he was still alive! How else could he have bitten Lou?” 

    Corbett looked back at Grady. “Chief, what’s your take on that?” 

    “I’m not a doctor.” 

    “No, but you’re a policeman.” 

    Grady fidgeted in his seat. “Listen, I’m not qualified to say. I didn’t see him drop. When I got to Hector’s, he had already attacked Lou, and he was going after Hailey, so I did what I had to do. He was definitely dead afterwards, though. That much is certain.” 

    Corbett waved a hand dismissively. “All right. To continue, anyone who wants to learn will need instruction on how to handle and use firearms as well as specific defensive tactics. It’s going to take a long time to get all the fortifications made, so folks will have to train up on what we have now then be retrained with what we’ll have in the future.” 

    “About some of those plans,” Booker said, speaking for the first time since the session had begun, “are you set on partitioning the town?” 

    “I am. It’s the safest bet. If there’s a break-in, we’ll need to be able to shrink our perimeter and still keep everyone safe.” 

    Hector snorted. “So not only do you want to put up walls around the town, you want to put them up inside too. That’s simply ridiculous.” 

    “I have to say, I’m not much of a fan of it, either,” Booker added. 

    Corbett smiled thinly. “No? You’ll think differently when a bunch of slobbering, flesh-hungry ghouls are chasing your ass down Main Street, Max.” 

    Anger coursed through Booker. “Hey, I don’t deserve that attitude!” 

    Corbett ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “Listen, by tomorrow, all the trenching will be complete. We’ll reinforce the sewer and gas lines and the water mains, then we’ll begin erecting walls all around the town. It’ll take two or three weeks to complete. By then, we’ll probably start seeing the effects of what’s happening in the larger cities. Everyone’s going to be fighting for resources. Things are going to get very hairy. Not just competitive, mind you, but outright dangerous. And that’s before the zombies get here. If you’ve been watching the news, you know New York is totally down for the count. The entire Tenth Mountain Division is trying to take northern Manhattan, and they’re getting shut down. Boston is starting to destabilize, and so is DC. Los Angeles is about to go the same way. There’s activity in Vegas that gives ‘high-stakes game’ a new meaning. All this means that there’s going to be a mass migration of frightened, panicked people. They won’t have any way to take care of themselves, not over the long term. Too many people have gotten used to all the modern conveniences. Right now, supermarkets are running out of food. When a man’s family is starving, cold, sick, he’ll do anything to take care of them. Anything. 

    “So we can’t leave the town open. Every day we do, we run the risk of something happening to us. To you. To your families. We’ve got to think about cutting ourselves off now, while we can still pick the time and manage things without having to fight off a mob.” 

    Booker stared at him. “So what’s your solution to this, Barry?” 

    “Like I said in the plan, Max. We need to break the highway on either end of town. Make it so no one can get in.” 

    Booker shook his head. “No. No way. We’re not doing that yet.” 

    “The longer we wait, the more difficult it’s going to become,” Corbett said. “When we finally seal the town, we can’t have outsiders here. We don’t have the—” 

    “Barry, no way,” Booker said, raising his voice. “We can’t close the town. Not yet. It’s not time.” 

    Hector turned toward him. “What do you mean, ‘not yet’? You don’t plan on actually going through with his plans, do you?” 

    “I thought that was decided,” Gemma said. 

    “It was,” Booker said reluctantly. “It is.” 

    Corbett raised his hands. “Then I don’t see a problem. Let’s get to it.” 

    “No, Barry. It’s happening too fast,” Booker said. “We have obligations to the town, to those who need to pass through, even to the state. We can’t start chopping up a highway and deny access. There’s no other road here people can use. What are we expecting them to do, hike over the mountains to get to where they need to go?” Booker pointed toward the western wall, in the general direction of Mount Whitney. 

    Corbett nodded. “If they don’t turn around and head back to wherever they came from, then yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying we do. Listen, we’ve had this discussion already. The people caught out in that traffic? Not our problem, Max. It’s regrettable, and it’s unfortunate, and it’s even sad. There are families out there, people who are just trying to get somewhere safe. But we can’t help them. We can maybe save the town and the people who live in it, but we can’t save everybody else while doing it.” 

    Hector huffed. “You mean save yourself.” 

    Corbett fixed him with a withering glare. “If saving myself was all I was after, then the only wall being built would be around my property. And I’d probably put up a nice tower, too, just to watch you try to figure out how you could survive on your own, Mr. Aguilar.” 

    “Barry, what do we do if the zombies come here and there are still people outside?” Gemma asked. “Do we take them in? Do we turn our backs on them?” 

    The question interested Booker greatly. He looked at Corbett, waiting for the response. 

    But for once, the rangy billionaire didn’t seem to have a ready answer. He sighed then said, “It’s my hope those people will have moved on.” 

    “But what if they don’t?” Gemma pressed. “What if they can’t?” 

    Corbett clenched his teeth. “Then we let the chips fall where they may.” 

    Hector made a satisfied noise and crossed his arms, a sardonic smile forcing the ends of his mustache upward. 

    Gemma shook her head. “I don’t know you very well, Barry, but that answer doesn’t seem to sit well with you.” 

    “Should it?” Corbett asked. “Nothing about this sits well with me. But this is the hand we’ve been dealt. We’re going to have to turn a cold shoulder on a lot of people. It’s going to be dirty business, but we have to get on with it.” He turned back to Booker. “Now. Weapons training. We need to start bringing the rest of the town in on this. We’ll need an open meeting. People need to know what’s going on and why we’re doing what we’re doing.” 

    “A lot of folks are curious,” Grady said. “My officers are being asked a million questions.” 

    “Then let’s give them some answers,” Corbett said. “I suggest we let Gary Norton handle the public side. He’s better at that kind of stuff than I am, and he’d be a good backup for you, Max.” 

    Booker leaned back in his chair. Letting Norton take some of the heat was appealing, but if they turned out to be doing a Chicken Little impression, Booker would still feel the brunt of the blowback. He was the mayor, after all. No one was holding a gun to his head and forcing him to enact Corbett’s plan, though he did figure things might come to that if he outright declined to join in the fun. “I’ll consider that. But you’re right, we need to advise the townspeople about what’s going on. We should call a meeting for tomorrow night.” 

    “Tonight would be better,” Corbett said. 

    Booker frowned and looked at the clock on the wall above the door. “Barry, it’s almost five o’clock now.” 

    Corbett nodded. “Better get on it.” 

    “Preposterous!” Hector said. 

    “Cluing in the town is preposterous?” Corbett responded. 

    “You know what I mean! Calling a meeting at the end of the business day is preposterous!” 

    Corbett shrugged. “Special circumstances, Hector.” He nodded at Booker. “Up to you guys to figure that out. Circling back to weapons training. I’ll ask Danielle Kennedy to assist, since she has all the training we need and pretty much everyone knows her. For advanced training”—Corbett pointed at his men sitting in the auditorium behind him—“we have some skilled personnel here.” 

    Hector started to bloviate again but was interrupted by the radio Grady wore on his belt.  

    “Fourteen, copy.” 

    “Sorry,” Grady said as he reached for the microphone clipped to his left shoulder. “Fourteen, go ahead.” 

    “Fourteen, reported ten-fifty at the two-mile marker on 395. Corrections bus from upstate. Can’t get through to the Highway Patrol. J four.” 

    “Ten-four. Clear and direct.” Grady pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “Sorry, gotta go. Some sort of traffic incident involving a bus.” 

    “A Corrections bus?” Corbett asked. “Prisoner transport?” 

    Grady shrugged as he walked around the table. “Don’t know. I guess the other guys are busy, so I won’t know anything until I get out there.” 

    Corbett turned and looked at his bodyguards. “You want some company, Chief?” 

    “No,” Grady said, “I don’t. But before I go, when were you planning to start this weapons training, and where did you want to hold it?” 

    “On my land. I’ve got fourteen acres and a big berm laid out to keep stray rounds from going anywhere but into the desert.” 

    Grady nodded and looked back at Booker. “I’d let him do it, Max. It’s not going to hurt anything.” 

    “I’ll take that under advisement,” Booker said. “You sure you don’t need some help?” 

    Grady shot him a thumbs-up on his way out the door. “I’m good to go.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Sinclair watched as Los Angeles slowly died and became resurrected. That was the wonderful thing about twenty-four-hour news channels—the truth was always exposed, or at least what part of the truth fit the agenda. He had no idea whose agenda might include broadcasting the shambling dead, but Sinclair never passed up the opportunity to stay abreast of current affairs. 

    After tuning in to find out about what was happening in New York, he’d been momentarily pleased to see his building, the revered 15 Central Park West, silhouetted against a smoke-filled sky but still standing tall. Then the camera widened the view. Central Park was full of military personnel that were being overrun by legions of dead. Sinclair watched in horrified fascination as the video feed continued, even though the camera, probably mounted to a remote unit, had long been abandoned.  

    Slow, creeping figures overwhelmed the soldiers through sheer numbers alone. And interspersed among them were faster ones, those who hadn’t been damaged too badly in their transition from life to death. They didn’t seem to tire and slowed only when they were hit by a hail of bullets or when they came upon a living person. When that happened, the dead mounded over their quarry, ripping the unfortunate soul to pieces. The dead surged aboard grounded helicopters, ignoring the gunfire and savaging the crews. Two helicopters lifted off, but several of the dead managed to get aboard one of them. The aircraft heeled over and crashed back to the ground, its slashing rotors obliterating several zombies before coming to a halt. In what seemed to be seconds, the chopper had been overrun by a tidal wave, the zombies flailing as they each tried to gain their pound of flesh. 

    Sinclair knew then that he would never return to 15 Central Park West. 

    The news had then switched to Los Angeles. The City of Angels was more spread out than the Big Apple, so the disease had spread more slowly. But it still couldn’t be contained. A great herd of the dead shuffled along Interstate 405, attacking stranded motorists caught in the nearly motionless traffic, a great conga line eating its way down the miles. Several California Highway Patrol vehicles were overwhelmed. The patrolmen were killed as they tried to flee, their bodies illuminated by the sporadic flashes of emergency lights. News helicopters captured everything, zooming in so Sinclair could watch as the patrolmen met the grisliest of fates in full 720p, which was the highest resolution the blasted hotel’s television could manage. It was enough. By the end of it, Sinclair was sickened by what he had seen and frightened almost out of his mind. 

    We have to get out of here. The statement played through his mind on an endless loop, but escape from Single Tree was virtually impossible until the next morning, when he and Meredith would board a bus for Reno. From there, they would try to cut across California and get to the relative safety of San Francisco. The Bay Area was hardly trouble free at the moment, but San Francisco was holding out. Geography worked to its advantage, channeling the dead into a narrow area of approach where the SFPD and National Guard could make a stand. While most of the coverage focused on Los Angeles, a few details about the preparations in San Francisco did get some airtime. A great swath of the city’s southern boundary was being fortified as the authorities prepared to face the inevitable: a great mob of dead that would eventually be coming in search of more prey. 

    “Jock, turn it off,” Meredith whispered from the bed. “Please. Just turn it off.” 

    Sinclair, sitting on the foot of the bed, turned and looked at her. Meredith was hunkered down under the thin covers, her eyes wide and terrified. She seemed to have aged a dozen years in the past two days. Sinclair sniffed and wondered why he couldn’t have found someone with just as much wealth who was a little hardier. And younger. 

    With a sigh, he switched off the television and tossed the remote onto the pillow next to her. “Fine. Watch some Big Bang Theory or something, darling. In the meantime, I’ll go out and try to find us something to eat.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Okay, the station house is gone for good, and the hospital’s out of commission,” Reese told the rest of the cops in the mobile command center. “The Guard can’t hold back the dead anymore. We’re going to have to consider pulling out and setting up somewhere else.”  

    As he spoke, more hovering Apaches poured fire at the advancing zombie hordes. In less than a week, their numbers had grown to be in the thousands, and according to some of the hospital staff, their reproduction rate had been severely underestimated. At first, the medical community had thought they were dealing with a simple virus, a type of respiratory syndrome that was both fatal and untreatable when contracted. But restricting its spread was thought to be relatively easy, and there had been indications that the original viral outbreak had been abating. But those who died from the virus—about one out of ten people—rose up again anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours after expiring. The virus those risen dead carried was much more efficient and able to replicate at an astounding rate the second it was introduced into a living host. Bitten people had only hours to live, and conversion into what was known as a necromorph or a reanimant was guaranteed. Reese thought of all the people who had been bitten in the sprawling hospital. Even though the Guard had been systematically exterminating any zombies it found, there was little chance they’d found all of them, which meant Reese and his meager command were sitting ducks. 

    The Apaches had managed to hold off the hordes for a little while until their weapons ran dry. A rotation was going on, in which dry aircraft were replaced by helicopters with full magazines and rocket pods, but that meant there were gaps in the coverage. Without enough helicopters to go around, requests for what the Guard called CAS were going through the roof. So the Guard troops on the ground had to engage, and according to the latest report from Colonel Morton, they were running out of .50-caliber ammunition. Soon, the great guns in the Humvees would fall silent, and those were the only weapons that could keep the multitude of stenches at bay. 

    “So where are we going to go?” asked one of the cops. “Hollywood Station is gone, and we’re not in contact with any other units. Where the hell do you suggest we go, Detective?” 

    Reese rubbed his face. His eyes burned as if they were on fire. His hands shook, and he smelled as if he’d been at the firing range for two days. He looked over at Sergeant Bates, who leaned against an interior wall. Bates stared back, his blue eyes vacant but still sharp. 

    Outside, the pounding rotor beats changed in pitch. The latest pair of Apaches to arrive was heading back to LAX for more ammo and fuel. Reese listened to the sound of their passage, whirling rotors growing more and more distant. No other aircraft approached, aside from the drone of a single news helicopter orbiting high overhead. One of the tri-barreled .50-calibers opened up, spitting out a short burst. 

    “We could try for the Bowl,” Reese said. “A lot of civilians were relocated there. They’ll need our help.” 

    Bates shook his head. “Those people are going to need more help than what we can give, Reese.” 

    “No,” Marsh said. He was a plainclothes detective who worked the Gang and Narcotics desk at Hollywood Station. “No, the Bowl is where we need to go.” 

    Bates frowned. “What the hell for?” 

    “Because I heard that the sheriff’s department special operations division was up there, and they have MRAPs,” Marsh said. “We get our hands on one of those things, we go wherever we want.” 

    “How do we know if they’re still there?” Reese asked. “Has anyone been able to establish contact?” 

    No one responded, so Reese wondered if he should forget about it. But the thought of having a heavily armored vehicle was attractive. He’d seen several of the department’s MRAPs in the past, and they were definitely rigged for heavy duty. Driving over dozens of stenches wasn’t likely to even slow them down. “Bates, what do you think about obtaining an MRAP?” he asked. 

    Bates pursed his lips. “Not something I’d turn my back on. But what if we get up to the Bowl and it’s a shitstorm? We going to turn our backs on those people?” 

    Reese didn’t know how to answer that. It galled him to allow civilians to face the dead alone, without the support of the LAPD. He’d made the same general argument to Colonel Morton only hours before, but that was when engagements with the dead were still sporadic, rather than the constant barrage they were currently facing. Reese and his men had their squad cars and the RV they sat in, but that was about it. Helping the citizens of Los Angeles was pretty much a pipe dream. 

    As he was trying to frame a response, someone pounded on the door. Reese leaned over and opened it. Colonel Morton stood outside, dressed in full battle rattle. 

    “Reese, we’re pulling out. The hospital’s been shut down, and my troops have been ordered to establish a perimeter around the Hollywood Bowl. You have any instructions from your superiors?” Morton practically spit the words, and Reese didn’t need a degree in psychology to know the Guardsman was still pissed with the way Reese had treated him earlier in the day. 

    “No. Our station house has been overrun, and we have no contact with any remaining elements of the LAPD,” Reese responded. 

    Morton nodded. “Your guys are welcome to come with us. We’re arranging for ammunition resupply up there, and another two companies of infantry are going to be deployed from the staging area at Griffith Park. There are a couple of thousand people up there who will need our help, and we have to secure the area until we can get enough aviation assets in to lift them out.” 

    “What about the rest of the people in the hospital, Colonel?” 

    Morton shook his head. “The medical staff is pretty much gone, Reese. You can stay here and empty bed pans if you feel you need to, but our orders are to displace and head to the Bowl.” He leaned through the RV doorway and peered around at the other cops. “You don’t seem to have a lot of manpower left. You won’t be able to hold out for more than five minutes if one of those waves gets through, and when they come, the aviation guys tell me they’re a thousand strong.” He looked at Reese again. “You’d better come with us. Cedars-Sinai is lost. No doctors, no nurses, no medical staff. Ambulances aren’t bringing in new patients. This place is a dead zone.” 

    Outside, the big .50-caliber guns opened up again, ripping off longer bursts. Morton stepped back and looked toward San Vincente Boulevard, pulling the stock of his M4 into his armpit. The weapon looked almost like a toy in his grasp. The engagement heated up, and Reese heard more small arms join in the fun.  

    The muscles in Morton’s jaw stood out in stark relief as he clenched his teeth. He turned back to say, “Okay, we move out in ten minutes. Feel free to form up on us. If not, good luck.” He slammed the command post door closed.  

    Reese leaned over and locked it again. “Okay, how many guys do we have left here?” 

    “Twenty-two,” Bates said. “We lost three. Don’t know where they are, but they’re not answering their ROVERs, and no one’s been able to find any bodies. They either got up and walked away, or they got taken down and dragged off somewhere.” 

    “We going with the Guard, Reese?” Marsh asked. His narrow face was sweaty, and he had a pinched expression, as if he’d just sat on a thumbtack. 

    “Let’s get the bus,” Reese said. “We’ll take the CP and the bus and maybe a couple of squad cars. Not so sure they’ll be the best protection, but at least people will know who we are when we get close to the Bowl. Last thing we want is for the sheriff’s department to light us up. So yeah, I guess we’re going. No reason to stay if we’re just going to die. Anyone have any rebuttals?” 

    No one said anything, not even Bates.  

    Reese figured that was about as good as it was going to get, so he nodded and got to his feet. “All right. I’ll get back with Morton and tell him we’re forming up.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The sun was setting by the time Grady made it to the highway, his Ford Expedition bumping across the desert landscape. A small crowd stood next to a gray-and-green bus that was mostly unmarked save for a series of registration numbers above the windshield. 

    He pulled up next to the bus and flipped on the Expedition’s light bar, bathing the area in sporadic flashes of red and blue. After stepping out of the vehicle, he adjusted his belt, ensuring his stick, pistol, and Taser were in the right places. “Fourteen on scene,” he said into his radio. 

    “Fourteen on scene, copy.” 

    He waved the people away from the bus. “All right, let’s step back here.”  

    Not far from where he had parked, a man in a corrections officer uniform lay sprawled on the ground. He’d been hit by what Grady assumed was a shotgun at relatively close range, right in the head. Half his face was missing, and flies buzzed around the corpse. Farther down, another body lay amidst the scrub. That one had been a fairly portly man in life, and his skull had been smashed open. Insects and dirt had already covered the whitish goo spilling out of his head. 

    Victor Kuruk appeared in the doorway of the bus. He was wearing his “official” uniform: a reservation police jacket over a black T-shirt and black jeans. “Good afternoon, Chief,” Victor said.  

    That struck Grady as kind of funny since Victor was an actual chief of a Native American tribe, whereas Grady was just a politically appointed law enforcement officer. “Hi, Victor. What, ah, brings you here?” Grady asked. 

    “Some of my people came across the scene and told me about it. I only just arrived.” Victor pointed to the rear of the bus, where his lovingly restored Dodge pickup truck sat. He then jabbed a thumb back at the bus’s interior. “The driver’s dead. Looks like there were three prison guards, and they were overwhelmed. I don’t know how many prisoners were on the bus, but they’re gone now. Are you going to assist me?” 

    Grady raised an eyebrow. “Assist you?” 

    Victor pointed at the ground. “They’re on reservation territory, Chief.” 

    Grady almost guffawed. “Victor, I don’t think so. The bus is on the shoulder of the highway.” 

    Victor sighed. “Which goes right through the res. Normally, this would be the Highway Patrol’s bailiwick, but I’m guessing they’re not exactly running down to take a look, are they? Or the FBI?” 

    “Not able to get through to them,” Grady said. 

    “Think you can help me with crowd control while I take a look around?” Victor asked. 

    Grady shook his head. “Victor… this isn’t your investigation.” 

    Victor crossed his arms. “Oh? Very well, then. Do carry on, Chief Grady. I’m not really all that interested in heading up a murder investigation right now. We have something that’s probably more pressing.” 

    “What’s that?” Grady turned and looked at the people milling around the area. They were definitely motorists, and many of them had likely seen what had happened. He was going to have to conduct a lot of interviews. 

    “Whoever killed these men are probably criminals, and they have a few hours’ lead on us. And if I were them, I’d be headed for Single Tree. Just in case you wanted to know what my thinking on the matter might be.” 

    Grady turned back to look at Victor with a frown. A chill ran through him. “Yeah. Yeah, I think you might be right about that.” He reached for the radio on his shoulder. 

     

    ### 

     

    The news that there were potential murderers on the loose in Single Tree galvanized the town’s small law enforcement team into action. Since Chief Grady was tied up out on the highway, Hailey and the others had to start scouring the town while also remaining available to other calls for assistance. Single Tree was only two miles wide and four long, but access was restricted by the heavy traffic clogging up Highway 395, which essentially split the town in two.  

    Hailey happened to be on the eastern side of town, keeping watch on one of the local gas stations. There had already been two incidents there with exhausted motorists fighting each other for access to the pumps. The sun was setting, and the temperature was beginning to drop, but blood pressure wasn’t following in suit. The owner had informed him that the underground tanks were running dry, and he estimated that soon he wouldn’t have any fuel to sell to anyone. Things were going to get ugly. Before leaving, Hailey advised him to close the station and head for home as soon as the tanks were tapped. 

    After pulling out of the back entrance to the station’s parking lot, Hailey turned south. A lot of traffic had boiled off of Main Street—what 395 was called when it bisected the town—which slowed his progress considerably. Most of the people were hopelessly lost, searching for a nonexistent alternate route to the highway. Though impatient, Hailey didn’t want to run code three, because lights and sirens would only alert the bad guys that he was coming. And since he’d heard that several armed corrections officers had been killed, giving the convicts a heads-up wasn’t high on his to-do list. 

    He kept his eyes open as he drove, looking for anything amiss. Things didn’t change very much or often in Single Tree, but a few houses were newly vacant, their residents having fled. A few were vacation homes, and all but one of those were empty. Hailey gave the passing cars and SUVs a look-over wherever he could, but no one seemed overtly suspicious. 

    And would you really know what murderers look like? he asked himself. He was a small-town, low-time cop. He knew what alcoholics, shoplifters, and vagrants looked like, but he wasn’t sure he could spot a murderer. If they were still wearing their prison uniforms and carried guns out in the open, then sure, but he guessed that wouldn’t be the case. 

    Chief Grady’s voice came over the radio. “Six, this is fourteen. Copy?” 

    Hailey reached for his radio transceiver. “Fourteen, this is six.” 

    “Six, head down to Substation Road. I’m with Res One and Three. Make a pass through the neighborhood. We’ll be right with you. Copy?” 

    “Fourteen, copy. Direct to Substation. Be there in about five minutes.”  

    Res One and Three were tribal reservation units. One was Victor Kuruk, and three was Suzy Kuruk. Hailey smiled. He hadn’t been able to see much of Suzy since their brief lunch together on the day old Wally had apparently turned into a zombie and attacked him. 

    He drove past the high school. Several trucks and containers were in the parking lot, being tended to by Corbett’s work crews. Some Native Americans were working alongside Corbett’s crew. They appeared to be unloading a shit-ton of building supplies. Hailey didn’t know everything that was going on, but the chief had passed on that the town was about to go under a pretty massive change. Unofficially, he’d also heard that Old Man Corbett wanted to turn the entire town into a fortress, and that suited Hailey just fine. 

    He made it to Substation Road just as Chief Grady’s Expedition pulled around the far corner, followed by a shiny Dodge pickup and a reservation Suburban. As the other vehicles pulled to the curb, Hailey brought his vehicle to a halt abreast of Chief Grady’s and rolled down the passenger window. 

    “What’s up, Chief?” he asked. 

    “We’re going to take a walk around and make sure there haven’t been any break-ins,” Grady said. “Anyone else with you?” 

    Hailey shook his head. “Just me. All the other guys are tied up on the other side of town. It’s going to take a bit for them to get down here. So what’s the deal?”  

    Victor Kuruk alighted from his tall Dodge pickup. Beyond him, Suzy climbed out of her Expedition and adjusted her gun belt. She favored Hailey with a sly smile and a not-so-sly wink. Hailey smiled back then noticed Victor’s frown, so he returned his attention back to Grady. 

    “We’ve got three dead corrections officers on the highway,” Grady said. “From the documentation on the bus, there were five prisoners being transported downstate. Looks like they shot their way out, and they’re probably holing up around here somewhere. I want you to head up to Muir and make a couple of passes. Keep your eyes open.” 

    “Anyone see anything?” Hailey asked. 

    Grady nodded. “Several motorists saw it go down, or at least part of it. They said a bunch of guys went out into the desert. There’s a chance they could still be moving east, but with a town nearby, I think they’d come here first.” The police chief pushed open his door. “If you see something, call me. Don’t get directly involved in something. Wait for the rest of us.” 

    “You sure you don’t want me to stick around?” Hailey regarded the short row of houses in front of him.  

    It was getting dark, and lights were starting to shine through several windows. A lost motorist turned onto the street but stopped when he saw the collection of police vehicles sitting at the end of the street. The car turned around and went up another street. 

    “I’m good,” Grady said. “Victor and Suzy are going to help out, so I’ll manage for the time being.” 

    “You got it, Chief,” Hailey said. He took his foot off the brake and pulled away. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Okay, one cop just left,” Big Tone said. He was stationed next to the living room window, peering around the edge of the curtains. “Got three more out there. Heh, one guy looks like an Indian.” 

    Doddridge held the shotgun with sweaty hands. “What, you mean like a dot head?” 

    “No, man, like a fucking Indian looking for a buffalo to shoot. Funny shit.” 

    The old lady who owned the house sat on the plastic-wrapped couch, her silhouette barely visible in the darkness. When she had come home, Doddridge had met her at the carport door and took her in without incident. He had thought she was a blue-haired white woman when he’d seen her from a distance, but it turned out she was a Mexican named Estelle. She and Big Tone conversed in Spanish for a bit, and the Latin King seemed satisfied that she wasn’t going to cause any trouble. Doddridge didn’t quite believe that. He’d had more than a little bit of trouble from old ladies in the past, but as long as she sat on the couch and didn’t move, everyone was going to be fine. 

    Then, the cops showed up. Doddridge wasn’t surprised, though he’d hoped that the small town’s police department would be too tied up with other things to start pressing them so soon. They’d at least had a few hours to get cleaned up and eat. In the middle of the night, Doddridge intended to take the old lady’s Cadillac and enter the stream of slowly moving traffic in what was certain to be a slow-motion escape from the town. It wasn’t an ideal plan, but there wasn’t a lot of opportunity to do anything else. From the maps he’d found in old lady Estelle’s house, there was really only one road out of there, the highway. There wasn’t enough food and water in the house to sustain them for several days in the desert, and Doddridge wasn’t at all interested in busting his ass climbing over mountains and rocky ridges, anyway. 

    “What’re we gonna do?” Auto asked. 

    “Not gonna do shit,” Doddridge said. “Wait for them to move on, then let’s sit tight for a bit before we bug out.” 

    “Hey, one of the cops is coming toward the house,” Big Tone said. He eased away from the window and reached into his waistband and pulled out one of the guards’ liberated pistols. 

    “Easy, ese,” Doddridge whispered. “Take it easy.” 

    “Not sweatin’ it,” Big Tone said.  

    There was a knock on the door, and in the silence that ensued, Doddridge heard the cop’s feet scrape against the stoop outside. After a lengthy pause, the policeman knocked louder. 

    “Estelle! It’s Chief Grady!” a man called out. 

    “Dude’s got to know she’s home,” Shaliq whispered. “Car’s out there.” 

    “Quiet,” Doddridge said. 

    In the hallway, Bruce whimpered. “I don’t want to go back.” 

    “You’re not going back. Now be fuckin’ quiet,” Doddridge said. You ain’t goin’ back, you pussy, because I’ll fuckin’ kill you myself. 

    The cop knocked again.  

    For the first time in over an hour, the old lady on the couch stirred. “Maybe I just answer?” she whispered. 

    “Shut up,” Doddridge said, wondering why everyone had to start talking all the sudden. He took his hand off the shotgun and wiped his palm against his pants, trying to get rid of the sweat. 

     

    ### 

     

    Grady stood at the front door of Estelle Garcia’s neat little house. The lights were off, and the house was silent. He knocked one more time and called out, but Estelle didn’t come to the door. She wasn’t deaf, and her big vintage Caddy was still in the carport. That worried him. He turned and looked back at the street. Victor stood on the sidewalk beside his truck, one hand on the butt of the pistol on his hip. A few dozen yards away, Suzy was in the street, feet planted apart, right hand on her pistol. 

    “Could she not be home?” Victor asked quietly. “Could she be with friends?” 

    “She doesn’t like to be out at night, if I recall correctly,” Grady said. He stepped away from the door to peer at the windows. He reached for his radio. “Base, this is fourteen.” 

    “Fourteen, go.” 

    “Base, give a call to the Estelle Garcia residence. If she answers, have her come open the front door.” 

    “Fourteen, copy.”  

    While he waited, Grady slowly stepped toward the carport. He didn’t hear the clicking sounds of cooling metal, so the Caddy hadn’t moved in a while. He heard the peal of a ringing telephone inside the house. Five rings. Ten. Fifteen. 

    “Fourteen, copy?” 

    “Fourteen. Go ahead.” 

    “Fourteen, no answer at that residence. Copy?” 

    “Copy, Base.” 

    Grady walked around to the front of the Cadillac. He put a hand on the hood. It was warmer than the ambient air, so it had been driven at some point during the day. He reached for the Mag-Lite on his belt with his left hand and switched it on. He played the beam around the carport. The car was empty. There was nothing unusual in the carport: garbage and recycling bins, a stack of old newspapers, some closed cabinets. He stepped toward the door that led to the house, shining his beam on it. 

    The doorjamb was broken. 

    Grady drew his Glock and moved closer. From the corner of his eye, he saw Victor edging up the short driveway, pistol in hand. 

    The door to the house suddenly flew open. Grady barely saw the flash of lightning before the thunder hit him. 

     

    ### 

     

    Doddridge knew the jig was up when the cop left the front door and, instead of returning to his vehicle or moving on to another house, moved to the carport. The doorframe there was damaged where it had been kicked in, and while an old lady might limp her way to the door and not really see the damage, as Estelle had done, a policeman would notice. They were about to get caught. 

    Time to get on with it. Doddridge walked through the kitchen and stood to one side of the carport door. He heard the cop’s soft footfalls outside, the soles of his shoes scuffing along some grit on the dusty concrete floor. Light filtered in beneath the door and, a moment later, around the cracked and broken wood of the frame. The light paused then began to recede. 

    “Yeah, it’s fuckin’ showtime,” he whispered. 

    Doddridge fired through the door. The shotgun blast blew a nice hole through the thin wood, and the pellets continued and slammed into the man on the other side. The cop stumbled back against the Cadillac, the flashlight falling from his hand as he raised his pistol. Doddridge fired twice more, hitting the cop first in the chest then in the face as he slumped forward. The pistol slid out of the cop’s hand and skipped across the carport’s dry concrete pad. 

    “Dude, what are you doing?” Shaliq cried. “What the fuck!” 

    The old lady was wailing on the couch. Tone stepped up to the window, raised his Glock, and fired five or six rounds. Glass shattered, and the drapes twitched as his bullets lanced through them. Doddridge barreled past Auto, who was crouching near the living room wall, and ran straight for the sliding glass door at the rear of the house. He eased it open, looked both ways, then jumped out into the backyard. The black desert awaited him, and off to his right, headlights blazed from the long, slow-moving conga line of traffic. 

    In the house, Tone kept firing, swearing for the fucking Indian to stay still. From the open carport, three deep reports came, and Doddridge looked back to see Tone spin around. Whoever had hit him had shot right through the house from the carport, which meant two things: the guy had some serious weaponry, and to make a shot like that, he also had to have X-ray vision. Shaliq bailed out then and ran right past him, heading out into the desert. 

    More bullets ripped through the house from the street. The little pussy Bruce cried out, yelling he was hit. Doddridge took that as a good omen and sprinted right, head down, heading through the yard of the house next door. He kept going, even when people started coming out of the surrounding houses. Once he had rolled down half the block, he cut right and juked up between two houses. He flattened against one then slowly edged forward until he could look up the street. 

    Lights flashed, and a big SUV roared around the corner of a side street. For an instant, the lights had Doddridge fully exposed, but if the cop driving the SUV saw him, he didn’t slow down. 

    Doddridge hustled across the street and slipped past a couple of houses, running northward. 

     

    ### 

     

    For a moment, Victor had no clue what had just happened. A flash of light came from the carport, and his initial thought was that Grady had accidentally discharged his weapon. Then he saw Grady’s flashlight fall, and two more orange-yellow fireballs surged out of the house toward him. Grady was flung back against the Cadillac, then he sank to the concrete floor. 

    At the same time, more muzzle flashes erupted from the living room window. Victor was at an extreme angle to it, but he heard the snap of a bullet zipping right past his head. He leaped toward the carport, his .45 in his right hand. He realized he was caught between the gunman behind the door and the one sniping away from the window. He raised his pistol toward the wall and fired three shots in rapid succession, blasting right into the house. He doubted he’d hit anyone, but he hoped that the sudden onslaught of large-caliber rounds would make the shooter at the window pause and hunker down. He heard Suzy start firing. Compared to the roar of his .45, her nine-millimeter sounded downright anemic. 

    He continued his slide to the left, pistol aimed at the door. The firing from inside had stopped, but he heard two women wailing. Suzy popped a few more rounds into the house then ceased fire as she advanced, hurrying toward him. In the near distance, Victor heard the sound of an approaching vehicle, probably his niece’s would-be suitor, Mike Hailey. 

    His foot hit one of Grady’s legs, and he glanced down. In the darkness, he couldn’t see much, but the police chief was covered with blood. He was still breathing, though, a harsh, gurgling rasp, drawn out and labored. 

    “Chief!” he hissed, reaching down to shake Grady’s shoulder. 

    With a roar, a huge man crashed through the remains of the garage door like a charging rhinoceros. Victor raised his pistol, but he was too slow. The big man crossed the distance between them in a flash and knocked his .45 aside. Victor pulled the trigger anyway, blasting a hole through the carport roof in a bid that the sound might distract the big, bearded man from crushing him like a bug. It didn’t work. The man slapped the pistol out of Victor’s hand then lashed out at him with a fist that in the dim light looked to be as big as a frying pan. 

    Victor Kuruk had spent most of his youth as an angry, oftentimes drunken, street pugilist. He had been filled with anger, shame, and disgust at what had become of his people, at what they had been reduced to, and the evisceration of their spirit. Alcohol could sometimes numb the pain, and he used it as often as he could. But fighting, especially fighting Anglos, was a longer-lasting salve. So whenever a white boy offended him, Victor threw himself into combat. And on more than one occasion, he had fought even when there was no offense to be found. Victor just liked to fight. And he had become very good at it. 

    He was no longer that young man, but the passing years hadn’t dulled his instincts. He ducked beneath the giant’s swing. He still caught a glancing blow on the side of his head as the fist sailed past and through the passenger-side window of Estelle Garcia’s Cadillac, shattering the tempered glass. Over the crash, Victor heard Suzy shouting for the big man to stay where he was. In response, the man tried to grab Victor. Victor batted the man’s arm away before his thick fingers could find suitable purchase. 

    Victor’s first instinct was to dance away. As a fighter, he had always enjoyed an uncanny combination of speed and strength along with an accuracy that was almost mechanically precise. But as a man in his sixties, he knew slugging it out with a combatant who appeared to stand six-foot-eight and outweighed him by as much as eighty pounds probably wasn’t going to work in his favor. So Victor stayed on the inside and released a flurry of blows against the man’s body, launching shot after shot. He braced himself against the side of the Cadillac for support so he could throw in as much power as he could.  

    The big man hunched over, the wind driven from his body. Victor launched a vicious left uppercut that slammed the man’s teeth together then finished him off with an equally savage right. Victor put as much of his body weight behind that final punch as he could, grunting as pain flashed across his knuckles. The big man collapsed, and Victor, a victim of his own inertia, fell on top of him. 

    “Victor!” Suzy cried. 

    Victor ignored her and wrestled with the man. Or at least, he thought he was until he realized the bigger man was down for the count. Victor rolled the giant over onto his face and yanked his hands behind his back. With trembling hands, he pulled his handcuffs from their pouch at the small of his back and slapped them on the huge wrists. He tightened them up then checked his work. Convinced that the big man wasn’t going anywhere, he clambered to his feet, using the fender of the Caddy to help him maintain his balance. He felt shaky all over and feared he might vomit all over the car’s wide hood. 

    “Hai’i!” Suzy called, using the Shoshone word for uncle. 

    “Nüü tsawinnuh,” Victor responded. I’m fine. He bent over and retrieved his Sig Sauer P220.  

    Red and blue lights flashed from the street, then tires screeched as Hailey’s Expedition braked to a halt in front of the house. 

    “Stay with the chief,” Victor told Suzy. “Wait for Hailey.”  

    Victor went into the house. The kitchen was unoccupied. His boots sent plastic shotgun shells skittering across the floor. He’d never had the reason or desire to visit Estelle Garcia and in fact barely knew who she was, but he’d been around long enough to be familiar with the layout of homes like hers. It would be a two-bedroom house with a living room separating the kitchen from the two bedrooms on the other side. And that meant the light switches were to his immediate left. Victor reached out, fumbling in the darkness. His fingers brushed against the cool tile of the backsplash before he found the switches. He flipped them on, and the kitchen was suddenly illuminated. Dishes covered every horizontal surface, along with containers of food and beverages. 

    “Help me!” someone screamed. “Oh fuck, help me!” 

    Victor stepped into the living room, .45 held at the ready. Estelle crouched on the sofa, her mouth opened in a soundless scream, tears streaming down her face. A blood trail on the dun-colored carpet led toward a short hallway. Two men were wrestling a few feet down the corridor. One was a pale guy with lank hair, dressed in a prison uniform. He was the one screaming, and his eyes rolled in terror and pain. The man on top was a muscled Hispanic with graying hair and a multitude of tattoos, both professional and of the prison variety. His shirt was saturated with blood, courtesy of two bullet holes in his chest.  

    Victor was delighted. He’d actually managed to hit the shooter when he’d fired through the wall of the house. Thank God for full metal jacket. 

    The guy lowered his head and ripped away half the other man’s cheek. The smaller white man screeched, a truly horrifying sound in such close quarters. Blood flowed across his face. 

    “Hey, get off him!” Victor shouted, horrified. He darted forward and kicked the big guy in the shoulder. When that had no effect, he stepped back and raised his weapon. “Freeze!” 

    The biter looked up, still chewing the fresh meat in his mouth. His eyes were open but completely vacant. He swallowed the mouthful of flesh then bent back over the screaming man to take another bite. 

    “Hey!” Victor shouted. “Hey!” 

    Why am I shouting at a zombie? Victor squeezed the trigger. The bullet plowed into the zombie’s left shoulder, parting skin and muscle and bone as the heavy 230-grain projectile transited through the ghoul’s body and exited somewhere around its lower back. The zombie didn’t react except to sag to the side a little. The thing just took another chunk out of the shrieking man beneath it. 

    Victor stepped forward, pressed the barrel of his pistol against the zombie’s head, and pulled the trigger. He barely heard the report over the ringing in his ears from all the previous shooting. The zombie collapsed as the bullet blasted through its skull and ripped away half of its lower jaw before it exited and disappeared into the hallway baseboard. The man trapped beneath writhed and screeched in agony, blood pouring from the rents in his face. 

    “Where are the others?” Victor shouted, keeping his weapon trained on the zombie and the screecher.  

    The man with the torn-up face didn’t answer, just kept screaming. Victor looked back at Estelle, still sitting on her plastic-wrapped couch, her eyes wide with fear. 

    “Estelle! Where are the others?” he shouted. 

    With a trembling hand, Estelle pointed toward the back of the house. Victor spun around and raised his weapon. But all he saw was the open sliding glass door on the other side of the dining room table. Damn. 

    “Chief! Chief Grady!” Suzy cried. 

    Victor halfway turned toward the kitchen. His niece was backing into the house, her pistol held in front of her. Beyond her, looming in the darkness of the carport, was Grady. The lower half of his face had been annihilated, but his eyes were intact, and they remained open and unblinking as they fixed on Suzy, tracking her every move. 

    “Shoot him!” Victor shouted. 

    Suzy fired four shots in rapid succession. Each bullet slapped into Grady’s vest, doing absolutely nothing to slow the zombie’s advance. Estelle whimpered, and the guy trapped beneath the other zombie screamed again.  

    “In the head!” Victor yelled. “In the head!” 

    A flash of light exploded in the carport, and the top of the Grady zombie’s head erupted. A fountain of brackish blood poured out of the ragged hole in the ghoul’s crown, and the grotesquerie collapsed to the linoleum floor with a crash. Suzy jumped back with a shout, lowering her Glock to keep it aligned on the target.  

    Mike Hailey appeared in the kitchen doorway, eyes wide. He held his pistol in both hands as he stared down at the body of his chief. “Oh, fuck.” 

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The ride up to the Hollywood Bowl was one big blur. Reese sat in the swaying RV, watching the lights of Los Angeles roll past. As the Cedars-Sinai medical complex fell behind, he felt a keen sense of despair. He knew there were people still in the hospital, live people, people who needed protection until they could be safely evacuated. But Reese’s contingent of police officers had been run down, and the Guard couldn’t stay. Without the Guard, the LAPD was just another menu item. Reese told himself he was leaving to save his guys and to maybe give those poor souls sitting up in the lower reaches of the Hollywood Hills some hope in a night full of desperation.  

    But that’s a fucking lie. We’re leaving because we’re scared, and we don’t want to die. It burned to admit that to himself, but at the same time, he was getting acclimated to the gloom. Reese sat up front next to the old patrolman who was driving. Ahead, a column of National Guard Humvees and a couple of five-ton trucks rolled up North La Cienega Boulevard. The street was lined with businesses, hotels, and restaurants, but it was surrounded by residential streets. On occasion, a human figure would emerge from one of the buildings. If it hurried toward the convoy with a stiff gait, it was either shot or just run over. If the figure was more animated, like a frightened civilian, he or she was ignored. That darkened Reese’s depression, but only nominally. He felt himself evolving somehow, as if he was moving away from caring what happened to the people he was charged to protect. 

    He looked at the other officers sitting in the RV. Most were senior in grade, though there were a few rookies. All of them had seen and done more over the past few days than they’d likely done over their entire careers. They all had the same shell-shocked, thousand-yard stare. They’d had enough, and all they wanted was to get home, have a shower, eat a hot meal, and lie in their own beds. But a lot of the guys wouldn’t be getting home for weeks, if ever. 

    First Sergeant Plosser sat directly behind Reese on a bench seat next to two LAPD officers. His bulky gear made him seem much bigger than the cops, even though they were wearing full tactical armor. Plosser’s haunted eyes seemed to gleam in the tepid light emanating from the few overhead dome lamps that were switched on. “You having an attack of the guilts, Reese?” he asked. 

    “What?” 

    “I asked, are you feeling guilty about leaving the hospital?” 

    “We’re doing what we have to do, Plosser,” Reese said. 

    “Keep telling yourself that. It’s the truth.” 

    “How many troops does the Guard have here?” Reese asked. 

    “Now? I don’t know. We have about fifteen thousand in the Army component. Toss in Air Force, Navy, and Corps, maybe a total standing force of twenty-five thousand, not including whatever federal troops get assigned to our mission area. But remember, California’s a big place. LA, San Francisco, Sacramento, San Jose, San Diego—everybody gets their piece of the Guard pie.” 

    “So you don’t really have enough troops to contain this,” Reese said. 

     “Hell, no.” Plosser scoffed. “I don’t think the entire Department of Defense has enough troops to contain this.” 

    “Gee, you’re really making us all feel a lot better about things,” one of the cops said. 

    Plosser snorted. “I’m not here to make you boys feel better about anything. You all know what’s going down. LA is getting the shit kicked out of it, and the rest of the state’s not doing much better.” 

    “You have any recommendations, First Sergeant?” Reese asked. “As in, recommendations that actually make sense?” 

    Plosser glanced out the side window for a few seconds before responding. “We get up to the Bowl, we get ourselves organized, and we maintain lines of communication and lines of supply with the airhead up at Griffith. The Bowl isn’t a terrible place to try to defend under normal circumstances, but given the fact our enemy isn’t put off by fear, firepower, pain, or negotiation, it’s going to be tough as hell. We’ll be sandwiched between Los Angeles proper to the south and the Valley to the north. It’s going to be a major bag of dicks, but if that’s where we’re being sent, then that’s where we go. We can’t run, and we can’t give up. If we can’t save the civilians up there, then we need to figure out how we’re going to be able to save ourselves.” 

    “You have any recommendations on how we do that?” Detective Marsh asked. 

    Plosser nodded out the windshield. “Those five-tons will do just fine. Once they get moving, we can bash through pretty much anything. They’re tough, durable, and can keep going through all sorts of shit. Not the most comfortable ride available, but they’ll get us to wherever we decide we need to go.” 

    “And where might that be?” Reese asked. 

    “Don’t know. The Mojave, maybe. It’ll take a while for these things to push out that way. And maybe they won’t. Lots of people to feed on here in the LA basin. They might be occupied for the next several weeks.” 

    “We were thinking about trying to get one of the MRAPs the sheriff’s department has,” Marsh said. 

    “Great wheels if you can get ’em, but I’m pretty sure whoever has them right now isn’t exactly going to hand them over,” Plosser said. 

    “We’ll see about that,” the cop driving the RV said. 

    Plosser blew out a harsh breath. “Yeah? You going to shoot sheriffs so you can steal their vehicles? Because that’s what it’ll probably come down to. You guys ready for that?” 

    Reese looked around the back of the RV. No one said anything. He turned around and faced forward again to watch the city roll by. Guardsmen in the trucks ahead opened up on a clump of zombies chasing a woman, but their aim was terrible. The woman went down, either because she tripped on something on the sidewalk or because she’d caught a round in the leg. The zombies mounded over her like a fetid tide. 

    “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Plosser mumbled. 

     

    ### 

     

    As Plosser had said, the Hollywood Bowl itself wasn’t exactly in the best location. Surrounded by freeways and residential suburbs, it wasn’t terribly difficult to get to, though law enforcement and the meager Guard presence had worked hard to change that. There were rows of razor wire, sandbags, and gun emplacements at the entrance, all designed to compress any zombie herds into narrow, confined areas where they could be serviced more efficiently. From the pile of corpses across the street, Reese guessed the setup had already been put to use. However, the pile was much, much smaller than the one at Cedars-Sinai. 

    To the left was the lower parking lot area, which held several LAPD and LASD vehicles, including a couple of mobile command posts like the one he sat in. A few buses with pop-outs were emblazoned with the FEMA logo. Cement barriers had been erected around the lots, and cops and soldiers were visible above them, probably standing on the metal guardrails that surrounded the parking area. A team of National Guardsmen was setting up coils of razor wire. 

    “We’re going to have to wire up the entire perimeter,” Plosser muttered as the convoy rolled to a stop on Highland Avenue, just outside the fortified entrance. 

    “There’s a ten- to twelve-foot wall surrounding the entire rear of the Bowl,” Reese said. “A sound barrier. Only this part facing the street is open.” 

    “It’s a deterrent but not a fortification.” Plosser grunted. “We’ll have to beef it up.” 

    “Sounds good,” Reese said. 

    Outside, Bates approached the door of the idling RV. He had ridden in one of the Guard Humvees at the front of the column. He wore a tactical helmet with the visor raised.  

    Reese rolled down his window. “What’s up?” 

    “Area’s pretty secure,” Bates said. “According to Morton, there hasn’t been a shitload of activity. Seeing as how the piles of dead stenches aren’t much more than three deep, I guess he’s telling the truth.” 

    “Is he taking command up here?” 

    “Yeah, that’s what I was told.” Bates turned and scanned the area, keeping the M4 he carried in a low ready state.  

    Traffic still moved leadenly along the Hollywood Freeway overpasses a hundred feet away. A long line of Army Black Hawk helicopters buzzed past, heading toward the San Fernando Valley. 

    Reese turned in his seat. “Plosser, is Morton a decent commanding officer?” 

    “Yeah,” Plosser responded. “He spent fifteen years active duty. He’s a cavalry officer, though. Leading a battalion of infantry must be a downer for him.” 

    “I don’t know what that means.” 

    Plosser waved dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. Yeah, Morton can get shit done. He’s a hard charger, but he’s not stupid.” 

    Reese looked back at Bates. “Bates, you want to step inside?” 

    “I’m good.” 

    “All right, suit yourself. What’s the plan?” 

    Bates pointed up the line of waiting vehicles. “They’re opening the gates to let us in. FEMA’s already set up in the lower parking lot. We’re going to be moved up the Bowl Road to Lot A. After that, not sure.” 

    “Who’s the operational leader?” 

    “Law enforcement side?” Bates shrugged. “Probably someone with the LASD.” 

    Ahead, vehicle engines revved as the front vehicles began to move slowly past the fortified entrance. Civilian traffic had been restricted to the lane farthest from the Bowl. Reese tried to ignore the stares from the idling cars and trucks full of frightened civilians. 

    “Bates, hop in,” Reese said. 

    Bates waved him away. “You go ahead. I’m going to scout around and see if anyone from Hollywood’s here. I’ll meet you in the CP later.” The tall patrol sergeant slapped the side of the RV then walked away, heading toward the rear of the column. 

    Crazy bastard, Reese thought, running a hand over his head. His hair felt lank and greasy, and he could smell the stink emanating from his armpits. He wondered if the odor would keep the zombies at bay when the bullets ran out. 

     

    ### 

     

    Before anyone was allowed into the secure area around the Bowl, they had to pass through several checkpoints. Each person was thoroughly searched for bites and had to provide detailed explanations for any injuries. Next, they had to scrub themselves with water and bleach, a painstaking process that was not only smelly, but uncomfortable. The bleach burned Reese’s skin and stuck in his nostrils, searing the back of his throat. At least he had found an antidote to his body odor. 

    Someone had brought fresh tactical uniforms, and Reese found one that almost fit, though he had to roll up the sleeves and work on making sure the trousers remained bloused in his boots. He reclaimed his detective ID and body armor, though the Guardsmen running the site weren’t eager to return the M4 he had liberated from the hospital. One of Morton’s officers passed the word that the colonel had authorized the temporary transfer of the weapons, though the soldiers manning the checkpoints were dismayed to find out that several forms making the transaction legal hadn’t been provided. Reese and the rest of the cops thought the abject adherence to process somewhat humorous. 

    After the decontamination, they were allowed into the fortified areas around the Bowl. A separate decon area had been set up for civilian refugees. The line for it was long and seemed to hardly move at all. Officials from FEMA oversaw it, and they were just as meticulous as the Guard had been. The problem was the civilians weren’t necessarily interested in waiting, and there always seemed to be some commotion going on. Reese was watching FEMA and the few Los Angeles sheriffs on site try to manage the situation when Morton appeared at his side, towering over him in his battle gear. 

    “Detective, maybe your guys can help out with the civilians,” the lieutenant colonel said. “You guys should know a thing or two about crowd control, right?” 

    “I was kind of hoping we might be able to get some food and rest before we got back to it,” Reese said. He almost winced at the whine in his voice. Fuck, I sound like some spoiled brat after he’s been told to go to bed. 

    Morton snorted. “Yeah, that’d be nice. But I’m told we have about five thousand inside already, and we have at least that many outside, waiting to get in. So no one takes a break.” 

    “Fantastic,” Reese said. 

    “You know what the capacity is in this place?” 

    “About eighteen thousand in the seats. How many troops are here?” 

    “A full battalion. Five hundred twenty-seven, with another two companies inbound. The sheriff in charge told me he has eighty or so guys working for him, and about another forty to fifty LAPD have shown up. There’s a captain here named Fontenoy. You know him?” 

    “Her. She’s a second stick over at Wilshire Station. You know where she is? I should check in with her.”  

    “She’ll be up in Lot A,” Morton said. “I haven’t introduced myself to her just yet. What do you know about her?” 

    Reese shrugged. Aside from seeing her name on department organizational charts and what he’d heard from some fellow cops, Reese didn’t know much about Fontenoy at all. “I heard the cops out of Wilshire think she’s a dimwit and an incubating political stooge who has her nose fairly far up the backside of the mayor’s office. I guess she’s one of those diversity types, always going on about inclusion, et cetera.” 

    “Yeah, that should come in handy,” Morton said. “Listen, I guess she’s going to give you your final taskings, but I really need your guys out on the street, helping with the civilians. You’re the ranking guy from your station, right?” 

    “I guess.” 

    “Can you put your men to work then come with me to meet this captain? We’ll want to check in with the sheriff’s guys, too.” 

    “What’s the point? What if Fontenoy just pulls them off?” 

    Morton smiled stiffly. “She won’t. Trust me.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Corbett climbed out of his big Super Duty pickup, followed by Gary Norton and Danielle Kennedy. He’d been meeting with them at Norton’s residence to go over what the coming days would bring. He had been briefing Danielle on her role when Walt Lennon informed him that there had been a shooting and that some convicts were on the loose somewhere in town. Lennon had most likely brought the information to Corbett in a bid to keep him locked down, but with Chief Grady being one of the victims, no one was going to be able to keep Corbett hemmed up inside his house. 

    “Not safe,” Lennon said. “Listen to what I’m saying. Escaped convicts who are armed. They are at large, which means no one knows where they are. Dead policemen. This is not something you should be exposing yourself to.” 

    “Walt, sometimes leadership requires risk. You might have learned that if you’d stayed awake during your officer training classes,” Corbett had said. No matter how hard Walter Lennon pushed in his role as chief protector, Barry Corbett was still the boss, and he got what he wanted, even if it meant Lennon or one of his men would have to take a bullet over it. 

    An Expedition pulled in beside the pickup, and Corbett’s men, six armed retired Marines who had seen battle in Iraq and Afghanistan, got out and joined them. Those men knew their way around killing people they deemed threatening. Corbett felt completely safe in their presence. There were three cops at the small house and a gaggle of onlookers, many who stared at Corbett and his entourage with a mixture of relief and apprehension. 

    “Victor, what are you doing here?” Corbett asked as he stopped beside Walter Lennon. Next to Victor was Santoro, the beefy cop Victor had told him was a grade-A pecker. That made perfect sense, since Santoro was a relative of Hector Aguilar, and peckerdom ran strong in that family, kind of like the Dark Side of the Force ran through the Sith. 

    “Barry? What are you doing here?” Victor asked.  

    Lennon sighed and spread his hands. “My question exactly.” He then turned away from both men as he kept eyes out, like any good Marine.  

    From the corner of his eye, Corbett saw Danielle doing the same. She swiveled her head, scoping out the houses that faced the street, their façades illuminated in strobing blue and red emergency lights. Norton stood beside her, hands in his pockets, looking uncomfortable and out of place. 

    “I heard we might have lost the chief, and I wanted to get the information firsthand,” Corbett said, stepping closer to Victor and Santoro. For all the stories that he’d heard, he was surprised to see that Santoro seemed meek. For certain, he could see a little bit of the Aguilar bloodline in the chunky cop’s face: olive complexion, thick-framed glasses, and a bushy dark mustache that sat above his upper lip like a caterpillar on a campout. 

    “Wilbur, is it?” Corbett asked. 

    Santoro nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m Officer Santoro,” he said with a little bit of arrogance in his tone. 

    “You next in line?” 

    Santoro seemed caught off guard. “Sorry?” 

    “Grady’s dead, right?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Okay. So are you next in line? Who leads the department now?” 

    Santoro shuffled his feet. “I’m the senior officer on the force right now, so yeah, I’m technically in command.” 

    “Good to know.” Corbett turned to Victor. “Vic, tell me what happened.” 

    Santoro held up a hand. “I’m sorry, Mr. Corbett, but—” 

    “Santoro, how many prisoners are dead in Estelle’s house?” Corbett asked. 

    “Two, but one has been taken into custody.” 

    “And how many more are on the run?” 

    “That would be two,” Victor answered. “As best as we can figure. Estelle confirmed she saw five men, and we can account for three.” He turned back to Santoro. “By the way, I’ll need my cuffs back.” 

    “Santoro, how many officers are on duty at the moment?” Corbett asked. 

    “All of them,” Santoro answered. “Three of us are here, though one was involved in the incident. The rest are heading this way to search for the convicts.” 

    “We don’t know if they’re together,” Victor said. “They might have split up.” 

    “Are reservation police assisting?” 

    Santoro frowned. “I’m not sure we’re going to need—” 

    “We are,” Victor said coldly. “I arrested one of the convicts, and Tribal Officer Kuruk engaged the others, along with me and Chief Grady.” He looked back at Barry. “Officer Santoro here seems to think that Single Tree’s small department can handle this situation without further assistance from us, but I have five officers already looking in the desert.” Victor nodded down the street, and Corbett saw flashlight beams sweeping the scrub. 

    “Good,” Corbett said. “Walt, call in some of the guys. They should take direction from—” he stared at Santoro for a beat “—Tribal Police Chief Kuruk.” When Santoro seemed about to protest, Corbett held up his hand and added, “Have them bring the dogs.” 

    “That means we’ll have to pull bodies off the construction details,” Lennon said. “The guys who are off will need a bit to get spooled up. And it’ll take some time to get the dogs down here.” 

    “Understood,” Corbett said. “Do what you can, when you can.” 

    “Mr. Corbett, this is a police matter, and I think I’ll be making the decisions,” Santoro said, though without a great amount of confidence in his voice. 

    “I think you’ll have some degree of input, Officer Santoro, but no one’s made you chief of police just yet. Vic, do you have enough time to walk me through the CliffsNotes version of what happened?” 

    “Sure. But important matters first. You don’t happen to have any of your revered flasks on hand, do you?” 

    Corbett started to respond with a needling remark about Indians and firewater, but Victor did look like hell. His hands were trembling, and his face had that cast that indicated a combination of shell shock and nervous jitters. Corbett figured anything that might have knocked Victor’s carefully cultured stoic aura off balance was probably nothing but bad news. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a silver flask. After unscrewing the lid, he held out the flask to Victor. “It’s only Hennessey, nothing to get too excited about.” 

    Victor took a long pull then handed it back. “Thanks.” 

    Corbett recapped the flask and slipped it back inside his jacket. “More when you need it,” he said. He noticed the knuckles on Victor’s right hand were bloody, and he pointed them out. “Fisticuffs? At your age?” 

    “Grady turned into a zombie,” Victor blurted. 

    “Damn, Vic. Does liquor always work that quickly on you?” Norton asked. 

    Corbett looked over at Estelle Garcia’s neat little house. Mike Hailey and another officer stood beside the open side door. Suzy Kuruk was there as well, panning the beam of her flashlight around the carport floor. 

    “Is he in the house?” he asked. 

    Victor nodded. “Yes.” 

    “Can you go back inside with me?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Santoro held up his hands. “Whoa! No one’s going inside. It’s a murder scene under active investigation. We have to collect evidence, and—” 

    “Oh, Wilbur, shut the hell up,” Corbett said then started up the short driveway. 

    The scene inside the little house was gruesome, but Corbett had seen much worse during his time in Vietnam. He was nevertheless saddened to see Chief Grady’s cooling corpse on the kitchen floor, his face and skull severely disfigured from both a convict’s shotgun blast and a shot from one of his own officers’ pistol. There wasn’t a great deal of blood, which meant that the man had already been dead when the fatal shot had been delivered. 

    “Oh, wow.” Gary Norton’s voice was strangled, and the producer’s tanned, handsome face was scrunched in horror. “I mean… Jesus.” 

    “You’ve never seen a dead body, Gary?” Corbett asked. 

    “Not like this. Not outside of a funeral and not someone I actually knew.” 

    An older cop Corbett didn’t know started photographing the body. Danielle hung back at the edge of the carport, next to Suzy Kuruk. Danielle stared at Grady’s body with a great sadness in her eyes. Suzy Kuruk looked the same, but she’d had the presence of mind to secure Grady’s pistol. She held it in her left hand, already ensconced in a plastic evidence bag. 

    Mike Hailey stood in the doorway that separated the kitchen from the living room, his eyes blank and emotionless. He was probably in shock. And he had every right to be. Not only had he seen two zombies up close in just a few days, but one of them had been his boss, and he’d had to put him down. 

    “Okay, we’re coming in,” Corbett told the older cop with the digital camera. 

    “Oh, gosh, you probably shouldn’t do that,” the officer said. His voice was high and reedy, and his big nose was covered with a spider web of veins that implied he was a veteran boozer. 

    “Who are you?” Corbett asked. 

    “John Lasher. Officer John Lasher.” 

    “Officer Lasher, I’m Barry Corbett. Are you from Single Tree?” 

    “Oh no, not at all. I’m from Ridgecrest. I came up here a couple of years ago to get away from all that action down south.” 

    “There’s action in Ridgecrest?” Norton asked absently, still staring at Grady’s body. 

    “Dani, take Norton outside, would you?” Corbett said. 

    Norton shook his head, visibly steeling himself. “No. No, I’m good.” 

    “Mr. Corbett, I’ve heard of you,” Lasher said. He hitched up his pants, which were sagging low due to his rather large belly. “Are you really a billionaire?” 

    “Yeah. Anyway, you done with your pictures?” 

    “Well…” Lasher turned and looked back at Hailey, who finally tore his gaze away from the body of his dead boss. 

    “You guys can come in,” Hailey said. “Just be careful not to disturb any of… any of the evidence.” 

    “In other words, don’t step in any gore,” Victor said, pointing at a bloody scuff mark that bore a boot tread. “Like Officer Lasher did.”  

    Lasher looked down in shock. “Oh my.” 

    Corbett pushed into the kitchen, stepping around Grady’s corpse. He paused to inspect it then moved on into the living room. Victor, Danielle, and Norton followed, while Suzy Kuruk remained in the carport. 

    Estelle had already been carted off, along with the prisoner Victor had arrested. But two other bodies lay in a tangled heap. On top was a Latino man with thick, tattoo-covered arms. He had been shot several times in the torso and once in the head. Beneath him was a smaller white man, whose face had been savaged. The Latino had obviously turned into a stench and attacked the other man. The smaller man had been shot as well, and Corbett noticed all the shell casings in the room were from a .45. The cops carried nine-millimeters, even Suzy out in the carport. Only Victor was a .45 man, like Corbett. 

    “I shot them both,” Victor said quietly. 

    “Had the second one turned?” Corbett asked. “The one on the bottom?” 

    “Of course,” Victor said, but something flickered in his eyes.  

    Corbett understood. The smaller man hadn’t turned yet, but he would have done so soon. Victor and his beloved Sig P220 had taken care of that. 

    “Looks like someone went out the back,” Danielle said, pointing at the open sliding glass door. 

    “Oh, yes,” Lasher said helpfully. “That’s where we think the other convicts got out. We checked the rest of the house very carefully. There’s no one else in here.” He cleared his throat. “Um, may I start documenting this scene, please?” He held up his camera. 

    “Sure. Sure,” Corbett said. “Guys, let’s step outside. Hailey, can you come with us?” 

    “Yeah, all right,” Hailey said flatly. 

    Corbett led the entourage through the sliding glass door. Lennon and two of his men were already in the backyard. They had put on tactical helmets with AN/PVS-14 night vision monocles over their right eyes. As they scanned the desert, each held a pistol in his right hand. 

    “See anything, Walt?” Corbett asked. 

    “Negative. We’re secure for the time being. I have Tamblyn and McGregor out front. McGregor has the REPR locked and loaded.” Lennon pronounced the acronym for Rapid Engagement Precision Rifle as “reaper,” and the designation was apt. Corbett was very fond of the weapon, which fired 7.62-millimeter man-killers out to ranges of over five hundred yards. 

    “I hope he’s not flashing that thing around in front of the police,” Corbett said. 

    “No, sir. He’s mounted up in the Expedition.” While he spoke, Lennon kept turning his head, panning the monocle across the dark desert. 

    “Did you want to talk to me about something, sir?” Hailey asked. 

    “I did. Your boss was long gone when you shot him, Hailey. In fact, you didn’t even shoot him. You shot a bag of bones that just happened to look like him. Do you understand what I mean?” 

    Hailey nodded, his face only slightly illuminated by the light spilling out of the sliding glass door behind him. “Yes, sir. I know all that.” 

    “Well, you’re not acting like you know it, so you might want to take a moment and get yourself squared away,” Corbett said, not unkindly. “The rest of the guys on your force, are they any good? I understand Santoro and… who’s the other guy, Vic?” 

    “Whitter,” Victor said. “Does anyone mind if I smoke?” 

    “So long as you don’t light yourself on fire,” Norton said. 

    “I’m not that drunk. Yet.” Victor reached inside his jacket and pulled out his cigarette case. 

    “Anyway, Hailey,” Corbett continued, “Santoro and Whitter, I know they’re reputed to be assholes. My question is, what about the others?” 

    Hailey shrugged. “They seem okay to me. We’ve only got a force of eight sworn officers, and Lasher’s a part-timer, more of a hobby cop. Everyone can do their job, but murders and escaped convicts and stuff, that’s more for the Highway Patrol than us local yokels.” 

    “Mike, you okay?” Danielle asked suddenly. 

    “Yes,” Hailey responded dully. 

    “Hailey, it’s a shit job, but you’ve got to do it now,” Corbett said. “I’ll lean in and give you guys as much support as I can. We already have men getting ready to come in and help with the search. And believe me, they’re better than the California Highway Patrol any day.” 

    “Hell yes,” Lennon said. He raised his hand and pressed it against his left ear. 

    “Something over the radio?” Corbett asked. All his men were wired with communications gear. Lennon held up a finger and walked away a few steps.  

    Corbett grunted and turned to Victor. “Okay, Vic. Give me your notes.” 

    “Heard about a shooting on 395. I rolled up there with Suzy, and we found a corrections bus with three dead prison guards in it. Grady arrived about two minutes after we did. We surmised that the prisoners had escaped, they were armed and dangerous, and that the potential for them heading for Single Tree was high. Hailey met us here on Substation Road, and Grady sent him off to Muir to check things there. We came here to Estelle’s, and guess what? Bad guys. Boom, boom, zombies, boom boom.” Victor delivered all of that in a languid, emotionless monotone. 

    Corbett nodded. “Hailey, who shot Grady? The first time.” 

    “Someone with a shotgun, which we haven’t found,” Hailey said. “So the guy who has it must have escaped.” 

    “We recovered the Latino’s,” Victor said. “As far as we know, there are two men at large, and they have a shotgun and possibly two pistols between them.” 

    Lennon stepped back to the group. “Mr. Corbett, the mayor is here, and he’s looking for you.” 

     

    ### 

     

    With nothing else to do aside from stare at the television and watch Meredith slowly retreat into herself like a frightened sheep attempting to hide from a hungry wolf, Jock Sinclair headed to a pub—or “bar,” as they call them in this country, he reminded himself—down the street from the roach-coach motel. Bob’s Place was as lowbrow as the name promised. Clearly, “Bob” was into Formica-topped tables, metal chairs, and scuffed tile. A substandard wooden bar dominated the far wall, its lacquered veneer worn in so many places that it resembled a patchwork quilt. 

    Jock bellied up to the bar and ordered a beer—a cold one, as they had only chilled draft available. The place wasn’t exactly a full house, but it hosted a small crowd. He spotted several travelers like him, since they stood out amidst the jean-and-flannel-shirt locals. Some were white, some Asian, and a handful were black, but most of the patrons seemed to be of Mexican extraction. Sinclair didn’t particularly like Mexicans, and he occasionally referred to them as wetbacks, as long as he wasn’t on camera or wearing a hot microphone. He had to be careful in America, since they took their appellations very seriously. He couldn’t get away with calling a Jew a kike in the US, whereas in Europe, it was practically expected. In many ways, America was so liberal it was almost silly, but they countered that with true stupidity from the right, such as continuing to allow citizens to own firearms. The asymmetry of it was almost astounding. It was like the country was half pearl, half dung. 

    “Excuse me, are you Jock Sinclair?” asked a Mexican man with thick glasses and a big bushy mustache. 

    “I am,” Sinclair said, even though he wasn’t exactly in the mood for talking. He still received a little ego recharge at being recognized, especially in such a basic establishment as Bob’s Place. 

    “I watch you on the television. You’re quite good.” 

    “I thank you for that. And you are?” 

    “Hector Aguilar,” the man said, holding out his right hand.  

    Sinclair shook it and favored the man with a smile. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Aguilar,” he said with as much bonhomie as he could muster. 

    “The same here. So how did you manage to find yourself here in Single Tree?” 

    “Car troubles, of course. My wife has a foreign import, and we can’t find anyone in town who can attend to it. Unless you happen to know someone who knows their way around a Maserati?” 

    “Unfortunately not,” Aguilar said. “Hey, aren’t you friendly with Barry Corbett?” 

    “I don’t know if ‘friendly’ is the term I would use,” Sinclair said before remembering that Corbett was a local. “Why, are you?” 

    Aguilar snorted and shook his head. “Quite the opposite.” 

    “Oh? Why is that?” 

    “He’s going to destroy this town financially,” Aguilar said bitterly. “Did you happen to notice all the construction around town? He has dreams of turning Single Tree into some kind of fortress in response to the emergency that’s going on, instead of allowing the authorities to handle it. He even wants to barricade the town from the highway and keep people from passing through. Can you imagine the arrogance? Blocking off a state highway, the only road through this area that actually goes anywhere?” 

    Sinclair raised his eyebrows. “Seriously? That’s what’s going on here?”  

    Aguilar nodded. “Yep.”  

    “Well, what do your politicians think of that?” 

    “I’m on the town council, but the mayor is leaning Corbett’s way. He’s just doing it for votes, and probably because Corbett is paying him off under the table. I’m the only one who’s against the insanity. Even the police chief is open to it.” Aguilar shook his head and took a pull from his mixed drink. “I can’t understand it. It’s going to destroy the town. The state will penalize us, the tourism will dry up, no shipments will be able to come in, and we’ll all be broke by this time next year. Corbett will probably manage to just skip away without even a slap on the wrist.” 

    Sinclair nodded. “He is that kind of man, able to buy his way in and out of everything without regard for law or who might get hurt. I once interviewed him at length. He’s a climate change denier, and worse, his organization actually contributes to it. He might even be responsible for what’s happening now, with the sickness that’s going on.” 

    Aguilar slapped the bar. “Why, yes, that could be climate related, couldn’t it? Some sort of stress disorder, making people go crazy?” 

    “More likely some virus that was dug up and exposed to the open air,” Sinclair said. “You know that in the permafrost, there are all sorts of nasty little buggers that have been suspended in the ice. I wouldn’t be surprised if Corbett or one of his cronies managed to unearth something particularly nasty.” He swigged his wretched cold beer. “And of course, people like him would rush to cover it up—no warnings, no confessions, not a single thought for anything other than their fat bank accounts.” The fact that Sinclair’s bank account was on the fat side itself had nothing to do with the conversation, so of course, he didn’t bring it up. 

    “You should report on this,” Aguilar said, his eyes shining. “It could be a great story, how one of America’s richest men totally destroys a helpless small town.” 

    “Well, we’ll have to see about that,” Sinclair said, looking down at his beer. “My wife and I will hopefully be catching a ride to Reno tomorrow, so I’ll be leaving.” He almost said, “I hope to be leaving,” but managed to catch himself. No sense in offending the one soul in that godforsaken little town who actually knew who he was. 

    Aguilar seemed disappointed. “Oh. That’s a shame. But if things don’t work out and you get caught here, let me know. I run the pharmacy up the street.” He pointed toward the wall behind the bar. “Unlike Corbett, I’m a small-business owner who works hard every day.” 

    “Good man. Good man. So tell me more. What is it that Corbett plans on doing, exactly?” 

    Aguilar grinned. “You’ll love this.” And he began to talk. 

    And Sinclair listened with rapt attention. 

     

    ### 

     

    Max Booker’s first words to Corbett were “What are you doing here?” 

    Corbett could see that his presence at the crime scene was pissing off Booker something fierce, but the mayor’s tone and general attitude got Corbett’s back up immediately. “I came as soon as I heard, Max. I figured you would have as well. But it seems I beat you here. Why is that, exactly?” 

    Booker glared at him in the strobing emergency lights. “What the hell do you mean by that?” 

    Corbett stepped up and got in Booker’s face. The mayor was twenty-plus years younger and still looked to be in good enough shape to kick his ass, but Corbett was done playing around. All the talking, the convincing, the facts, the figures, the planning—he was sick of it. It was time to start making things happen. 

    “Let me spell it out for you, Max. We start shutting down the town. Tonight, my men begin deploying razor wire all around the perimeter. We will fortify this town and make it as impregnable as we can. Your chief of police is dead. There are three corrections officers lying out in the desert, killed by escaped convicts, at least two of whom are loose in your town. Your backup police chief, Wilbur Santoro, is about as bright as a bag of bricks and about as competent at the job of leading a police department as an old pair of underwear is at holding back a squirt of piss. I want you to give his job to Victor Kuruk, who by the way, apparently killed one convict, captured another, and shot two zombies, one of which happened to be Chief Grady.” 

    Booker’s eyes widened. “My God! How did—” 

    “I told you, we’re all infected,” Corbett said. “The government is covering that up, but it’s the only answer for the spread. Yes, zombie bites are fatal, and the spit or whatever is loaded with the virus that reanimates the dead. But those of us who die, be it from natural or unnatural causes, also reanimate. Old Wally was the test case, and Grady was the control. Both rose, and the only way to stop them was by shooting them in the head.” 

    “How did Grady die?” Booker asked. 

    “Looks like one of the convicts popped him with a shotgun. That man is still at large. I see that Estelle is gone. Hopefully, one of the locals has her. We’ll need her to provide a description.” 

    “Yes, she’s at the police station now,” Booker said. “Listen, about Victor, I can’t—” 

    “Damn it, Max. You can do anything you want. Victor has the gumption and skill set, and he has more people to bring into the mix. At the same time, you can appoint Santoro as the new chief, but you’d damn well better make sure he doesn’t get in my way.” Booker opened his mouth to speak, but Corbett raised a hand and continued. “In about twenty minutes or so, more of my people will be here. These are ass-kickers and name-takers. They’ll be bringing some dogs. We’re going to start hunting down the sad-sack piece of shit who shot Grady. I want you to tell your cops to stop touching their junk here, because we already know who did what. We need everyone in a uniform out policing the town. We have to find these fuckers before they hurt more people.” 

    “So what are you telling me to do, Barry?” Booker looked calmer. Like any politician, he was looking for the upside, and he could probably see that going toe to toe with Corbett wasn’t in his best interest. 

    “I’m telling you to give Victor temporary control of the Single Tree PD. You’ve got to explain to Santoro that Victor’s not just some former Hollywood actor, that he’s a trained law enforcement officer and he has the skills and personnel to make this run much more smoothly. And then I expect you to shut down Aguilar and anyone else who wants to get into a pissing contest about what’s going to happen as far as the town goes.” 

    “I was actually working on getting a meeting together for tonight, at nine o’clock,” Booker said. “Hector already refused to participate. He tried to get a hold of someone in Inyo to come down and reel you in, but there’s no one available. The CHP has enough problems up in Bishop, so you don’t have to worry about anything.” 

    “Fuck the meeting. We’ll do it tomorrow. But our plans continue regardless. By the end of this week, we’ll have the first layer of defenses up, and then we’ll start closing off the town. And after the meeting, once we know who’s up for it, we’ll start weapons training. I don’t want to hear any more shit about how it’s going to mess up our pristine lifestyle. We already have trigger-happy prisoners shooting up the place and flesh-eating zombies popping up. So are we clear on all of this, Max?” 

    “Yes,” Booker said. His face looked pale and drawn in the flashing emergency lights. “We’re clear on it, Barry. On all of it.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    When Reese found Captain III Fontenoy, he wasn’t thrilled. Fontenoy was a small-boned woman who moved like a skittish bird. Her dark hair was pulled back in a bun, her expression was haggard, and the bags under her eyes were so large, Reese wondered if someone had punched her. When Reese introduced himself and informed her he had a contingent from the North Hollywood Station, she looked at him as if he were an alien invader from outer space. 

    “Hollywood’s gone,” she said. She sat behind a folding table, and several patrolmen loitered around her. Reese didn’t recognize any of them, but everyone looked shell-shocked. He wondered if he looked the same. 

    He nodded. “Yes, Captain, that’s what I was told. We were on duty at Cedars-Sinai, and we relocated here after… after…” Reese struggled with the words, trying to figure out how to frame it. 

    Morton came to his rescue. “After the hospital couldn’t sustain operations and was closed by the administrative staff,” he said. “We brought the LAPD presence up here with us, Captain.” 

    Fontenoy peered up at Morton. “And who are you?” 

    “Lieutenant Colonel James Morton, First Battalion, One Sixtieth Infantry Regiment, California Army National Guard. We’re here to support you and conduct security operations for the Hollywood Bowl.” 

    “Do you know what’s going on at the mayor’s office?” Fontenoy asked. “The staff should be at the city emergency operations center. Are you in contact with them?” 

    “I was earlier in the day, ma’am, but they went dark about four hours ago,” Morton said.  

    Reese hadn’t known that, but he wasn’t surprised. The cops hadn’t been able to raise the EOC from the command post RV, either. 

    “I need to get there,” Fontenoy said. 

    “Well, ma’am, I’m not sure we’re in a position to assist you in that,” Morton said. “That’s all the way across town from here, and my men and I have a lot of work to do on station. You don’t have any transportation?” 

    “Yes, we have squad cars, but nothing that can survive an attack from… from those things,” she said. “They got into Wilshire Station somehow. We had to retreat up here, carrying what we had on our backs.” 

    “Well, you’re lucky to have made it, ma’am. Anyway, I’ve kind of co-opted Detective Reese’s team to help with crowd control down on the street. It makes sense that police would be a better fit for that job, while us grunts secure the perimeter and try to fortify this place a bit more.” 

    Fontenoy didn’t seem to have listened to him at all. “Can’t you take me to the EOC in one of your vehicles?” 

    “Ma’am, I don’t think the EOC is there any longer,” Morton said. 

    “For what it’s worth, Captain,” Reese said, “we brought a CP with us, and we haven’t been able to raise the EOC, either. If I were you, I’d forget about that. The mayor and his staff are cut off for the time being, and we need to stay focused on the here and now.” 

    “I need to get there,” she insisted. “I have to see it.” 

    Morton shrugged. “We might be able to get an aviation unit to check in on them, do an aerial recce pass. What’s the address?” 

    “Five Hundred East Temple Street,” she replied. “On the eastern side of the city.” 

    “All right. Captain Fontenoy, are you in charge here?” Morton asked. 

    “What? No, I’m from Wilshire Station. The sheriff’s department is in charge here. You want to talk to Captain Bauer. He’s over there.” She pointed at a green LASD command post trailer hooked up to a semitruck tractor. 

    “Great, thanks,” Morton said, and he started walking away.  

    Reese straightened. “Orders, Captain?” 

    “Do whatever the fuck you want, Detective,” she said, lowering her head and staring at the plastic tabletop. 

    Reese looked at the cops standing around her, and they stared back bleakly. Two were lieutenants, his equivalent in rank. He sighed and motioned them over.  

    Only one came. The nameplate on his chest read Toomey. “Yeah, what do you need?”  

    “We need to get down on the street and show ourselves,” Reese said. “The people will want to see cops, not soldiers. Let’s get your element down there and form up with my guys. Help them keep the peace and keep the crowd under control. We don’t need any more panic right now.” 

    “Yeah. Okay.” Toomey turned back and waved to the officers standing around Fontenoy. “Come on, guys. Let’s get back to work. Rojas, you stay with the captain. Everyone check your ROVERs and make sure you have all your gear.” He looked back at Reese. “You coming down?” 

    “I’ll be down in a bit. I want to sync up with the sheriffs and the Guard.” 

    “What’s your call sign?” 

    “Detective Four King. Hook up with Detective Marsh. He’s Detective Six King.” 

    “Got it.” 

    The Wilshire officers slowly gathered their things and started walking down Hollywood Bowl Road toward the main gate. Fontenoy didn’t look up from her close contemplation of the table before her. The lieutenant standing behind her shrugged. Reese returned the gesture and left, heading toward the green command post. 

    “Reese! Reese, is that you?” 

    Reese turned and saw Renee hurrying toward him from the box office area. She was lugging a rifle and wearing full tactical gear. Her glasses were perched at an odd angle on her nose, and her face was grimy. A cluster of cops stood at the closed box office, hovering around the collection of coffee urns. 

    She hurried up to Reese and threw her arms around him. Reese didn’t know what to do, so he just hugged her back gingerly, mindful of the rifle pinned between them. 

    “I thought you were dead,” she said. “I thought all of you guys were dead.” 

    “Same here,” Reese said. He pulled back a bit and looked down at her. “Renee, how did you get here?” 

    “Hollywood was overrun. Pallata told us to get the hell out and hook up with the LASD up here. The Guard bought us some time, so we scooped up all the civvies and headed up here in a couple of buses. There are only about twelve of us left.” 

    “And Pallata?” 

    Renee slowly shook her head. “She didn’t make it out, Reese.” 

    Reese sighed. “So who’s senior here?” 

    “From North Hollywood Station? You are,” Renee said. 

    “Outstanding.” 

    Gunfire crackled over by the houses behind the Bowl and its high wall. A sudden peal of screaming rose above it. More gunfire came from the opposite direction, up on the freeway overpass. Heads turned in both directions. At the coffee station, the cops put down their cups and grabbed their weapons. Deeper in the parking lot, a knot of National Guard troops began advancing down the sloped drive. 

    “Reese, this is a bad spot,” Renee said. 

    “The Guard says it’s defensible,” Reese said, though he knew it was a lie. He’d thought the hospital was safe too, with only two unobstructed approaches to their position, and they were still pushed out. 

    “It’s the freeway,” Renee said. 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “The zombies. They go after the people on the freeway.” She pointed up at the overpasses then tried to straighten her glasses. They settled crooked on her nose again because one of the arms was bent. “No one can get away, and if you don’t feel pain, breaking car windows to get at what you want isn’t a problem.” 

    Oh, fuck. While the freeway was pretty high up and a couple of hundred feet away, if the dead were using the 101 as a stalking ground, then eventually, they’d come to realize that a few thousand or more tasty treats were waiting for them inside the Hollywood Bowl. Even though the concert hall wasn’t directly visible from the freeway, there was no way to camouflage the presence of so many people. 

    Reese put a hand on her shoulder. “Okay. Listen, you stay up here near the sheriff’s CP. Go over there and introduce yourself to a big black National Guard guy. He’s their battalion commander, and we were at the hospital together. His name is Morton. Tell him you work for me and that I’m heading up the LAPD presence here.” 

    Renee pointed at Fontenoy’s table. “What about her?” 

    “Morton already knows she’s shot, and she’s not a factor. Pass on to him that I’ve got the LAPD under my control, then make sure the sheriff in charge knows that, too. I’ll be on the street. You know a big lug of a patrolman named Bates?” 

    “Yeah, of course.” 

    “If you see him, send him down to me. Okay?” 

    “Okay.” 

    “And send the rest of the Hollywood guys down too. Unless they’re injured, we need them on the crowd.” 

    Renee swallowed. “Okay.” 

    Reese patted the ROVER handset on his shoulder. “I’m Detective Four King, just in case you’ve forgotten.” 

    Renee smiled vaguely. “I remember.” 

    Reese nodded and pointed at the sheriff’s trailer. “Okay. Get going. It’s gonna be a long night.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    One thing Doddridge could do, and do well, was run. 

    He bolted through the small neighborhood, weaving through darkened backyards. He only paused a few minutes at a time to rest and catch his breath. No one was outside, and from what he could see, most of the residents were glued to their TV sets. Given what was going on in the world, that seemed like good advice. He’d watched the news for a couple of hours at the old lady’s house, and he still couldn’t believe what he’d seen. Zombies? What the fuck? He couldn’t get his mind wrapped around it, and he wondered if maybe he should have just stayed in prison. 

    He cut diagonally away from the highway, putting some distance between him and the traffic that had the roadway clogged up like a sink full of old hamburger meat. There were too many people there, too many opportunities for him to be seen. As he stepped around the corner of a small house, a column of lights barreled down the street. He crouched and sidled toward a reel of garden hose mounted to the side of the house. It wasn’t a lot of cover, but it would have to do. Three Ford Expeditions zipped past, heading in the direction he had come from. The cops back at the old lady’s house had driven Expeditions, too. So these were more badges heading south to figure out who was who. Soon, they would start combing the town, looking for him. 

    He waited a few beats after the SUVs had disappeared into the deepening night, then scuttled across the street, crouching like a soldier in an episode of that old TV show Combat! his older brother had loved. He was glad he still had the jacket he’d clipped from the prison bus. The temperature was dropping, and he would eventually have to figure out which of the homes he was going to break into. He figured hitting one up on the eastern side of the town was best, preferably one that backed up to the desert. That way, if things really went to shit, he could haul ass out into the scrub. For sure, a town so small wouldn’t have a helicopter, so they’d have to pursue on foot, or on horses, or camels, or whatever dumbass desert people rode when they engaged in an overland police pursuit. His original plan had been to commandeer some wheels and get to LA, where he had people who could put him up for a bit while he planned his next move. But after seeing what was going down in LA on the television, staying clear would be a better move. 

    But where will I go? Where’s a hood rat like me s’posed to hang, if not in the city? Am I gonna like go all dirt farmer or somethin’? Staying in Single Tree was unlikely to be an option, not after he’d killed one of their cops. 

    He crossed another lonely desert street, approaching the last line of widely spaced houses that backed up to the desert. He loitered on the curb for a few minutes, trying to figure out what to do. One of the houses had a shed behind it, just visible from where he stood. That might have to do, for the time being. 

    As he started toward it, a battered old pickup rounded the corner at the end of the street. Doddridge froze and watched as the truck pulled into a driveway with a squeak of brakes and the creak of old shock absorbers. A man climbed out of the cab and limped toward the front door of the darkened ranch-style house. He carried one of those little Igloo personal coolers in his left hand.  

    Well, one more home invasion won’t hurt. He sprinted toward the house, barreling down on the man from behind, his feet barely whispering on the dry grass. 

     

    ### 

     

    Corbett wanted to stay and see the manhunt through, but Lennon wouldn’t stand for it. Lennon told him he could either drive straight home, or have some of the boys tie him up and drive him back. He added that the men would then take possession of every vehicle Corbett owned so he couldn’t get anywhere other than on his two legs. Corbett laughed, despite the fact that Lennon was dead serious. Corbett knew if he didn’t comply, he’d spend the rest of his immediate future under Lennon’s thumb. That was part of the deal. When it came to matters of security, Lennon had been granted full operational control. So Corbett collected Norton and Danielle then returned to the Super Duty. 

    “Dani, Norton and I will drop you off to make sure you get home safely,” he said, climbing into the big truck. 

    “I don’t think you have a lot to worry about right now,” Danielle said as she slid into the quad cab’s rear bench seat. On the floor in the passenger side was a black-and-white box marked LWRC. She picked it up and pulled it toward her. “Especially since I have this.” 

    “You still have to scrub all the Cosmoline off it,” Corbett said, starting the engine. “It’s not ready for prime time.” 

    “Oh, it will be,” Danielle said.  

    In the rearview mirror, Corbett watched as she opened the box. The LWRC Individual Carbine-Enhanced rifle inside was covered with a ceramic Cerakote finish over flat dark earth enamel. The rifle was a modernized version of the M16A3 she’d slung in the Corps, only instead of using direct gas impingement to drive the bolt assembly, the gas from each expended cartridge was directed forward against a rod that ferried the bolt assembly back and forth. That kept the guts of the gun cleaner and resulted in fewer fouling failures. She told Corbett she’d never had a weapon like it, and she was eager to break it down, clean it up, and get it operational. 

    “That’s my girl,” Corbett said as Norton climbed in beside him and slammed the door closed.  

    The dome light faded out, and Danielle closed the box with a sigh. Corbett dropped the truck into gear and pulled away from the Garcia home. A crowd of onlookers stood watching the activity surrounding the house from the sidewalks. They stirred uneasily as the lights of Corbett’s Ford passed over them. 

    “Yeah, thanks for the goods, Barry,” Norton said as he buckled his seat belt. “Nice weapon, just like my H&K five-five-six.” Corbett had gifted Norton with an identical IC-E weapon. 

    “Typical that you’d buy another European piece of shit rifle, Norton,” he muttered. 

    “What, only American-made ARs and 1911s for you, Barry?” 

    “You know it. If it’s not made in the US of A, I’m not touching it.” 

    Norton snorted and picked up his own rifle box. He leaned it against the truck’s center console. “Well, I’ve heard good things about LWRC. I’ll let you know how they compare.” 

    “Please don’t.” 

    “Ha-ha.” 

    They drove in silence for the four minutes it took to drive two miles, the entire distance from the southern border of Single Tree to near its northernmost tip. They entered the area where the “poor folk” lived in small weathered houses that faced the eastern desert. Corbett and Norton had been mostly middle class, so they had lived on the west side in homes that faced Mount Whitney, in the section of town that had until recently been in the process of being taken over by people from Los Angeles and Vegas, looking for cheap vacation homes or investment properties that could be rented out during the winter skiing season. While homes on the west side had gone though some changes and additions, those on the east side remained mostly the same. The only alterations made to them were by the desert itself, as wood bleached, siding cracked, fences collapsed, and paint peeled. 

    “That’s odd,” Danielle said. 

    “What is?” Corbett asked, looking around. 

    She pointed through the window at the simple ranch house surrounded by a sagging, weary-looking split fence. “Lights are on in the house. I guess Dad’s still up.” 

    Corbett glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was just after eleven. “Maybe Martin’s watching the news. Certainly a lot to keep a man up late at night these days, that’s for sure.” 

    “I guess,” Danielle said as Corbett stopped the truck at the end of the driveway. She picked up the rifle box and pushed the right rear door open. “Okay. I guess I’ll see you guys tomorrow. When do you expect we’ll start training?” 

    “This weekend, for sure,” Corbett said. “We’ll hammer out the details after tomorrow’s town meeting. I’ll work it out with Raoul so you don’t get penalized on the job.” 

    “Thanks, Barry.” 

    “No problem, Marine. We’ll stay put until you get inside.” 

    “Sure. Good night.” She paused. “Um, good night, Mr. Norton.” 

    “Call me Gary,” Norton said. “For the fortieth time.” 

    “All right, Gary for the fortieth time,” Danielle replied.  

    Corbett thought he heard a slight, uncharacteristically girlish tone stray into her voice. He frowned. Good God, does Dani have the hots for Norton? 

    She shut the door and walked up the driveway toward the house. When she pushed open the front door, Corbett caught a glimpse of Martin Kennedy sitting in an old easy chair, probably watching television. Danielle hesitated a couple of seconds, as if engaging in a brief conversation, then slowly stepped inside. The door slammed shut behind her. 

    Corbett didn’t like that. 

    “Nice girl,” Norton said, apparently not noticing anything untoward. 

    “Yeah, well, you’re about to see her again real soon,” Corbett replied, pulling away from the curb. He accelerated up to the next road, turned left, then parked at the edge of the street. 

    Norton looked at him, a bit confused. “Uh, what?” 

    Corbett switched off the interior lights so they wouldn’t pop on when the doors were opened. “Just get out of the truck, Norton.” 

     

    ### 

     

    “Take it easy, bitch,” the short, muscular black man said when Danielle pushed open the front door. He was standing off to one side with a shotgun pointed right at her.  

    Her father, Martin, sat in the threadbare easy chair that faced the new TV he had bought a couple of weeks ago. There was a vicious knot swelling on his forehead, and a weal of dried blood tracked from his nose through his mustache. His hands were bound in front of him with an old T-shirt. Danielle stared at her father in shock. Martin Kennedy was one of the gentlest men she knew. That someone would assault her father like that made her blood boil. 

    “Who the hell are you?” she shot back, even though she knew the answer. 

    “Get in,” the man snarled. His eyes were cold and predatory. 

    Without much of a choice, she stepped inside, and the black man kicked the door closed behind her. She heard Corbett’s pickup pull away, and her spirits fell. 

    Okay, no support. She and her father were alone with a murderous escaped convict. 

    “Drop the box!” the man shouted.  

    Danielle slowly bent over and put the rifle box on the floor.  

    The man motioned toward the love seat next to the recliner. “Sit the fuck down, bitch! Right now!” 

    “What are you going to do to us?” Danielle asked, limping toward the love seat. 

    “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” he asked. 

    “Lost part of my leg in an accident,” she said as she eased down onto the love seat. “Dad, you all right?” 

    Martin nodded. “I’m sorry, Dani. He got me from behind.” 

    “Don’t worry about it. We’re cool.” She looked back at the short black man, still holding the shotgun on her. “What are you going to do to us?” she asked again. 

    “Bitch, I ain’t doin’ nothin’ to you if you both shut up and do what I say,” he said. He was sweating profusely, and his eyes seemed to be extremely bright in the pale light given off by the lamp on the table between the easy chair and love seat. “You do what I tell you, everyone has a good night.” 

    “So what do you want?” 

    “You got a Mustang in the garage. It run?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “What it got under the hood?” 

    “Three-oh-two V eight. Take it if you want it, but I hope you can drive a stick.” 

    “Is it fast? Looks like a piece of shit,” the man said. 

    Danielle snorted. “It’s plenty fast, guy.” 

    “Who dropped you off? That your boyfriend? He going to come back?” 

    “No, he’s not my boyfriend. And no, he’s not going to come back. He’s going home.” 

    “Good. Good.” The black man appeared to relax a little bit, but he kept the shotgun pointed at her. He nodded toward her leg. “Yeah, I can see one of your legs is fake, right?” 

    She wore low right shoes, and her jeans had pulled up just enough to expose the skin-like covering over her prosthesis. Even though it was an expensive piece of hardware, fake skin still looked like fake skin, even in dim light. “Yeah,” she said. “Listen, if you wanted the ’Stang, why didn’t you just take it already? My father knows where the keys are.” 

    “Well, I might need some company. You know, a little somethin’ to buy me some time. Both o’ you got no plans right now, right?” 

    “Leave my daughter out of this,” Martin said. 

    “Old man, she already in it. And I told you before, you don’t shut up, you get hit again.” 

    The shotgun shifted slightly, moving away from Danielle and wandering more toward Martin. Her father glared up at the intruder, and for the first time in her life, Danielle realized that her dad was one tough cookie. 

    “Well, if you’re here to kill someone, go ahead and shoot me,” Martin said. 

    The black man smiled without any trace of humor. “Maybe I will. Maybe I just will.” 

    There was a loud knock from the kitchen, where the back door was. The man with the shotgun made a short strangled sound and turned toward the kitchen doorway, raising his weapon to his shoulder. 

    Danielle charged, and at the same time, the front door exploded inward, its aged, cheap wood almost shattering. Through all the flying splinters, Danielle caught a glimpse of Barry Corbett charging through the door with his big 1911 in both hands.  

    She rammed into the convict like a linebacker, slamming him to the floor. The shotgun went off, battering her ears with a thunderclap of fury. A load of buckshot ripped through the far wall. Her ears rang, but she’d been through hell in Iraq that it took more than a loud noise to throw her off. She ripped the weapon out of the man’s hands.  

    Corbett shouted for everyone to freeze. The convict squirmed and kicked, and Danielle knew she was no match for him. Keeping him down was like trying to hold on to an enraged anaconda. So she cocked back her fist and punched him in the throat. He made a strangled sound then began thrashing like a fish on a gaff, twisting and writhing. Danielle hit him in the side of the head, but it wasn’t until Corbett stepped up and kicked him in the face that the guy’s lights went out. 

    The back door crashed open as Corbett pulled Danielle off the guy and knelt on his chest. Gary Norton appeared in the kitchen doorway, his little Shield pistol held out in front of him. 

    “Thanks for joining the party, Gary,” Corbett said, “but Dani already took him out. Marine style.” He gave Danielle a crooked grin. “And it’s not even throat-punch Thursday.” 

    “Hey, I did what I did,” Danielle said. 

    “Sorry, but the back door was locked,” Norton said, training his pistol on the man Corbett was kneeling on. He glanced up, saw the half-destroyed front door, and frowned. “I guess I shouldn’t have worried about causing any property damage.” 

    Corbett rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you help Dani get Martin get untied, and let’s see what we have here?” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    From the freeway, screams pierced the night. 

    Reese listened to the cries, his borrowed M4 always in his hands. The sweat seemed to pool beneath his tactical gear as he and the rest of the cops stood watch over the civilian in-processing that moved far too slowly. On the Hollywood Freeway, stenches picked their way through the stalled traffic, feasting on anyone they could find. At ground level, plenty of zombies walked up on them as they followed the civilians to the queues that were becoming more and more disorderly as panic broke out.  

    From what he had heard over the ROVERs, the sheriffs were telling new arrivals the Bowl was closed. Griffith Park was the new refugee site, which meant that several thousand people had to hike almost three miles down Franklin Avenue to the park entrance. They would need to pick their way past the roving bands of ghouls that were apparently everywhere in Hollywood. And while that might seem to be just another night to Reese—he had personally shot a zombie shambling toward the line of waiting civilians, a crumpled Map to the Stars clenched in one of its bloodied hands—it was something entirely different to a well-heeled young mother with three kids in tow. 

    The last few hundred civilians were being processed, and a few were ejected for having injuries that the sheriff’s department deemed suspicious. Reese had stopped worrying about that a couple of hours ago. Some people were being turned away out of ignorance or fear because they’d been cut or scraped just trying to get to the Bowl. So they had to find someplace else to weather the gathering storm. It was as simple as that. One man had tried to convince the cops that his kid hadn’t been bitten but had torn up his hand while climbing a fence. The rest of the civilians in the line had turned on him, pushing him and his family away, consigning them to whatever fate awaited them in the darkness. 

    When the power failed, things had gotten worse. Once the buildings and streetlamps went dark, the only light in the area came from the myriad of vehicles stuck on 101. That drew the zombies in like moths to flame. The screams were endless, and metal crumpled in the night as panicked people tried to bash their way through the traffic with their vehicles. Horns blared, and occasionally, guns spoke. Bodies fell from the overpass. Some were zombies, but others were motorists trading one gruesome death for another. Many of those that had fallen reanimated and crawled along Highland Avenue toward the razor-wire barriers at the Bowl’s entrance. M4s crackled, and in the aftermath, more bodies lay motionless in the street. 

    But the darkness that settled in over Los Angeles wasn’t absolute. Fires raged, some not very far away, their flames illuminating the great plumes of smoke they discharged with amber-and-orange light.  

    It’s gonna be a long night. Reese wondered how long it would take for the hillsides to go up. The rainy season was still weeks away, and the Hollywood Hills were as dry as tinder. The LA fire department was just as beleaguered as the LAPD. With fewer crews, less operating equipment, and a city descending into chaos, Reese was convinced that wildfires would burn uncontained. It didn’t help that the Santa Ana winds were blowing, pushing fronts of desert air across the entire region. 

    The in-processing didn’t finish until almost three a.m. By that time, the troops from Hollywood Station were dead on their feet. The sheriff’s department finally took pity and called them in for a rest period. Reese was happy to call it a night. 

    They were told they could have three hours to eat and sleep. So they turned their backs on the waiting streams of refugees, leaving them to the horrors of the night. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Found us some transpo,” Bates said over a paper bowl of lukewarm New England clam chowder. 

    Reese was eating the same thing. It beat yet another burrito. “What do you have?” he asked. 

    “The Guard has a five-ton sitting near the back gate. Unguarded at the moment. I checked it out. Batteries are good, full fuel, and all the tires are in decent shape. Once we get up to speed in that thing, nothing’s going to be able to stop us.” 

    “I thought we were going to get an MRAP,” Detective Marsh said. 

    “Yeah, well, I don’t know if I want to get into a shootout with the sheriff’s department,” Bates said. “They have three of them here, but they’re sticking close to them. They know what they’re going to do when the hammer falls, and it doesn’t include helping out the LAPD.” 

    “So you’d rather get into a shootout with the National Guard?” Reese asked. 

    “The Guard has a lot of assets here. They positioned that unit and basically forgot about it. I know, because I’ve asked every Guardsman I can find about it, and they all just kind of look dumb and shrug. Kind of like the sheriffs, only without the cheesy mustaches and styling gel.” 

    “Hey, easy on the slurs,” Reese said. “Everyone’s keeping each other alive here. The sheriffs are here acting in mutual assistance, and the Guard is doing a lot of heavy lifting. Let’s not let the old shit get in the way. All right?” 

    Bates frowned. “You became such a faggot when you made it to detective three, Reese.” 

    “Like I said, let’s take it easy on the slurs,” Reese replied. “So more about this truck?” 

    Bates smirked. “Just when I thought you were going to ask us to sing ‘Kumbaya,’ now you want to know how we’re going to skip out on everyone when things turn to shit, right?” 

    “Bates, you got something to say, or not? If so, get to it.” 

    “Truck’s at the back gate. We can get to it, we can drive out of here. I know how to drive it, so that’s not a problem. In case I don’t make it, though, it’s an automatic. No key needed. Prime the engine for three seconds, release for another three seconds, switch on the battery until you hear a tone, then push the same switch up to start. Voila.” Bates waved his plastic spoon in the air. “Don’t say I never did anything for you, Reese.” 

    “Yeah, okay. What else?” 

    Bates blinked. “What? That isn’t enough?” 

    “We need a destination,” Reese said. 

    “That’s easy. We head for the ocean. Unless the stenches start walking out of the Pacific from Japan, that would leave us with only three axes of attack to manage. And we can find a boat.” 

    “A boat?” Marsh asked. “What, you’re a sailor and an Army truck driver?” 

    “Let’s just say I have friends in high, low, and unexpected places,” Bates said. 

    “And where might these friends be, Bates?” 

    “Somewhere along Long Beach, and they’ll come when I call,” Bates replied. 

    Reese snorted. “So… you want us to drive thirty-plus miles south to Long Beach through the zombie apocalypse to meet some friends of yours in a little boat?” 

    “Not so little,” Bates said. “Sixty-seven-foot aluminum-hull Catamaran.” 

    “Damn, you have a boat like that on a sergeant’s salary?” Marsh asked. “Something you want to admit to here, Bates?” 

    Bates smiled enigmatically. “Nothing illegal going on here, Detective.” 

    “You talking about the Harbor Police dive boat, Bates?” Reese asked. 

    Bates raised an eyebrow. “Looks like someone knows their way around sister departments, even down to the boat in question. Yeah, that’s what it is, and I’m tight with a lot of guys down there.” 

    “So what’s your escape plan after we get on the boat, assuming they’ll take all of us?” 

    “Santa Rosa Island,” Bates said. “It was the place to go if shit ever hit the fan. It’s hit the fan. Time to get there. Bringing along fellow cops was always part of the deal.” 

    Reese recalled that Santa Rosa was the second largest of three islands off the coast of Santa Barbara. “What about others? Civilians? Families?” 

    “There’s a limit to what we can do, Reese. One boat, some prepositioned supplies and facilities… you get the picture.” 

    “You thinking of just hanging out there?” Reese asked. “Never been there personally, but I hear there’s not a lot on that place. Why not Santa Cruz Island? It’s a little more built up. Hell, as far as that goes, why not Catalina?” 

    “And both of those are a lot more likely to attract people. It’s a rally point, Reese. We get out there, we sit, and we wait.” 

    “For what?” 

    “To figure out what to do next,” Bates said. “Unless the government gets a handle on whatever’s going on, we’ll need to sit it out.” 

    “And what if sitting it out doesn’t work?” 

    Bates shrugged. “We go into Santa Barbara and scavenge for the rest of our lives. It’s going to be a pretty severe rustic existence, gentlemen. Get used to it.” 

    “So steal an Army truck, survive driving thirty miles through Los Angeles County, wait for a boat, take said boat to an island that probably won’t be all that uninhabited by the time we get there, and wait for Uncle Sugar to get his collective act together and kill all the zombies.” Reese rubbed his face. “Okay. I guess it’s all we’ve got. Unless there’s a fortified mansion in Beverly Hills someone knows about?” 

    Bates shook his head, still smiling. His clear blue eyes didn’t flicker when a burst of gunfire roared in the near distance. Reese barely jumped, but he did turn to see if something was up, other than the Guard working over zombies approaching the wire. It was only that. 

    Yeah, I guess I can get used to anything, now. “All right, let’s get some sack time,” he said, shoveling in the last bite of his chowder. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The damned bus isn’t coming. 

    Sinclair was fuming as he and Meredith stood like commoners in the parking lot of a McDonald’s. The dry Egg McMuffin and sausage breakfast burrito he’d just had wouldn’t even qualify as one-star dining, and the tea they served made a twice-used bag of Lipton’s look like a perfectly brewed cup of Earl Grey Supreme. If the overall foulness of the tastes he had encountered over the past half hour left his palate within five days, he would be pleasantly surprised. 

    Of course, Meredith had no problems consuming any of it, as she was a typical American. He had to remind himself he hadn’t married her for her class or good looks. He couldn’t give a rat’s fart if she spent all day eating Cheetos then diddled herself until her lady parts turned orange. 

    Being cautious, Sinclair hadn’t checked out of the roach motel, just in case they were stuck there for another night. While he’d had his fill of free HBO and had absolutely no use for the advertised free ironing board, sleeping on the street wasn’t on his bucket list.  

    The gas station across the street was mobbed with vehicles, but it looked as though the owners or attendants had deserted it. Motorists were looking about in clueless agitation as they tried to fill their vehicles from pumps that had been switched off.  

    “Guess they don’t know the station’s closed. Martin ran out of gas yesterday.” 

    Sinclair glanced over at the pudgy Mexican woman wearing a loud floral dress and a wide-brimmed hat. Her wide face was dominated by an almost equally broad nose, atop which were perched a pair of slim sunglasses. Her lips were painted burnt orange, and her cheeks were burnished with a fiery blush. It was an odd composition that one might expect to find on a Dali painting. 

    “No gas deliveries coming in?” Sinclair asked. “That’s odd. I thought I saw tanker trucks in a parking lot down the road.” He pointed down Main Street, the boulevard he and Meredith had hiked up to catch the bus to Reno. 

    The woman smiled. “Oh, those are Mr. Barry’s trucks.” She held several McDonald’s bags, and as the stench from them wafted out, Sinclair’s stomach roiled.  

    “Mr. Barry?” Sinclair asked. What, are we on a plantation now? 

    She nodded. “Yes, Mr. Barry Corbett. We been hearing he brought all that stuff in.” 

    “Stuff? What stuff?” Then he remembered what the Mexican pharmacy owner had told him last night, that Corbett was going to convert the entire town into a fortress. 

    “Oh, all sorts of stuff,” she said. “Trucks, trailers, all kinds of machines. I hear a lot of it came up from Texas, right when things started to go bad in LA.”  

    So Corbett’s making himself a little castle in the desert to hide inside, is he? Aside from the fact all Sinclair’s recent major sources of information were Mexican, everything seemed to flow together in an odd way: Corbett returning to this hick little town, a surprising amount of construction equipment, and from what the pharmacy owner had told him, an arsenal of illegal weapons. Defenses were being erected, though Sinclair hadn’t seen any of that himself. He hadn’t ventured out into the desert, and it had been deep night when the accursed Ghibli limped into town like a lame dog before rolling over and dying at the worst moment. All of the evidence was circumstantial, but in Sinclair’s business, circumstance and innuendo were more golden than cold, solid facts. 

    “Excuse me,” Meredith said. “Do you know if the bus to Reno is coming?” 

    “Oh, I don’t know about that. Reno’s shut down,” the Mexican woman said. “My cousin lives up there, works in the casinos. They have troubles, too. Sounds like the police can’t control it.” She sighed, her face falling. “I hope my cousin will be okay.” She recovered an instant later, and Sinclair realized that the woman wasn’t exactly a deep thinker. “But no, I don’t think the bus is coming anymore. It didn’t come last time, either.” 

    “Last time?” Sinclair asked. 

    “Tuesday,” the woman said. “I asked the manager at the McDonald’s. He said the service, it was suspended.” 

    “So we’re waiting here for no good reason,” Sinclair said, feeling rage boiling deep inside him. “It was supposed to arrive at eight forty-five! Why don’t they have a sign up?” 

    “I don’t know, Mister,” the Mexican woman said.  

    Her words were drowned out as a white Chevy van suddenly accelerated through the traffic. It slammed into a car and lurched sideways, engine roaring. One of its front tires blew as the van jumped the curb, and for an instant, its black plastic grille was pointed right at Sinclair. Behind the cracked windshield, he caught a glimpse of a thrashing struggle, as if two people were fighting for the wheel. Then the van’s front tires hit a parking barrier, and the vehicle cut away from him, scraping across two parked cars. Its rear bumper was torn loose in the impact, and half of it dropped to the ground, digging into the asphalt as the van continued accelerating. Its blown front tire flipped and flopped like the tub of a misloaded washing machine. The van plowed into an old pickup truck that was backing out of a parking space and hit with such force that the truck seemed to almost bend in half. The van’s engine died in an explosive rattle, and a cloud of steam billowed from its front end.  

    The man in the pickup truck looked quite shocked but other than that was unharmed. He pushed open the driver’s door and eased out. Several people emerged from the McDonald’s, mouths open. 

    The Mexican woman put a hand over her heart. “Oh, gosh!”  

    “Jock, are you all right?” Meredith asked, putting a hand on his arm. 

    “Why, yes. Quite fine, Meredith,” Sinclair said, even though his heart was bucking to a bizarre disco beat inside his chest. “Thank you for asking.” 

    The driver of the truck peered in through the van’s windows then tried to open the driver’s door. Even from his position near the street, Sinclair could hear someone frantically pounding inside the van. The pickup driver stepped to the right and opened the loading door. 

    Two blood-covered bodies crashed into him, pinning him to the pavement. A startled murmur ran through the crowd of onlookers.  

    The Mexican woman moved her hand to her painted lips. “Oh!” 

    The pickup driver thrashed and screamed as the two bloody people tore into him. One went for his belly. The other attacked his face. 

    “Jock!” Meredith cried. “Oh, Jock, they’re killing him!” 

    “Bloody right,” Sinclair said. His voice sounded detached to his own ears. A small analytical part of his mind told him it was time to flee, to turn and run back to the hotel. Instead, he stood rooted to the spot, watching in horrified, slack-jawed fascination as the two people—zombies, he realized—attacked the man beneath them in the most gruesome of manners.  

    Sinclair stayed where he was even when a third zombie—a woman—emerged from the van. The newcomer glanced at its two brethren then swept its dead eyes toward the parking lot entrance, where Sinclair stood. For a moment, he peered into the bottomless nothingness of the zombie’s eyes.  

    Sinclair released a high-pitched fart. No, no, not me— 

    The onlookers by the restaurant doors reversed their course with a communal shriek and dove back inside the McDonald’s. The zombie’s head snapped toward them, its eyes cold and predatory and full of an eternal starvation. It hissed and charged.  

    Sinclair was astonished to see that there was nothing slow about the zombie. It sprinted toward the McDonald’s like a marathon runner. The ghoul rebounded off the plate glass window with a bang and fell to the ground. Immediately, it vaulted to its feet and sprang forward again. With the second hit, the window dissolved, parting in a thunderclap of sound as the zombie flew into the restaurant, greeted by a chorus of horrified screams. 

    “Jock!” Meredith screamed. 

    Sinclair shoved the portly Mexican woman and her four bags of junk food out of his way. “Sorry, must be going!” he chirped, his voice high and panicked. He grabbed Meredith’s arm and hustled her away from the restaurant.  

    As they ran down the sidewalk, a McDonald’s employee climbed out of the drive-through window and made for the street, screaming. There was a hollow pop from inside, followed by more screams, then two more pops. Someone inside had a gun. 

    Meredith gasped. “Where are the police?”  

    “Look at the traffic, Meredith! They’ll get here, but only after it’s too late,” he said, pushing her along. “Keep going. Don’t stop. Just keep going!” 

    They ran three blocks before Sinclair slowed and looked behind them. People were fleeing from the McDonald’s, but he was surprised to see a few hurrying toward it. Sun glinted off oiled metal. They had guns. A couple of seconds later, a fusillade of gunshots rang out. Then silence reigned, aside from the rumble of slowly moving traffic and sporadic car horns. In the distance, a siren wailed. 

    “All right, I think it’s over,” Sinclair said, stopping. He bent at the waist, panting. 

    “We have to get out of here,” Meredith said. “We have to get to San Francisco!” 

    “Meredith…” That was all he could get out between gulps of air. He felt light-headed and nauseous. 

    “We have to get out!” 

    He straightened and tried to level out his breathing. “Meredith, if it’s happening here, then it’s happening in San Francisco. Worse, even. You heard that Mexican biddy. Even Reno is in trouble. We can’t get the car fixed, and even if we could, we’d only make it as far as whatever gas is in the damn thing could get us. What do you suggest we do?” 

    Meredith looked at him with her big eyes full of terror. “So what are you suggesting, Jock? Do you have a plan?” 

    “We go back to the hotel,” Sinclair said, trying to sound firm. 

    A police car was threading its way through the heavy traffic on Main Street, lights flashing, siren blaring. It could only go about two miles per hour.  

    “That’s the best you can do?” she asked. 

    “No,” Sinclair said. “I might be able to do one better than that.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “That man I was talking to in the diner, Barry Corbett. Do you remember him?” 

    “The Indian man who gave me his phone?” 

    Sinclair shook his head. He grabbed Meredith’s arm and began hustling her down the sidewalk, casting an occasional glance over his shoulder to ensure nothing was following them. “No, not him. The old man. He has a plan to turn this town into a fortress. Maybe it’s in our best interests to stay right here, in Single Tree.” 

    Meredith stopped. “You must be joking!” 

    Sinclair yanked her along after him. “Darling, I’ve never been more serious about something in all my life.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Doddridge laughed when Shaliq was brought into the small police station holding tank by an old, fat cop with a boozer’s nose. The kid was covered in dust and sand. He looked as if he’d been trying to dig his way through the desert. 

    “Where the fuck you been, dawg? Been tryin’ to play a real-life game a Dig-Dug?” Doddridge asked from his place on the plastic bunk that had no mattress.  

    In the cell on the other side, Auto was lying on his back, snoring up a storm. His face was swollen as if he’d taken a beating, which he probably had. 

    Shaliq didn’t answer. There was a bandage on his right forearm that extended from wrist to elbow.  

    “He was in the desert,” the cop said. He opened the door to the cell next to Doddridge’s and pushed the sullen Shaliq inside, positioning him off to one side of the doorway. Reaching through the bars, he grabbed the kid’s handcuffed wrists and held him in place then slammed the cell door closed. Once he was safely separated from the prisoner, he removed the handcuffs.  

    Shaliq gingerly pulled his arms back and rubbed his wrists. “Damn things were too tight. I can’t feel my fingers.” 

    “How’s the arm, kid? You feel that?” the cop asked. His nameplate read Lasher, and Doddridge made him to be a big city cop who’d retired and joined the force in this podunk town. 

    “What do you care, man?” Shaliq asked. 

    “I don’t. You get a painkiller in three hours, so stay quiet until then. Lunch is at eleven thirty.” 

    “I’m Muslim, man. I need halal food.” 

    “You’ll get a burger, fries, and a Coke from Carl’s Junior and be happy about it.” With that, the old cop turned and went to a desk down the short hallway. Beside that was a locked metal door that had to be opened from the outside. Lasher collapsed into his chair and picked up an iPad. 

    “Where they get you, boy?” Doddridge asked Shaliq. 

    “Desert. Sent some dogs after me.” Shaliq held up his bandaged arm. “One of ’em did this, so I shot it, and then the guys following beat the shit outta me.” He nodded toward Doddridge. “What happened to you?” 

    “A girl beat him down,” Lasher said from the end of the hall, finishing off the statement with a reedy laugh. 

    Shaliq smiled briefly. “For real?” 

    Doddridge ignored the question. “Hey, man. I asked for a lawyer last fuckin’ night. When am I gettin’ one?” 

    “Yeah, I want a lawyer, too,” Shaliq added. 

    “When they show up, you’ll get them,” Lasher replied. “Public defenders are up in Bishop. No one’s coming down from there anytime soon. You can count on that. My advice? Keep things cool and pass your time counting the bars.” 

    Shaliq sat down on his plastic bench. “Man, do I get a blanket?” 

    “Yeah, when it’s time to sleep,” the cop said, staring intently at his iPad. 

    “White cracker motherfucker,” Shaliq said. 

    Lasher nodded absently. “Uh-huh.” 

    “Hey, kid. Cool it,” Doddridge said. “We are where we are.” 

    “Yeah, you a fucking genius, man. Your powers of observation are overwhelming.” 

    Doddridge snorted then stretched out on the bunk and laced his fingers behind his head. He stared at the ceiling, waiting until he could catch a nap. Things were going to shit out in the world, so he thought being locked up might not be so bad after all. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The Guard fought sporadically throughout the night, but Reese still slept through most of it until he was roused for duty. The sheriff’s guys, along with a fresh-faced lieutenant dressed in a dirty Army Combat Uniform bearing the old universal camouflage pattern, gave a quick security briefing. Reese had already been told a new style was in the midst of being fielded, bearing the more efficient operational camouflage pattern. It made no difference to him, and he was pretty sure the zombies didn’t care, either. Neither uniform style blended in with an urban environment any more than his LAPD blue tactical gear did. 

    The situation hadn’t changed very much, which was a little surprising. Most of the zombies were sticking to the highway. The terrain and vegetation surrounding the Bowl had somehow managed to mask the presence of several thousand people. Strict noise discipline was being enforced. Even folks who snored when they slept had to put on a gas mask, which pretty much either cured sleep apnea or made sure the person wearing it passed out from lack of oxygen. Crying kids were a problem, and the fact that they were in an amphitheater didn’t help matters. But the night being torn apart by screams, gunfire, helicopters, and the odd explosion didn’t exactly make for a night conducive to sleeping anyway. Reese figured that kids would have a tough time of it, but children were more adaptable than adults. They’d get through it, one way or the other. 

    Reese was curious about the zombie movements along the freeways. He’d been told during the briefing that most of the traffic was dead, not going anywhere. There were people trapped in their vehicles, surrounded by hordes of ghouls, but there was no helping them. The Guard had its hands full dealing with the new refugee camp being set up in Griffith Park, a much larger area with hundreds of possible infiltration points. Even the observatory, from which the Guard helicopters were operating, couldn’t be fully secured. There were just too many hiking paths leading to it. 

    “That mean we’re in danger of losing air support?” Bates asked. He directed the question more toward the lieutenant than to the sheriff heading up the briefing. 

    The Guard officer stirred uneasily. “No, sir. I don’t think so. A separate airhead’s been established at Ontario airport—” 

    “Yeah, that’s like over fifty miles away,” another cop said. “I mean, I know helicopters can fly pretty fast, but that’s still going to be, what? A fifteen- or twenty-minute wait?” 

    “Aircraft are in the area at all times, sir,” the lieutenant said. “We’re keeping a rotation of guns and ass haulers over Los Angeles twenty-four seven.” 

    “All right. If it’s okay with the LAPD, maybe we can stay focused on the here and now, and not worry about what may or may not happen,” the sheriff said. 

    “Sure, let’s get back to how we’re going to get all these people out of here when the zombies figure out we’re in a great big serving dish,” Bates said. “They’re really pretty good at overrunning positions. Ask Colonel Morton. He can tell you all about that.” 

    The sheriff glared at Bates. “Who do you report to, Sergeant?” 

    “He reports to me,” Reese said tiredly. 

    “You might want to have a talk with him about professional conduct during a law enforcement operation,” the sheriff snapped. 

    “Bates, stop being dick,” Reese said then turned to the sheriff. “There, that ought to do it. What’s next?” 

    The sheriff shifted his glare from Bates to Reese. Reese stared back, too tired to be affected by a brother law enforcement officer’s pissed-off attitude. They gave each other the stink eye for a moment before the sheriff broke eye contact first then finished up the briefing by detailing the LAPD patrol area along the wall. 

    “So, it’s another day in paradise,” Bates said as he got up from the folding chair. “I’ll have a double helping of shit on the side.” 

    “Try not to go full-on retard with the sheriffs,” Reese said. “We all depend on each other right now. Sheriffs, LAPD, Guard, we all have to figure out how we’re going to keep the civilians alive. Right?” 

    “Right,” Bates said. 

    “Just the same, keep an eye on that truck.” 

    “Fuck, yeah. You can count on that, Detective.” 

    The sun started to rise over the San Gabriel Mountains, and through all the smoke in the air from East Los Angeles, it still looked glorious. There was no marine layer to speak of so late in the year, so Reese was able to watch the molten orb slowly crawl over the tan peaks. Helicopters buzzed around overhead, and people still screamed from the freeway, though that was becoming less regular, since the easy prey had apparently been hunted out. From the west, several loud explosions echoed off the hillsides. The whoosh-whoosh of whirling rotor blades underlay the thunderous reports. 

    “Hear that?” Bates asked. “Apaches. Using Hellfires.” 

    “Okay. Is that good or bad?” Reese asked. 

    Bates shook his head. “It ain’t good.” 

    The LAPD was organized along the rear barrier wall of the Bowl, and from there they could look over the entire amphitheater. It was full of people, tents, sleeping bags, and stadium seating. Porta potties lined the edges of the camping areas. The Guard and a few FEMA folks were handing out MREs. No food preparation was allowed, for fear the smells of cooking grub would bring the dead their way that much faster. Reese wondered if the zombies could smell. They were dead, so they had no need to breathe. But they moaned and hissed and even roared when they were closing in on prey, so clearly, they were still able to fill their lungs with air.  

    He checked his watch. It was 7:16 a.m. They would be on shift until eleven, then they got another meal and rest break. Standing atop sandbag revetments, National Guard troops kept watch over the sound barrier wall, which had been reinforced in several places with more sandbags and lumber. Coils of razor wire topped the walls, and the metal gleamed in the sunlight. Not that it mattered. If the dead managed to come over those walls, they weren’t about to stop because of some razor burn. 

    Overall, the LAPD’s role was to provide a secondary defensive layer while also remaining in sight of the civilians below. The general theory was that the civilians would gain confidence by seeing that they were being protected by LA’s finest. Reese thought that was laughable. Most of the people in Los Angeles hated the LAPD. The last thing they thought kept them safe was the thin blue line.  

    The temperature climbed from the high fifties to the mid-seventies as the morning matured toward afternoon. It would hit the eighties before the day was through, but Reese didn’t care. All he wanted was to find a place to take a nap. An eight-hour nap. They all felt the same way. The cops were exhausted and demoralized. 

    “Hey, Reese,” Renee called. She walked along the line of LAPD until she stood in front of him.  

    First Sergeant Plosser was with her. The big NCO looked a little better than the last time Reese had seen him. The two men exchanged nods. 

    “Renee. What’s up?” 

    “Not a lot. Plosser here wanted to talk with you about what’s going on over in officer country.” Renee nodded across the Bowl, where the mobile command posts sat. 

    “Okay. What’s up, First Sergeant?” 

    “Morton is trying to arrange for another element to be flown in, but it looks like it’s not going to happen. There’s a big force of zombies moving south from the Valley. It’s working its way through Van Nuys, heading toward Studio City. Initially, the plan was to, uh, get them onto the 101, but the activity that’s already on the freeway is preventing that. The stenches, they’re dumb, but they’re not so dumb as to stand in line, waiting to get on a freeway. So they’re deviating. The Guard command’s trying to figure out how to stop them.” 

    “Plosser, did you say the Guard was trying to get them to take the freeway? With all those people there?” 

    “Not so many people left anymore,” Plosser said. “That’s why the zeds are on the move.” He held up a hand, cutting off Reese from further comment. “Listen, you want to hear what I have to say, or do you want to waste my time and your energy busting my balls about decisions I had nothing to do with?” 

    “Get on with it, Plosser.” 

    Plosser pointed toward the east. “See that big column of smoke there?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “That’s about sixteen miles away. Somehow, a tanker truck blew up. My guess is that someone hit it with an incendiary device of some sort, out by Monterey Park. Probably could have been an accident, but more likely it was intentional, some sort of urban violence that got out of hand. Also possible, one of the aviators lost a lock with a Hellfire and popped the gas cow by mistake. Either way, I hear that fire is fully involved. There’s some firefighting apparatus on scene, but that’s going to slow the migration to the east.” Plosser looked back at Reese. “And I do mean the zombie migration, just in case you were wondering. That means it’s going to take at least another twelve to twenty-four hours for the stenches in the immediate vicinity to pass through. Expect them to find their way off the freeway in sufficient force to make us uncomfortable.” 

    “I’m already uncomfortable,” Reese said. 

    “Good, because it gets worse.” 

    Reese sighed. “Thrill me, First Sergeant.” 

    Plosser pointed at the sound barrier behind them. “To our south? Ten to fifteen thousand stenches are picking their way in this direction. They’re coming out of Hawthorne, Inglewood, South Central, Crenshaw. The way I hear it, emergency services failed in those areas pretty quickly. My guess is that it’s because a lot of those are high-crime areas. Am I right?” 

    “You are correct.” 

    “Well, once that force makes it to around Wilshire, all those disparate groups are going to start coming together. They’ll make another front we have to worry about. Basically, we’re pretty much screwed and tattooed on this one, Detective. I wanted to pass that on to you, since it looks like the sheriff’s guys aren’t all that interested in getting the word out.” 

    Reese rubbed his eyes. “How long until the first wave gets here?” 

    “That’ll be from the south. Leading edge is only a few blocks away. Not terribly organized, as you might expect, and there are a lot of houses and sloping terrain between us and them, but they will eventually make it here. And we’ll have to start fighting them off eventually, which means the noise will draw even more in.” 

    Reese didn’t know what to say, so he just shrugged. “Okay. Is that all? I mean, it’s more than enough, but is that all of it?” 

    “That’s all I have right now. I hope you’ll get the word through more official channels, but I think everyone’s a little bit spooked, and they’re trying to make lemonade out of lemons.” Plosser spread his hands. “Stay sharp. Keep an eye on the civilians. Things are probably going to get very loud in a little bit.” 

    Reese reached out and shook Plosser’s hand. “Thanks for the heads-up, and sorry for the attitude.” 

    “Not a problem. I’ll check back with you later.” After nodding to the surrounding officers, the tall senior NCO strode off. 

    Renee looked shell-shocked, just like all the other cops. Her glasses were still lopsided on her face, and she held her rifle across her chest. She’d finally had the opportunity to put it to work the night before, when she had been rotated down to the main gate. The weapon’s ejection port was filthy with expended propellant. 

    Reese tapped her rifle. “You should probably clean that now, while you have the time.” 

    Renee turned it so she could look down at the dirty port. Her expression was one of chronic disinterest. “Yeah. I guess I should.” 

    “That weapon might be the difference between life and death, Gonzalez. Don’t get complacent. Clean it.” 

    “Okay. I will.” She glanced around at the barrier. “Fontenoy left some time last night to try to get to the EOC.” 

    “No shit?” 

    “No shit. She tried to get the Guard to give her a lift. When that didn’t happen, she tried to get the guys from Wilshire to drive her over in a squad. No one stepped up, so the crazy bitch took a Shamu and went off by herself. She made it about a block before we heard her start screaming. We didn’t hear any gunfire, so she either went down without a fight or managed to drive right though them.” 

    Reese wondered to what depths of fear the narrow-shouldered commander had sunk in order to basically commit suicide. Staying in the Bowl was certainly preferable to leaving it without a buttload of firepower backing you up. “Well, that is just fucked up. I guess we all move up a notch in the chain of command.” 

    “I wonder how Jerry’s doing,” Renee said. Jerry Whittaker had disappeared early on during the emergency, taking most of his LAPD gear with him. He had a young family, and he’d made the only obvious choice. 

    “I’m sure he’s okay, if anyone can be in the middle of all this,” Reese said.  

    In the distance, rotor beats approached. Another helicopter was orbiting the area. 

    Renee took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yeah. Yeah. All right, let me get this weapon cleaned up.” 

    Several Apaches appeared, rising over the Hollywood Hills. At the same time, some of the Guardsmen manning the barrier wall began firing into the neighborhood on the other side. The shots were intermittent at first, then they quickly mounted in volume. As hot cartridge casings rained down on them, the cops turned and looked up. Reese saw one of the NCOs manning the battlements turn and peer toward the upper parking lots, speaking into his radio headset. He didn’t look very happy. The Apaches drifted downrange, swinging out over Highland Avenue before they disappeared from his view. Their chain guns opened up in a thunderous burst. 

    “Okay, shit just got real!” Reese shouted. 

    “Again!” Bates added from his spot down the line. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The news of the zombie attacks at the McDonald’s along Main Street had filled the city with fear. Booker called for an open town meeting starting at five p.m., promising it would last until every last question had been asked and answered. Corbett spent a few hours in the afternoon working with Gary Norton on how to present the necessary information. Norton was initially uneasy with the task, but he warmed up to it quickly. As a producer, he was used to making pitches as well as receiving them, and all he had to do was refer to the facts and figures Corbett provided.  

    That didn’t mean it was going to be an easy sell. The ideological complexity of the town had drifted since Corbett was a young man, moving from the center-right to the left as more migrants settled there, along with Los Angelinos who were looking to get out of the big city. That gave liberal policymakers a chance they’d never had in the 1960s or 1970s, and in large part, they had made the town more successful, with cultural events like the annual film festival that attracted some major names and by breathing new life into the town’s previously moribund winter sports offerings. Corbett didn’t begrudge them their successes, but his plans promised to undo all of that for years to come. He brought up the point with Norton, explaining it might be a reason for resistance to the plan. 

    “Actually, I think the zombies are what’s undoing things,” Norton said. “Nothing you’re doing is directed toward anything but securing the town. I get it, and I’m pretty sure I can sell that to the rest of the town. We have to go through some changes, mostly physical, but at our core, we’ll still be the same people. We’re not eliminating our way of life. We’re only guaranteeing it for future generations.” 

    “Vegas is going down hard,” Corbett said. “That’ll be our first problem. They’re already following 15 and 95 out of the town, chasing everyone who’s trying to evacuate. Some friends in the Air Force tell me that Nellis is going to pull all its assets out and restage them in New Mexico. I would guess Creech will be next. That means aviation support is out of the question for the short to medium term.” 

    “Okay. I don’t know what that means, but okay,” Norton said. 

    “It doesn’t mean a lot by itself. The important takeaway is that the zombies are using the highways to move around, and unless someone stops them, they’ll eventually be able to walk right up 395 to town. And we can expect a second migration from LA, too. The people trying to evacuate are driving right toward each other, and that’ll lead the zombies to us like a trail of breadcrumbs.” Corbett sighed. “I figure a month before full-on contact, with a range of intermittent contacts before then, maybe as early as this week, next week for sure. People will eventually start dying on the road, and if those things manage to get out of whatever vehicle they’re trapped in, they might find their way here. One of my work crews had a zombie walk right up on them.” 

    Norton’s eyes widened. “No shit?” 

    “No shit. They beat it to death with shovels. That’s why I’m so eager to get as many people proficient with weapons as soon as possible. The work crews will need security, and I don’t have enough shooters to provide that.” 

    Norton nodded. “All right. I don’t think that’s going to be a tough sell. Victor’s on board with that, right?” 

    “Oh, yes. That’s something else you might have to smooth out a bit, that Victor’s acting as the senior law enforcer here instead of the local guys. That’s going to cause some concern, but Victor is a commissioned LEO through the Bureau of Indian Affairs. It’s not the FBI or ATF or even the CHP, but it’s still a federal organization. Remember that when someone like Hector Aguilar starts to piss and moan.” 

    “Ah. About Hector.” Norton put his hands flat on the large dining room table. “I hear he finally managed to reach some regional planner or something up in Bishop, someone who works for the county. He’s been telling them all about the plans to fortify the town, and he’s been pushing them to intervene.” 

    Corbett blinked. “Regional planner? Is that more or less effective than a community organizer?” 

    Norton snorted. “I have no idea.” 

    “Well, how the hell did he manage to do that?” 

    “His kid is in the ham radio club at school. Apparently, he got word out that way.” Norton shook his head. “Damn, I didn’t even know ham radios were still a thing. What next, Heathkit makes a comeback?” 

    Corbett leaned back in his chair, peering out the folding glass wall behind Norton that overlooked the landscaped backyard, the high fence surrounding the property, and the peaks of the mountains beyond. He had always known Aguilar would be a burr under his saddle, but he’d dismissed the outspoken pharmacy owner as nothing but a bloviating gas bag who was more into attracting attention than anything else. That Hector had managed to get through to someone in a supervisory position at the county level at a time when communications were failing was certainly innovative, if nothing else. 

    “Well, I can’t see Inyo County getting too involved with what we’re doing down here,” Corbett said. “I’m sure they’ll blow a lot of sunshine up Hector’s ass, but they have problems of their own. Bishop is probably running out of food by now, which makes it even more necessary for us to sever the links leading to town.” 

    “I get that,” Norton said. “I understand what has to be done. A lot of the townspeople will too. But I’ll tell you, once they see a bunch of starving kids trying to get through the wire… well, that’s going to be tough to take. I’m not sure I could handle it, either.” 

    “Same here.”  

    Norton looked at him without saying anything.  

    “What? Did you think I could just turn that off? Did you know that I spent over eighteen million dollars last year providing emergency food relief to poor families in Los Angeles, Riverside, Houston, and Dallas? I set up nonprofits specifically to combat hunger, and I funded all of them. Who do you think fed more kids last year, me or Save the Children?” 

    Norton raised his hands in mock surrender. “Easy there, boss. I’m making no judgments here. If you really were the evil right-wing privateer everyone likes to think you are, then you sure as hell wouldn’t be hanging out here. You’d be in a bunker somewhere, brewing a nice cup of tea made from the tears of starving orphans.” 

    “Who says I don’t, damn it?” Corbett asked with a laugh.  

    Norton smiled a bit and looked down at the planning documents laid out on the table, essentially a series of PowerPoint slides that had been printed out. He would show the full presentation on the big screen at the town hall later that day.  

    Corbett couldn’t tell if Norton was nervous, but he suspected making the sales pitch to a captive audience was something the man could handle. “How’re your parents doing?” he asked. 

    Norton shrugged. “My dad’s good, though once the news stops coming through, I’ll have to find him something to keep him occupied. My mother still thinks everything’s going to be fine. She and her friends are having a game of bridge tonight. Want to stop by?” 

    Corbett snorted. “I’ll take a rain check on that one.” 

    “So you’ll be around if there are questions I can’t handle, right?” Norton asked, tapping the presentation. 

    “You know it,” Corbett said. “But the less I say, the better. I want you to handle this dog and pony show, Norton. You have the pretty face, not me, and this is as much about identity politics as it is saving the town.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Several hundred people showed up for the meeting, and the council chamber was standing room only. Norton delivered the presentation with a polished ease that truly impressed Corbett, and he even took some time to add context by relating his escape from Los Angeles. He covered the important topics of the zombies that had arisen in the town, the death of Chief Grady and the appointment of Victor Kuruk as Single Tree’s acting top cop, and the apprehension of the three remaining escaped convicts. Norton answered questions directly and succinctly, without stumbling, which gave the impression that he knew what he was talking about. Corbett mentally patted himself on the back, since he’d spent hours prepping Norton and getting him up to speed. 

    In the end, the people did want to hear from Corbett, so he had to respond to their concerns: Yes, he was paying for everything. No, he didn’t expect or want the town to reimburse him for expenses. No, he was not “taking over” the town from its elected leaders. Yes, he would obey every law and regulation. 

    “At the end of the day, folks, this is about the town, not me,” Corbett said. “Most of you have known me for a long time. I keep to myself and don’t get involved in disputes unless I absolutely have to.” 

    “What about the outsiders who are already in town?” someone asked. “The ones who can’t get out? What happens to them?” 

    Corbett turned and looked at Max Booker, who was sitting at the long table on the stage. 

    “We’ll allow them to stay,” Booker said, directing his response to Corbett. “They’re Americans, and hospitality and charity are part of who we are.” 

    Corbett nodded. 

    “And what about those you turn away?” asked a loud British voice. “What about all those families trying to get to safety? Leaving them to the tender mercies of the zombies is essentially a human rights crime, isn’t it?” 

    Corbett sighed and peered out at the audience. Jock Sinclair stood up, wearing a dark blazer over an immaculately pressed white shirt. He was holding something—a smartphone, maybe—away from his body. 

    “Excuse me, sir,” Booker said. “Are you recording this session?” 

    “Yes, I am,” Sinclair said. “I’m Jock Sinclair, host of The Sinclair News Hour, and I’m making an official record of what’s happening here.” 

    “There’s no videotaping allowed in this building,” Booker said. “That’s clearly posted in the lobby.” 

    “I’m a credentialed journalist, and I’m exercising my First Amendment rights.” 

    “Jock, you’re not even an American,” Corbett said. 

    “Thankfully, your Constitution doesn’t discriminate,” Sinclair responded. “Or so I’ve been told. Though I’ve also heard some animals are more equal than others. Right, Barry?” 

    “I have to ask that you stop recording,” Booker said. “If you don’t, you’ll be escorted out.” As he said that last, Booker glanced over at Victor, who sat at the end of the table in Chief Grady’s chair.  

    Victor watched Sinclair with emotionless eyes. 

    “What do you have to hide here?” Sinclair asked. “If the world is truly coming to an end, wouldn’t a record be perhaps useful for whatever future generations might survive?” 

    “Let him record,” Hector Aguilar said, smiling broadly. He was obviously enjoying Sinclair’s showboating, which didn’t surprise Corbett at all. 

    “I agree,” Corbett said, taking delight in the puzzled look that blossomed over Aguilar’s features. “Let the man make his ‘official record’ of what we do here.” He turned back to Sinclair. “With regards to your question regarding human rights, that might be better directed toward the federal government. After all, the feds are the ones who are supposed to provide protection for the citizens of this nation, and they’re failing miserably. We’ve had escaped criminals enter our town, we’ve had zombie attacks, and we have critical supply issues… but no assistance, from either the federal, state, or county levels. If we’re going to survive, it’s obvious that we need to make some hard choices.” 

    “And those choices involve sending innocents into harm’s way,” Sinclair said. “Not judging, by the way, just asking.” He gave Corbett a supercilious smile. 

    “I’m sure your intentions are nothing but noble, Mr. Sinclair,” Norton said dryly before Corbett could respond.  

    His comment brought a brief burst of laughter from the crowd, and Sinclair smiled with them. The smile was expertly faked, Corbett knew. Men like Sinclair never appreciated being laughed at.  

    “But we have to embrace reality here,” Norton continued when the laughter stopped. “We either try to save more people than we can support, which means in the end, everyone dies, or we save just enough to make it through the coming year. It really is an either-or situation.” 

    “Certainly, you would agree that those you turn away will face nothing but the greatest of hardship,” Sinclair pressed. “Women. Children. Entire families will be wiped out.” 

    “And your solution to that is for the town of Single Tree to commit suicide in a demonstration of supporting the common good?” Norton asked. “We have women, children, and entire families here, too. Because of Mr. Corbett’s boundless generosity”—Corbett cringed, though he could tell Norton had delivered the line just to needle him—“the families of Single Tree and our neighbors from the nearby reservation will have a chance at survival. Is it your recommendation that we allow ourselves to die as well, starving to death behind the walls we’re building around the town? Because if you are, Mr. Sinclair, I’ll personally make sure you don’t get another thing to eat, starting right now.” Norton finished that off with a winning smile of his own, which resulted in a loud round of applause. 

    Sinclair looked flustered for a moment then recovered and shook his head. “I’m only asking the questions that I feel need to be answered. How you proceed is up to you and the people of Single Tree. Switching gears somewhat, is it true that you believe arming the entire town is a necessary step? Aren’t you concerned about having so many military assault rifles in untrained hands?” 

    Again, Norton beat Corbett to the punch. “Let’s be clear about some things regarding that. We have several dozen people in our community who are former military, including veterans from the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, not to mention previous conflicts. As you might expect, all those people have more than a little bit of practical experience handling weapons. They, along with the consultants Mr. Corbett has brought in, will form the training cadre that will instruct those civilians who are competent enough to bear arms. Those under eighteen years of age are not eligible, and Chief Kuruk and the rest of the law enforcement staff will determine if other factors might be involved that would prevent someone from legally possessing or being afforded the opportunity to legally possess a firearm. All of that was covered in the presentation you just saw, so I’m a little perplexed by your question. 

    “As far as the notion that we’re handing out ‘military assault rifles,’ you should know that there is no specific weapon classification called assault rifles. That little nugget was made up by the anti-gun lobbyists to sow fear, and it’s something you and your fellows in the media willingly perpetuate. I’m aware of your stance on gun ownership, Mr. Sinclair. I find it interesting that you stand before us in the guise of exercising your First Amendment rights but will instantly seek to impede the citizens of Single Tree from exercising their Second Amendment rights. While this is California, the most liberal state in the union and one that’s not exactly hospitable toward firearm owners, this town is historically a frontier town. We know our weapons, and we know how to use them, as they are tools that feature prominently in our history.” 

    Another round of applause erupted. Corbett spotted Danielle Kennedy sitting in the second row, next to her father. She was smiling as she clapped, and her eyes were locked onto Norton. 

    “Very well,” Sinclair said, though not without a trace of disappointment. 

    “Do any of our residents have anything further to add?” Booker asked. He waited a few seconds, and when no hands were raised, he nodded. “Then at this time, the council believes the townspeople of Single Tree are in agreement with the plans set forth by Barry Corbett and company and that those plans will continue as discussed. Many thanks to Gary Norton for his presentation. This meeting is adjourned.” Booker picked up his gavel and rapped it on the sound block. 

    The entire room went black. The crowd released a startled gasp. The emergency lights snapped on, their battery-powered lamps providing pools of illumination just bright enough for people to be able to find their way to the doors. 

    “Okay, folks, let’s take it easy!” Booker shouted. “Just make your way to the doors and out into the lobby. Take it easy. Don’t push, and don’t shove! Be mindful of the elderly and the young ones!” 

    Victor snapped on the flashlight that hung from his belt and played the beam over Corbett. “Yep, still dog-butt ugly, even in the dark.” 

    “Stop screwing around, Victor!” 

    “Officers in the back, use your flashlights to assist!” Victor called.  

    More flashlight beams cut through the darkness. The doors to the lobby were already open. The sun was going down behind the mountains, so the light outside was tepid and wan. 

    Corbett carefully picked his way through the gloom to stand next to Victor and Norton. “Vic, you need to get officers out on the highway,” he said. 

    “Of course,” Victor said. 

    “No, no, you need to do it now. You need to start getting traffic turned around.” 

    “I will, Barry. What’s the rush?” 

    “We’re cutting the roads. Tonight,” Corbett said. “Enough screwing around. If we’ve lost power for good, then I want this town sealed tighter than a frog’s butt.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The dead hit the Bowl like a stinking flood. 

    In less than an hour, they overwhelmed the defenses that Morton’s men had erected. The coils of razor wire were crushed beneath the weight of hundreds and hundreds of cold bodies that continued to thrash about, ignoring the slashing blades the same way they ignored the fact that hundreds more ghouls were crushing them underfoot. The Guard and most of the cops amassed at the entrance to the Bowl, where they slugged it out with the dead, cutting them down by the dozens. The high, reinforced sound barriers surrounding three quarters of the amphitheater served to channelize the zombies into the main entrance. It reduced the scope of the engagement to one front, making it so the dead were essentially walking into a kill funnel. 

    At the end of the first hour, thousands of rotting, cold corpses lay all across Highland Avenue. The piles of dead slowed the advance of the next waves, giving the shooters time to zero in and score perfect kills. But the mounds of bodies also worked to the advantage of the stenches. They provided cover behind which they could mass and charge anew. When that happened, the big .50-calibers opened up, chopping the dead to pieces. 

    By the third hour, Reese couldn’t see much in the way of pavement. Every open space on the street was occupied by a body. A Chinook arrived, carrying a pallet load of ammunition. Boxes of .50-caliber ammo and 40-millimeter grenades were offloaded, as well as cans of 5.56-millimeter. In one flight, the Chinook had dropped in over two hundred fifty thousand rounds of ammunition. 

    Well, that’s convenient. 

    “They keep that up, we might be able to get through this,” Bates said as he fired his M4 at a shambling monstrosity. “Though they might need to send us a bunch of upper receivers at this rate.” 

    “Maybe they will,” Reese said, shouting over the constant firing. 

    After five more hours, the LAPD cops were rotated back to rest and refit. Bates disappeared to check on the five-ton truck. Reese quickly broke down and cleaned his M4 then stuffed fresh magazines into the carrier around his vest. He hadn’t fired his pistol yet, but he checked to ensure it was still functional. He was hungry, so he helped himself to an MRE without even checking to see what kind of food the bag contained. The civilians inside the Bowl were severely freaked out by the din of combat, and Reese couldn’t blame them. He was half-deaf already, and the constant combat left him feeling kind of strung out, like a drug addict who needed a fix but knew one wasn’t coming. 

    Bates returned and shot him a thumbs-up. “Truck’s still there. How long do we have?” 

    “Don’t know. Better make it quick. Shit could go downhill in a heartbeat.” 

    “Yeah.” Bates quickly cleaned his rifle then headed over to grab some food. Like Reese, he didn’t bother picking through the MRE bags, looking for something specific. He just took the first one he came across, cut it open, and dug in. Reese grabbed a bottle of water and walked around the cluster of cops, checking to make sure everyone was accounted for. Everyone was there, and everyone was busy. Even Renee was cleaning her rifle, pausing every now and then to fiddle with her glasses. 

    “Renee, you have a spare set of specs?” Reese asked. 

    “Yeah,” she said, “at home.” 

    “Ah.”  

    Renee lived in a condo in West Covina, fifteen miles east of Los Angeles. There was no chance she would be getting her spare set of glasses anytime soon. 

    The few Guardsmen still manning the hastily erected parapets along the sound barrier wall suddenly began shooting in earnest. Reese looked across the breadth of the Bowl, as did thousands of terrified civilians. There wasn’t much to see, just guys in Army uniforms shooting, which was pretty much the new normal right now. Then one of the soldiers grabbed a grenade and tossed it. It went off a few moments later with a hollow thump. More Guardsmen tossed grenades, and the firing picked up. 

    Bates looked up from his meal. “Second front,” he said before stuffing a piece of prepackaged cake in his mouth. 

    “What?” Renee asked. 

    “New wave coming in,” Bates said. He picked up his rifle and ran over to the rearming station, pulling fresh magazines. The rest of the cops stirred uneasily. 

    “Man, this shit just never ends,” Marsh said. He looked like crap. His haggard face was covered by gray-speckled stubble, and his eyes were red and glazed. Reese was sure he looked the same way. Hell, he might look even worse, except Marsh was bald and Reese still had hair. 

    “It is what it is,” Reese said. 

    More Guardsmen pushed toward the far wall, running on either side of the bowl. Reese wondered what the emergency was. Then he saw a couple of Guardsmen actually wrestling with a zombie that had come over the top of the wall and lunged for them. 

    Holy fuck— 

    The men aimed their weapons at the stench, but it was too close to their fellow soldiers. It wrapped its arms around one and began to take him down while the other ineffectively kicked and punched it. The first one drew back and slammed it in the head with the butt of his rifle, but that didn’t seem to do much, either. Another zombie came over the edge, and behind it, scores of arms flailed in the air. 

    “Oh shit!” Renee cried, and she began frantically slapping her rifle back together. 

    “What?” Marsh turned and looked behind him. “Hey, how the hell did they get up there?” 

    “On your feet!” Reese ordered the cops. “On your feet, now!” 

    More Guardsmen ran toward the wall, followed by a slew of sheriffs and a few LAPD cops. The wooden parapet suddenly collapsed, and the two Guardsmen who had engaged the first zombie fell to the ground, one of them still wrapped up in the stench’s cold embrace. The Guard troops on the other fighting stations kept pouring on the firepower, but two more ghouls came over the top. Then five. Then twenty. The dead dropped into the Bowl like lemmings running off a cliff, only they didn’t die when they hit the bottom. The Hollywood Bowl was like a sinking ship, taking on the foulest of water. 

    “Where are the Apaches?” Reese asked. 

    “Busy, I guess,” Bates said. “So we going for the truck?” 

    Reese raised his rifle and began firing, drilling the boiling mass of dead with bullet after bullet. A couple of other cops joined in as well, but the breach was too massive for aimed shots. They hit several zombies with body and limb shots, but the dead just kept coming. People in the Bowl began to surge away from the incursion, screaming. Reese stepped forward and looked into the amphitheater. Several zombies were crawling in through the rear bleacher seats, dragging fractured legs behind them. Some cops floundered after them, trying to douse their lights before they could inflict more damage, but it was hopeless. Hundreds poured over the wall, and they were intermingled with the Guard and police. And some of them were damned fast. 

    “Reese!” Bates shouted. 

    “Yes! Yes, go get the fucking truck!” Reese waved a hand in the air, his legs quaking with fear. “Come on. Let’s get going! Save who you can, but move out!” 

    Some of the cops ran like frightened rabbits, while others stopped to urge civilians to follow them, shoot a shambling zed, or pick up a fallen civilian.  

    Reese scooped up a crying young boy then beckoned for his family to follow. “Come with us!” 

    The hulking truck was still there, and it looked as big as a house. Bates climbed into the cab, and its diesel engine rattled to life a moment later. Reese and two other cops stood beside the tailgate, helping people board. From the other parking lots, other engines roared to life over the steady gunfire. A rattle of explosions tore through the fading light of late afternoon, and Reese saw a Humvee with a Mark 19 grenade launcher open up on a gaggle of dead, blasting them to pieces. Desiccated body parts flew through the air.  

    The slap of rotor blades echoed through the Bowl as a pair of Apaches roared in and orbited overhead. Apparently, their pilots were trying to figure out where to start firing. Reese kept urging people to climb into the truck. Two Apaches weren’t enough to do anything to stem the tide. They’d use up all their ammunition in minutes, then they’d be as useful as a Nerf Dart Blaster. 

    Pandemonium reigned. Screaming, gunfire, and the sounds of maneuvering vehicles rendered Reese with total sensory overload, and it didn’t help that the acoustics of the amphitheater made it even more maddening. He felt dizzy from fear and adrenaline, his senses assaulted by the mayhem that surrounded him. There were too many people to save, and the truck was already almost full. 

    A zombie picked its way toward him, its jaws slick with blood and its gray-white belly so full it protruded like a balloon about to pop. Before it could get to Reese, it went down as one of the cops in the truck shot it in the head. 

    “Reese, come on!” the cop shouted. 

    Reese tried to close the tailgate, but it was too heavy. One of the cops jumped down and helped him, and the two of them managed to get it up high enough where the others could take over and pin it closed. The engine roared as Bates goosed the accelerator. Reese and the other cop climbed up and jumped into the long cargo bed. Reese spotted a hand on the panel behind him, and he twisted, trying to get his M4 up. He took his finger off the trigger when he saw First Sergeant Plosser. 

    “Mind if I tag along, Reese?” the senior NCO asked. 

    “It’s an open party,” Reese said. 

    Bates dropped the truck into gear. He drove the truck right through the metal gate, ripping it off its hinges. There were zombies on the other side, but the hulking, olive-drab five-ton truck didn’t even slow as it rolled right over them. The truck continued down the narrow service road that ran alongside the Bowl, then Bates turned it left, heading overland. Everyone in the back held on for dear life as Bates steered the truck through the trees and scrub, heading in the general direction of the Hollywood Bowl Overlook, a small observation park off Mulholland Drive. The vehicle left a huge wake of dust behind it, and through the billowing clouds, Reese saw people running after the rig, waving their arms. Men. Women. Children. 

    And behind them, slower but tireless, came zombies. 

    The Apaches pirouetted overhead, already guns dry. Two more dots appeared on the horizon, anti-collision lights winking in the darkening sky, Black Hawks, descending as they approached the Bowl. Reese wondered if they were going to actually attempt a landing.  

    Plosser looked up at the approaching utility helicopters. “I see the colonel’s getting a ride out,” he said dryly as he held on to the side of the truck. He turned to Reese. “So, Detective, tell me you have a plan. We heading for the Mojave?” 

    “Long Beach,” Reese said. 

    Plosser frowned. “Little late to work on your Hollywood tan, isn’t it? Gonna be night soon.” 

    “You like boats, Plosser?” 

    “Not really. But if there’s a paycheck in it, I’ll join whatever navy you want.” 

    Reese grunted as the big truck pushed through a copse of trees, knocking one over. Its wheels spun as black exhaust erupted from its stacks, and for a moment, he feared the rig might get stuck. But it shuddered on, powering through the barricade of vegetation then the guardrail on the other side.  

    Bates horsed the truck through a decidedly inelegant three-point turn, then they were rolling southwest down Mulholland Drive, in the general direction of the Pacific Ocean. Reese saw the devastation being wrought on the darkened, powerless city. Columns of smoke rose from fires that burned unabated. Helicopters of all kinds whirled across the sky. 

    Over thirty miles to Long Beach. A piece of cake. 
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    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    With the decision made to secure the town, Corbett’s teams went into overdrive. The trenches were completed in less than three days, and tall, sandy berms stood between them and the town. Since the steel walls would take longer to erect, the berms would be reinforced with razor wire to slow down any zombies. 

    After the trench line around the town was completed, a second series was begun. The plan included maintaining a narrow, protected channel to the airfield, where a final evacuation could take place if the town was compromised and couldn’t be held. Eventually, the perimeter would expand to the airport, which would take weeks. But with the entire town on board, Corbett’s people would have an additional pool of labor available to further expedite the construction of the town defenses. 

    Simultaneously, temporary housing would be set up for Victor Kuruk’s people, along with depots for all manner of supplies, each segregated from each other and independently defended in the event of a partial collapse of the town wall. Funnel points would be constructed to channelize the dead into pre-zeroed killing areas so they could be serviced before they were able to make further incursions into the town. They would have to burn the dead during the lulls in action, and Corbett wondered if that would even be possible. 

    What if there are no lulls? he thought as he drove across town in his big F-series Super Duty, tailed by his security detail. What if a hundred thousand zombies show up at once? What if it’s a million? The only answer he could come up with wasn’t pretty. 

    The rest of the country was slowly being driven to its knees. Most of the major cities in the east had gone dark, save for a few irregular reports coming out of the outer boroughs of Manhattan, the suburbs surrounding Washington and Atlanta, and the northernmost parts of the eastern seaboard. Portland, Maine, didn’t have the most stimulating newsfeeds, but they were at least more exciting than before the zombie apocalypse had arrived. Closer to home, things were deteriorating, though not as swiftly. Los Angeles was on a gradual slide into obscurity, as was Las Vegas.  

    Even the town of Bishop, just up the highway from Single Tree, was having issues. The streams of refugees coming in from both directions were introducing infected people into the population, and the local PD and the California Highway Patrol were struggling to deal with the effects. The governor had activated the state National Guard, but there was no chance of any troop deployments to places like Bishop, not when the larger metropolises were fast approaching their tipping points. The hordes of displaced persons seeking shelter were increasing, and behind them would come the zombies.  

    Corbett anxiously awaited the moment they could fully seal Single Tree. If it had been up to him, he would have cut the roads already and started turning back the traffic. But the town council, led by Mayor Max Booker, had finally asserted itself. Booker had argued that not only did a state highway run right through the center of town, but that the people trying to use it deserved a chance to reach some sort of safe harbor. Corbett understood the argument well, and he took no pleasure in depriving families a chance at safety, but the potential cost to the town was too high. Already, they’d had occurrences of walking corpses springing up inside the town limits. While two of those had been homegrown, the others were not. Corbett had stated his case and essentially told Booker and the town council to go someplace private and jump up and down for a while until their collective balls finally dropped. He had added that there was nothing they could do to stop him, then he walked out of the room. 

    Victor Kuruk caught up to him on the town hall steps. “Not yet, Barry,” he said. “Give them some more time.” 

    “Are you out of your mind?” 

    “No, not about this,” Victor said, unfazed. “We’re going to have all the time in the world to turn them away. For now, we just deny them all but the most essential services and keep them going. We close all the restaurants and shops and gas stations along Main Street so we don’t give them a reason to stop. We keep the traffic flowing and work on building those internal barricades. It’ll be difficult work with the extra traffic, but as Americans, we have to give these people a chance.” The man’s unflappability really needled Corbett; he was used to being able to bigfoot his way around to get things done, but that didn’t work with Victor. It wasn’t the tribal leader’s way. 

    “Some speech, coming from you,” Corbett groused. 

    “My people even believe in letting Anglo usurpers live, whenever possible.” 

    “There’s just no time for this,” Corbett said. “Things have changed.” 

    “Just a little longer. Let them try and get to where they need to go.” 

    “What if they’re driving straight into the teeth of a zombie horde?” 

    “Then they’ll have no chance. But that’s not on us. It’s on them.” 

    Disgusted with himself for being so weak and taking the easy out, Corbett agreed to instruct his construction teams to work on fortifying the town, while leaving the highway uncut. He figured it would be something he’d soon come to regret, but that was just how things had to be.  

    Besides, Victor was right. The people on that highway were his fellow Americans, and he owed them the opportunity to find someplace where they might be safe. 

    Or at the very least, a place to die in the close company of family and friends. 

     

    ### 

     

    So many weapons, Danielle Kennedy thought as she helped uncrate and categorize hundreds of black AR-style rifles and .45-caliber pistols. She hadn’t seen so many firearms in one place since leaving the Marine Corps, and it was an amazing sight. All the rifles were LWRC piston weapons, which, while virtually identical to the M16 rifle she’d used during her stint in the Corps, were functionally different. Instead of using the gas generated during firing to move the bolt back and forth—known as direct impingement, a process that also served to foul the entire carrier group, which eventually led to malfunctions—the LWRC Individual Carbine Systems used the gas blowback to operate a piston that would mechanically return the bolt carrier group to a firing position. The excess gas was expelled from the front of the rifle instead of through the ejection port, theoretically leaving the breech area free of any fouling residue. The tradeoff was that the rifles were nominally heavier than their gas impingement brethren, due to the additional hardware required to do the work. But when Dani hefted one, she noticed only a few ounces of additional weight, not enough to bother her. But she knew holding a rifle for hours in a fight could become surprisingly taxing. Deal with that when it comes, girl. 

    Inside the shade provided by a hastily erected fiberglass shelter, Dani worked with three other people at one end. The rifles were brought in on pallets by a small forklift. At the other end, four people, including Gary Norton, worked on unboxing and servicing the Smith & Wesson M&P .45-caliber pistols. Dani found herself looking up from her work every now and then to check him out. He was a good twenty years older than she was, but he was in great shape.  

    Dressed in faded blue jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt emblazoned with the slogan “Life is Good,” Norton didn’t look very much like a multimillionaire movie producer, but he didn’t act like just another guy from around town, either. He moved with a self-confident grace that was quite different from other men she knew, like Barry Corbett. Corbett plowed around as if he were king of the walk, whereas Norton was more content to stay below the radar, like a lion stalking its prey. His dark hair was starting to go gray at the temples, lending him a distinguished presence. His tanned face was the perfect picture of concentration as he worked on breaking down the pistols set out on the table before him, removing the slide from each weapon’s frame before pulling out the spring and barrel for inspection. He held up each component and examined it thoroughly before giving it a quick cleaning. Basically, Norton looked like someone’s super-hot dad.  

    Dani found herself wondering what he looked like without any clothes. Girl, you’re a one-legged freak. Get over it. That kind of man is way out of your league. 

    Norton looked over suddenly and met her eyes. He gave her a quick smile then went back to his task. 

    “Okay, princess, let’s get back to work,” said the man in charge of Dani’s group. He was a former Marine, despite his full beard and shaggy hair. Sweat stains stood out on the armpits of his drab T-shirt. “We’ve got a lot more work to do. We have to break these babies down, do an initial service, then start test-firing.” 

    “We going to do all of them?” Danielle asked. 

    “’Course not. Just enough to sample.” His eyes dipped to her thigh. “So what happened to the leg?” 

    “Iraq,” Danielle said. 

    The man grunted. “Yeah, that happened to a lot of us.” 

    “You were there?” 

    “Not the second round, but the first one. DESERT STORM. I was in the first unit to make contact with the Iraqis, in Khafji. You know it?” 

    Danielle snorted as she unboxed another weapon. “Yeah, they taught us a bit about it. Who were you with?” 

    “Recon, First Marines. They thought they had us boxed up in that town, but the ragheads got a hell of a surprise when we started coordinating artillery fires on them. They never got us.” 

    “Sounds like it was a tough night, anyway.” 

    The man shrugged. “It was, but it looks like things are going to be just as tough here if we don’t get our shit squared away. So let’s get to it, girl.” 

    “You got it.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Sinclair didn’t know if the power outage would be long-term, but it was certainly more than just a brownout. The entire town was in the dark, with the only illumination coming from the headlights of the traffic that streamed endlessly down the main street, or from those buildings and residences that had generators. Sinclair was disgusted, though not surprised, to discover his roach motel wasn’t equipped with a backup power source. Without even the highly touted free HBO, the place was never going to increase its Forbes Star Rating. 

    However, by the next day, teams were splicing power generators into the system. One was even constructing what appeared to be a wind turbine on the grounds of the high school. Sinclair was heartened by that. If nothing else, it meant he could charge his phone and continue documenting the travesty that was about to occur, notably Barry Corbett’s brutal campaign to deny safe harbor to those in need. Deep down, he actually agreed with the billionaire’s stance on the situation, and as long as he personally benefited, he wouldn’t decry the actions too loudly. But he also realized a time would come when the emergency was over and normalcy would return. He had to be ready for that, which meant he had to have a story to tell. And the narrative he had chosen was one that would cast Barry Corbett and his ridiculous sycophants, like that fool Norton, as black-hearted opportunists who had overwhelmed the good graces of the embattled townspeople to enact an “us versus them” meme that was so utterly Republican that it made Sinclair want to scream. But not so loudly that it got him thrown out, of course. 

    Nevertheless, he was deeply shocked when none other than Gary Norton arrived at the Trail’s End Motel in his crusty old Jeep SUV and knocked on his door. Norton appeared to be the epitome of a Hollywood power broker, even when wearing a simple long-sleeved shirt, vest, leather boots, and blue jeans. His casual attire did nothing to diminish the fact that his wealth dwarfed Sinclair’s by a huge margin, and the easy confidence he exuded didn’t even pretend to dispel the fact he was a high-caste member of the accursed one percent. Sinclair hated him for that, despite the fact that he himself lived on a high-floor condominium in New York’s 15 Central Park West, two floors above Denzel Washington. 

    “Sinclair, I have a gift for you,” Norton said. He looked past Sinclair, where Meredith sat on the bed. “Ma’am.” 

    “Hello,” Meredith responded vacantly. 

    “Norton, what do you want?” Sinclair asked a little testily. He didn’t like surprises, and he very much doubted that Corbett had sent his chief lackey simply to check on Sinclair’s health. 

    Norton unslung the big backpack he was carrying. “Barry wants you to have this.” 

    Sinclair regarded the bag suspiciously, as if it might contain a bomb and the man holding it might actually be an operative of the Islamic State. “And what is that?”  

    “Can I come in? I’ll have to show you and walk you through some things.” 

    Sinclair dithered for a moment, unsure of what to do. Finally, he moved back. “Pardon the disarray. The maid hasn’t arrived yet.” 

    “Not a problem.” Norton sauntered over to the bed and placed the backpack on it. He nodded to Meredith, giving her his winning smile. “Are you able to get some sleep, ma’am?” 

    Meredith smiled back. “Not as much as I’d like. Lots of noise from the traffic outside.” She pointed toward the window, where the drapes had been pulled back. Outside lay the parking lot, including a good view of Norton’s Jeep and the slowly moving traffic on Main Street. 

    “Well, that’s not going to last forever. Hang in there,” Norton said. 

    “Norton, what is this gift?” Sinclair asked. “Is it a helicopter, perhaps?”  

    Norton unzipped the bag and pulled out several boxes, cables, flash cards, lenses, and a bulky camera. He lined everything up next to the television on the dresser. “Canon EOS Cinema 300. High-definition 4K CMOS chip with EF-mount lenses. Integrated stereo microphone, viewfinder, and battery pack.” As he spoke, Norton pointed out the various items he listed. “You have four fully charged batteries and over a terabyte of storage with all the memory cards, which are hot-swappable. Additional electronic viewfinder, which mounts up top here, so you don’t have to hold the thing up to your eye all the time when you’re recording. Four different lenses, including wide-angle and a nice fifty-millimeter for portrait shots when you’re doing sit-down interviews. I’ve got a good tripod with a geared liquid head, and of course, there’s a remote control for everything.” 

    “Yes, very impressive,” Sinclair said dryly. “Thank you very much for showing me your high-end camera gear. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” 

    Norton clucked his tongue. “Come on, Sinclair. You said you wanted to document Barry’s human rights abuses, right? You’re going to do that on your little phone?” 

    Sinclair blinked. “I’m sorry, but what are you saying, exactly?” 

    “I’m saying the gear is for your use to make an official record of what goes on here,” Norton said. 

    Sinclair was confused. “I don’t understand.” 

    Norton sighed heavily and put his hands on his hips. “Sinclair, you’re a fucking idiot, and I’ve never, ever liked you or your shitty show. You have all the charisma of a corpse lying on the slab in a funeral home, and frankly, Larry King is better at interviewing people than you’ll ever be, and I never thought Larry King was a very tough act to beat. Despite these rather formidable deficiencies, you’re the only member of the national media in this town. Corbett wants you to capture everything. He wants a record of what happened here, even if it casts him in an unflattering light.” 

    Sinclair’s heart leaped. “Is this for real?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Sinclair almost couldn’t suppress the giggle building up inside him. “You mean to tell me that Barry Corbett wants me to make an official record of what happens in Single Tree during the emergency? One that’s unflinching in its scope?” 

    “Well, he might have a preference for truth as opposed to agenda, but he’s apparently willing to take the hit that comes with having a big-mouthed remora like you sucking the life out of everything. I think he’s crazy to give you the opportunity because I know how it’s going to play out, ‘Crazed gun fanatics finally get their chance in a doomsday scenario,’ or something like that. Right?” 

    “And isn’t that the truth, Norton?” Sinclair asked. “Isn’t this really one man’s last gasp at achieving what he wants while running on his last thimbleful of testosterone?” 

    Meredith sighed and shook her head. “Oh, Jock,” she said tiredly. 

    Norton glared at him. “Sinclair, you can think whatever you want about Corbett. You can run around dry-rubbing every liberal conspiracy theory about conservatives you like. You can even piss on this entire country and everything it stands—or stood—for. But remember this one small thing, you lobsterback blowhard”—Norton jabbed Sinclair in the chest with a finger—“you live or die at the pleasure of Barry Corbett. You might want to pay the man some respect, if only because he hasn’t sent you packing.” 

    “Don’t touch me again,” Sinclair snapped. 

    “Believe me, the next time I decide to touch you, it’ll be with my fist.” Norton picked up the backpack and shoved it into Sinclair’s stomach. “The manual’s in there. If you look hard enough, you might be able to find some words with proper British spelling.” 

    Sinclair snatched the backpack away from Norton and pointed at the door. “I believe you were just leaving.” 

    Norton looked down at the camera gear spread out on the dresser. “I never really got to use this stuff,” he said sadly. “Now that you’ve touched it, I’ll have to burn it.” He reached for the doorknob. 

    Sinclair couldn’t escape the burgeoning notion that he was being set up. “Norton, is this really what Corbett wants?” 

    Norton opened the door, reached inside his vest, and pulled out a pair of sunglasses. As he slipped them on, he said, “Barry wants an official chronology of what happens here. Maybe he wants it to be some sort of historical record, an account of the town’s last stand.” He shrugged. “I don’t know. Ask him when you see him.” 

    Norton stepped outside, and Sinclair reached out to slam the door behind him. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The thirty-plus-mile drive to Long Beach was worse than Reese had imagined it would be. 

    The big five-ton truck wasn’t meant for the tight, winding roads that twisted through the hills that separated Los Angeles from the San Fernando Valley. In fact, there had been times in Reese’s past when he’d had a tough time driving a patrol car along roads like Mulholland Drive, and judging by the way people were being tossed around the big truck’s open bed, Sergeant Bates was having similar difficulties.  

    The fact that traffic was mounting in both directions made things even more hellish. People were fleeing communities on both sides of the Hollywood Hills, coming up from Los Angeles to the south or across from the San Fernando to the north. The zombie hordes were pretty much everywhere now, which meant the refugees were essentially fleeing from nightmare to nightmare, no matter which direction they headed in. 

    And echoing along the hillsides, the din of battle down at the Hollywood Bowl continued. Eventually, the sounds of combat petered out, though if it was due to distance or from the remaining defenders finally falling, Reese couldn’t tell. 

    At the intersection of Mulholland and Outpost Drive, an expensive Bentley coupe had met its end after slamming into a Mercedes GL SUV at a high rate of speed while emerging from a side street. The Mercedes had been blown across Mulholland and lay drunkenly in the ditch, the wheels on its passenger side three feet off the pavement. Shattered glass was scattered across the blacktop, glittering in the fading light of the day. As the truck rolled closer, Reese stood up in the bed and looked over at the accident scene. The Mercedes appeared to be empty, but there was some activity in the Bentley. Thrashing away behind the limp air bags, a zombie sat in the front passenger seat, held in place by the seat belt it was too stupid to unlatch. The truck’s lights revealed it was covered with blood—whether its own or that of the driver it had been feeding on, Reese didn’t know. The presence of the zombie only added to the chaos of the scene. Some passing motorists had apparently stopped to help, and Reese guessed some of them had probably been bitten. They looked up at the truck with hopeful eyes. Their giant vehicle stood out like a sore thumb amidst the expensive European sedans and fancy Japanese light trucks. 

    The choices were to stop and attempt to render assistance to those who might be injured, or ignore everything. Reese didn’t even hesitate before making his choice. “Bates, don’t stop!” he shouted over the noisy diesel as the big truck downshifted. 

    In response, Bates pressed the horn. Instead of the Godzilla-like blast Reese would have expected, the thing emitted a pale toot that would have been more appropriate coming from a Toyota Prius. The sound wasn’t enough to cause people to step back, but it at least got some attention. When it became clear that Bates wasn’t going to stop, people scattered just before the big truck slammed into the Bentley. The truck’s bumper nailed the zombie in the face as it intruded into the Bentley’s passenger compartment, flaying the roof away. The Bentley was shoved down the road for a few dozen yards before its front end got hung up, then it spun toward the shoulder. The gigantic Army truck bounced up and down as its rear wheels rolled over several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of imported sheet metal, leaving a half-mangled hulk in its wake. 

    “Absolutely kick ass!” Detective Marsh yelled. He looked both mortified and excited, like a little kid on his first trip through Disney’s Space Mountain. 

    “A HEMT-T wouldn’t even have slowed down,” Plosser said. The National Guard NCO affected a nonchalant air, but Reese saw the tense fear in the man’s eyes, even in the deepening gloom. 

    Bates accelerated down the road, the five-ton’s big wheels shimmying a bit as the vehicle wound its way along the hillside. Out past Runyon Canyon, Reese had a good view of downtown Los Angeles. Planes and helicopters of all types orbited over the area, their anti-collision lights winking in the darkening sky. Half the skyscrapers that formed the city’s business nucleus were dark, nothing more than shadowy, bonelike spires reaching for the stars like the talons of some fossilized beast. The Gas Company Tower was ablaze, emitting vast clouds of black smoke that spiraled over a thousand feet into the air. Farther out, the Los Angeles basin was a patchwork quilt of light and darkness, where illuminated neighborhoods that still had power stood out amidst broad swaths of communities where all electricity had failed.  

    Reese groaned. Their path would take them through both types of areas, and both conditions would be problematic. Fires raged, isolated infernos that reminded him of the nights during the riots that had gripped the city in 1992. The City of Angels was coming apart at the seams, and as a cop with decades of experience, he knew the zombies were only one threat his fellow Los Angelinos would face that night. 

    “We’re going to be going through some of the shit neighborhoods,” Marsh said. “We got to pass through, what? Crenshaw, Gardena, Compton?” He looked around at the others in the truck bed, as if hoping someone would tell him he was full of shit and not to worry. “I mean, there isn’t any way we’re going to be able to take the freeways. They’re loaded up. We’re going to have to take the surface roads, right? Drive through the hoods and barrios in Figueroa, all through South Central and Mid-City?” 

    “Knock it off, Marsh,” Reese said. 

    “Seriously, what the fuck are we going to do, Reese?” 

    Plosser patted his M4. “We shoot anyone who fucks with us. That’s what we do.” 

    Marsh let out a high-pitched, almost girlish laugh. “Oh, yeah? You think you and your rifle are going to mean shit to a bunch of Central American gang members?” 

    Reese moved over and leaned in, getting right in Marsh’s face. “Knock that shit off. Right now.” He jerked his chin toward Plosser. “You’re frightening the women.” 

    Plosser snorted. 

    Marsh shook his head. “Reese, the world’s coming unglued.” 

    “So what? So fucking what, Marsh? We just ran out on a couple thousand civilians. You think shooting Crips and Bloods is going to be any big thing?” 

    Marsh smirked. “Having an attack of the guilts?” 

    Reese turned away from him. “Fuck you, man. Fuck you.” 

    The trip down from the hills took over an hour, mainly because Bates stayed on Mulholland well past the point where Reese expected him to start the descent. Instead, the patrol sergeant didn’t veer off until they came to a fire trail. The metal gate that barred entry proved to be no match for the five-ton’s heavy bumper, and it practically exploded as the truck blasted through it. The big rig swayed from side to side as its tall tires dug into the hard-packed soil of the trail. The darkness was almost absolute. Military helicopters and transport planes flitted about the black sky. The hilltops were silhouetted against the pulsing, orange glows of fires burning away in the city. 

    “Not likely to be many zombies up this way, right?” Renee Gonzales asked over the thrum of the diesel engine. 

    “Probably not,” Reese agreed. “Not enough people up here to make it worth their while. But don’t take anything for granted. Stay sharp.” 

    “You got it.” Her features were unreadable in the dark. 

    “Hopefully, we’re not going to drive into a brush fire,” Plosser said as he pushed his way to the front of the truck bed and looked over the cab. He had his helmet-mounted night vision monocle lowered over his right eye. “We need to keep that in mind, too. This fire trail’s pretty big, but we don’t want to get caught up in something we can’t make a three-point turn to get away from.” 

    Reese shrugged. “How well can you see with that thing?” 

    “Real well. Don’t worry. I’ll start screaming and hollering if something’s about to go sideways.” 

    “What, they haven’t already?” Renee asked. 

    Plosser chuckled. 

    A group of dirt bikers squirted past the lumbering five-ton, heading north. Reese spotted some backpackers as well, forging their own way off the path. Many carried weapons, and they regarded the passing truck with suspicious eyes as it passed. Reese idly wondered if stopping to talk with the people might be a good idea, in case they knew of a hot spot up ahead. Bates didn’t seem interested in slowing down for a chat, so it was a moot point. 

    Occasionally, gunfire rang out. On a hillside that was briefly visible through the skeletal branches of looming trees, Reese saw muzzle flashes from two groups, oriented toward each other. Someone was in a firefight, but they weren’t shooting at the truck, so they weren’t his problem. 

    “If you can see well enough with that night vision device, Plosser, maybe you should take over so we can kill the lights,” Reese said. The five-ton’s headlights were pretty much the only constant source of illumination in the area, which meant they could draw a lot of unwanted attention. 

    “Don’t think it’s going to be necessary.” Plosser pointed over the cab. “I see a road up ahead.” 

    Reese squinted but couldn’t see anything outside the narrow path illuminated by the truck’s lights. “I don’t see anything.” 

    “It’s there,” Plosser said. “Trust me.” 

    Five minutes later, the five-ton rolled through the fire trail’s exit and onto a backcountry road. Single-story buildings stood off to the left, and to the right was a flagpole in the yard, sporting the American and California state flags. There were vehicles parked around the buildings. Most were white pickup trucks with the California park service logo on the doors, but there were also some golf carts and California Highway Patrol cruisers.  

    A lot of people were outside, and they appeared to be running everywhere. Some stopped to gawk at the big National Guard truck as it emerged from the fire trail. 

    “Hey, stop! Stop!” a park ranger shouted, running toward the truck while waving his hands over his head. A CHP officer joined him, sweeping a flashlight back and forth.  

    Bates downshifted and slowed to a crawl, but he didn’t bring the truck to a complete halt.  

    Reese leaned over the bed rail to address the two men. “What’s the deal?” 

    “Who are you guys?” the ranger asked. 

    “LAPD and California National Guard.” 

    “Thank God! We can use your help here!” The ranger turned and gestured toward the parking lot. “We’ve got a couple of thousand people up here, and they need help. We can’t keep this area secure.” 

    Bates called over the idling engine, “Not stopping here, Detective.” 

    “We’re rolling through. We can’t stop,” Reese said. “We have orders down south.” 

    “Down south?” the highway patrolman asked incredulously. “Are you guys crazy? Do you have any idea what’s down there?” 

    “You mean other than Santa Monica?” 

    “It’s zombie central down there, man. They’re pushing everyone out. Thousands of them, and I mean tens of thousands.” 

    Reese didn’t doubt him, but he’d already seen thousands of zombies with his own eyes. “I get it,” he said. “But we have to go where we’re told to go.” 

    “But you’ll never make it!” the park ranger shouted. “You don’t know what you’re driving into!” 

    “Hey, we just made our way across from the Hollywood Bowl, and before that, we were at Cedars-Sinai,” Bates snapped. “You think we don’t know what’s down there?” 

    The highway patrolman stepped closer. “What happened at the Bowl?” His voice had a peculiar quality, a kind of desperation that sounded odd even under the current circumstances.  

    Why would a CHP officer be so interested in the Hollywood Bowl? Did he have family there? Reese sensed something was about to go wrong, and he wanted to get the hell away from it. “Okay, yeah, we need to go.”  

    “What happened at the Bowl?” the man asked again. His right hand went to the Glock on his hip. He moved closer to the truck. 

    Plosser’s M4 came up in response. “Step away from the vehicle, or you will be shot!” 

    “Hey, hey, let’s take it easy!” the ranger said. He held up his hands and backed up, looking from the patrolman to Plosser. 

    “Just tell me what happened at the Bowl,” the patrolman said, walking along with the truck. “Please.” 

    The boy Reese had picked up back at the Bowl began to cry, his face buried against his mother’s shoulder.  

    Reese looked down at the patrolman, whose features were blurred in the shadowy gloom. “The Bowl is gone,” he said. “It was a hell of a fight, but the zombies won.” 

    “Fuck.” The man lowered his hand from his weapon. “Fuck.” 

    With a thunk, Bates dropped the truck into neutral and revved its engine, signaling his intent to move on. 

    Reese turned to the civilians in the truck. “You heard the guy. We’re going to be driving through zombie central. You people want to get out here?” 

    “Hell, no,” said the father of the young boy. “We’re with you guys.” 

    The rest of the civilians remained silent.  

    Reese shrugged then looked at Marsh. “How about you?” 

    Marsh gazed at him with wide eyes. “What about me, Reese? Jesus, you’re not kicking me out, are you?” 

    “No, Marsh. Just making sure you want to come along for the ride.” 

    “Fuck yes, I’m coming along!” 

    Reese glanced back at the highway patrolman, but the man just stood there, shoulders hunched, watching the big five-ton truck trundle away. Reese turned and faced front, keeping an eye out for trouble. 

     

    ### 

     

    Coming down from the Temescal Gateway Park, the truck approached the intersection with Sunset Boulevard. So far to the west, the place was almost deserted. Across the street, a blinged-out Ford Raptor lay on its side. Reese couldn’t tell what had happened, since there was no sign of an accident. Not a soul, living or dead, was on the sidewalks, and the single house he could see across the street was dark and silent.  

    Bates crossed Sunset and stayed on Temescal Canyon Road, heading south. The truck rumbled past the Theatre Palisades. A Neil Simon show was advertised on the dark marquee, but the theatre’s glass atrium was blank and vacant. Reese thought he heard a panicked shout from the apartment building behind it, but he couldn’t be sure. Beside him, Plosser kept his face pointed forward, watching the world through his night vision monocle.  

    They rolled past quiet houses and an empty community athletic stadium. Reese hadn’t spent much time in the Pacific Palisades, but he recalled that it was almost bucolic with its leafy trees and lack of high-rise buildings. It was a family community, and he wondered where all the families were. 

    Bates cut the wheel to the left, turning off the street before the intersection with the Pacific Coast Highway. Sticking to meandering residential streets, he paralleled the 405 freeway. The neighborhoods on the west side were more affluent suburbs, which Reese figured might be a bit safer for travel. 

    However, the truck soon began moving into the more organized urban gridwork of the Mid-City neighborhoods. Those were less lily-white, more immigrant-fed communities. Reese was surprised to see that the power was still on. Streetlights burned brightly, and both pedestrian and vehicular traffic became more common. There was more of a frantic bustle, and from the sacked convenience stores and supermarkets, Reese could see that circumstances were going to become more problematic. 

    Bates turned inland for a few miles then made a right onto Lincoln Boulevard, taking them through the eastern end of Santa Monica. The houses were a mix of residential luxury and old Los Angeles bungalows, one of the few areas in Santa Monica where high-net-worth individuals mixed with middle-income families.  

    The truck began to slow. Ahead, a Time Warner Cable TV van had been T-boned by a school bus. Both vehicles were empty, lying in a broad field of shattered glass. Torn clothing and personal items were scattered about, much of it bloodstained. In the glow of the streetlights, Reese saw raw tissue glistening in the night, and bloody footprints led off in almost every direction. They had missed the carnage, and if the school bus had been full at the time of the accident, Reese was glad to have forgone the show. 

    “Okay, there’s something up ahead,” Plosser said, suddenly animated. “I see a lot of cops and civilians. Looks like a roadblock. Lots of bodies, too.” As he spoke the last sentence, several weapons fired, not at them, but not far away, either. 

    Reese peered ahead and spotted several LAPD tactical vehicles and squad cars, and beyond those, bulky figures moved about. In the background were the slab-sided walls of Roosevelt Elementary School, one of the designated evacuation centers. It was still operational, which didn’t surprise Reese in the slightest. Virtually every LA-area school had been turned into a fortress, under total lockdown even when things were fine and right in the world. It would take one hell of a horde to get inside.  

    Reese grabbed the ROVER handset on his shoulder and announced himself but received no response. The radios had been silent for the past couple of hours, broken only occasionally by fragmented calls from patrol units that had wandered onto their frequency while searching for support. 

    The truck bumped a bit as it rolled over a score of bodies lying in the street. Reese grasped the side of the bed and looked over the edge of the truck. The bodies were bullet-riddled, all of them killed by shots to the head. In the back of the truck, someone retched. The stench of decomposition was powerful, especially as the weight of the truck compressed the corpses, causing them to split open and void the contents of their dead bowels.  

    “Reese! What are we doing here?” Bates shouted. 

    “Make contact. They’re our guys,” he said. 

    “Like hell, these are west-side guys.” 

    “Well, then they shouldn’t be too surprised when we stop and ask for autographs, since they think they’re celebrities anyway. Right?” 

    Bates cackled in the cab and continued toward the roadblock. One of the cops there started waving them away frantically. 

    “What’s his problem?” Marsh was on his feet, looking over the top of the cab with Reese and Plosser. 

    “We’re going to cause a lot of attention,” Plosser said. “I get the idea these guys don’t want anyone or anything coming around to check out the truck.” 

    “Bates, turn off!” Reese shouted. “Go down Alta.” 

    Bates flipped on the turn signal. The cops at the roadblock remained crouched behind their vehicles, weapons shouldered, as they stared at the rows of houses beside the school. A figure hustled out of one home and down the driveway, loping toward the grille of the truck. Some of the dead could move frighteningly fast, and the one headed for them was a prime example.  

    Bates sped up and ran it down. Reese heard the thing bumping and thrashing beneath the truck, and he hoped the rig’s giant transmission hub would brain it.  

    No such luck. As the truck cleared the body, the ghoul scrambled back to its feet and tried to pursue. It was moving a lot slower, probably because both its legs were broken. But that didn’t stop it from following as long as they were in its line of sight. The thing rose, stumbled, fell, then repeated the process. 

    “Leave it,” Reese told Renee when she raised her rifle. “Let the guys on security take care of it. They don’t want any loud noises around here unless it has to happen, and right now, it doesn’t.” 

    “How many people are in that school, do you think?” one of the civilians asked. The narrow-faced man was staring behind them at the elementary school. 

    “More than they can handle, probably,” Reese said. “Why? You want to get out?” 

    The man immediately shook his head. “No. I was just asking a question.” 

    “No problem.” 

    As the truck passed an alleyway, a speeding car headed right toward them, engaging in a game of chicken that it couldn’t possibly win. Bates kept the truck’s speed at a constant twenty miles per hour. The car finally came to a shuddering halt and jerked toward the side of the road, its tires bumping over the curb in front of a trendy Craftsman-style house. Bates let the truck drift a few feet to the right, and Reese looked down at the old Dodge Avenger. A man stared up at him with terrified eyes, mouthing, “Help me,” behind the closed window. Reese jerked his thumb down the street toward the school as the truck rolled past. 

    At the intersection with Seventh Street, a pack of corpses was moving up the street. They oriented on the truck the second Bates started turning off Alta. They reached toward it hungrily, and Bates accelerated. 

    “Okay, get ready for it!” Reese said to the others. “The bed of the truck is too high for them to climb into, but some of them might be able to hang on and haul themselves up, so be careful!” 

    “Are we shooting them?” one of the cops in the back asked. 

    “Not unless we have to. Stay cool. Maybe Bates will be able to take them all out.” 

    The truck shuddered as it drove into the crowd. Reese kept a hold of the side of the bed with his left hand while gripping his M4 in his right. The ghouls that weren’t run over charged at the truck’s sides, slapping at it as they tried to find purchase. They looked up at Reese with dull, hollow eyes and moaned in hunger. One managed to grasp the driver’s side-view mirror. Bates stuck his pistol in its face and fired, sending the corpse tumbling to the street. Another ghoul, a very tall one, hopped up and grabbed onto the side of the bed, then it tried to use the spinning tire as a foothold. The truck bounced as the zombie was ripped away and pulled underneath the turning wheel. 

    Well, that was convenient. 

    Another zombie hauled itself onto the top of the tailgate with a rasping roar. Hanging half into the bed, it reached for the woman holding the boy. The boy’s father grappled with it for a few seconds before one of the cops pulled him back. The zombie pitched forward, trying to lever itself into the bed of the truck. It was flung out by a fusillade of gunfire as four cops opened up on it at once. The boy shrieked, and his mother pulled him into a bear hug, as if to shield him with her own body. 

    “Take it easy, kid!” one of the cops said. “You’re okay!” 

    “Check all the sides. Make sure we’re clear!” Plosser said.  

    The cops obeyed and reported no more hangers-on.  

    Reese leaned toward the driver’s side. “Bates, you all right?” 

    “Just lovin’ life, Detective,” Bates responded. “Nothing like a little road trip through Santa Monica to clear your head.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Lincoln Boulevard became more of a mess as the journey extended through Santa Monica. A gigantic traffic snarl at the foot of the Interstate 10 interchange had become a twenty-four-hour buffet for the hundreds of zombies that had converged on the area. The screams, gunshots, and roaring engines warned them well in advance, and Bates took a detour to circumvent the bedlam.  

    The big truck came under attack twice as shambling monstrosities surged toward it, boiling out of shadowy neighborhood streets. If the five-ton truck hadn’t been such a hulk, things would have ended far worse, but sitting high up in the rig’s bed gave the cops and Plosser excellent sight lines. Despite the darkness, they were able to handily repel the attacks. Also, the truck itself was a weapon. All Bates had to do was drive directly into any zombie groups and crush them beneath the rig’s tires. Reese still worried over how long that tactic would continue to work. 

    Eventually, Bates pulled the truck back onto Lincoln and continued southward toward Long Beach. Reese checked his watch. It was almost three in the morning, but even at that late hour, chaos continued to reign. The dead were growing in numbers, and the living were in a fight for their lives. Occasionally, they would see mounds of squirming dead writhing as they feasted on trapped humans. Those mounds would quickly unwind as the truck drew near, but the dead were too slow to catch up to it. And while the truck could smash abandoned vehicles out of its path and suffer little damage in doing so, those civilian cars and trucks served as barriers to slow the dead even further. 

    Sometimes, panic-stricken civilians would sprint toward the truck, waving their arms and shouting for help. Twice, Reese ordered Bates to stop. Both times, Bates ignored him. In one particularly horrifying moment, Reese saw a father winding up to actually throw his toddler into the truck. At the last moment, the man faltered, and the opportunity was lost because a gaggle of stenches rounded the block. The man fled, carrying the child in his arms. The zombies shuffled after him in pursuit. Reese had no doubt how things would end. 

    Madness. It’s absolute madness. Reese was keyed up, coasting on an adrenaline high that didn’t seem to have an end. In counterpoint to his hyperalert state, some of the other cops were starting to wear out due to too much activity and too little sleep. Reese worried about Bates nodding off behind the wheel. He called out to him twice to ensure he was all right, and Bates assured him both times that a nap wasn’t in the offing. 

    The truck rolled on, passing into another darkened neighborhood. An apartment complex was on fire a couple of blocks to the west, and the ocean breeze carried the smoke across the street, making it difficult to see. Bates had to slow down, and Reese clenched his teeth in frustration. The trip was taking too long. By the time they made it to Long Beach, the sun would be up. 

    “Plosser, can you see through this shit with your goggle?” he asked. 

    Plosser coughed. “No, sir. Won’t see through smoke. Or walls or around corners, just in case you were wondering.” 

    Reese grunted. 

    “Not digging this,” Renee said. She was holding her rifle in her lap with the barrel pointed toward the floor of the truck bed. Reese motioned for her to point it somewhere else. The last thing they needed was for her to accidentally blow away the driveshaft. 

    “Let’s keep eyes out,” Plosser said. “Stay away from the side rails. The good thing about the smoke is the stenches won’t be able to see us very easily, but they can still hear us. And they don’t really need to breathe, so it’s not going to slow them down very much.” 

    “Fucking bright light of encouragement you are,” Marsh said. 

    The truck pushed through the blackness, its headlamp beams catching the writhing smoke, making the tendrils seem to wriggle like a phantasm in pain. In the haze ahead, twin glows pulsed. As the truck moved closer, the glows resolved into the dully blinking hazard lights of a white car. The car was abandoned, its doors standing open. Whoever had left it there had fled in a hurry, perhaps even while it was still moving. The car had continued rolling until it came to a rest against a small pickup truck. There was no way around it, so Bates kept on going. There was a bump as the front bumper pushed into the car’s right rear fender. A squealing noise rose above the cackle of the diesel engine as the truck pushed the car out of its way. Sheet metal crumpled, and the car slid off to one side to be momentarily dragged. 

    Amidst the racket, Reese heard a dry moan. Emerging from the smoke, a dozen stenches stumbled, hobbled, shuffled, and lurched toward them, barely visible in the cast-off illumination from the rig’s headlights.  

    Reese slapped the top of the cab. “Bates, heads up!” He then turned and shouldered his M4.  

    He popped a round into one zombie’s face as it made to grab onto the side rail. It fell back, dragging another grotesquerie down with it. More gunfire came from the rear of the truck, and Reese glanced over to see two cops drilling a trio of zombies that were trying to clamber over the tailgate. The civilians sitting there shrieked, and Renee directed them into the center of the bed, while keeping her own rifle at the ready. Plosser put a hand on Reese’s shoulder to push him back against the bed then began firing. His night vision monocle gave him the ability to see farther into the smoke by amplifying the light from the truck’s headlamps, and he wasted no time in punching zombie tickets. Expended cartridges ricocheted off the cab and rolled around on the floor of the bed. 

    The M939 suddenly accelerated, causing Reese and Plosser to flail about. Reese managed to stay upright, but Plosser fell across a cowering Marsh, causing the older detective to curse. 

    “Thanks for allowing me to use you as a crash pad,” Plosser said before regaining his feet. 

    Reese heard cries for help, but they couldn’t help anyone. And even if they could, Bates wasn’t going to stop. 

    The people of Los Angeles were on their own. 

     

    ### 

     

    Things got even worse when they got closer to LAX. The airport was surrounded by gridlock, despite the fact an airplane hadn’t taken off from there in days. Bates drove a meandering path around the airfield, trying to find an intersection that wasn’t blocked so he could cross to the south.  

    The vast airport was surrounded by low-income neighborhoods. Zombies were everywhere, roaming in large packs. They zeroed in on the truck and surged toward it, mouths open, black tongues lolling, their eyes dull and fixed in the truck’s headlights. Bates crashed through them whenever he had to, and twice, Reese had to clean off the side of the truck with his rifle.  

    The roads were tough to navigate, which meant Bates had to drive slower, and that gave them the opportunity to grab a hold of the side of the bed or leap onto the back bumper.  

    Reese was surprised when a shape loomed over the cab. A zombie had apparently climbed over the front bumper and crawled over the hood. When it saw the people in the back of the truck, it charged toward them, but it was held up by the tall windshield. That gave Plosser enough time to drill it in the face with his M4, and the corpse slid off the right side of the hood. 

    Reese wondered what Bates was doing in the cab during all that, but the truck was still moving. As long as it did, he tried not to worry. 

    But the five-ton was still subject to physics, and while it was a hardy vehicle, it wasn’t invulnerable, and it couldn’t push through tons of dead traffic. Eventually, their luck began to run out. There were too many obstacles to navigate around, too many dead. Bates cut the wheel to the right and ran up an embankment, shoving aside an abandoned Tesla, crushing its unibody form in the process.  

    The truck climbed up to Westchester Parkway, which wasn’t much in the way of an improvement. The road was as clogged with dead traffic as Lincoln Boulevard had been, and just as many zombies haunted the area. Deserted hotels flanked the road. Reese wondered if their lightless hallways were stalked by dozens of flesh-eating ghouls or if pockets of humanity still lingered inside, hoping for rescue. 

    “Yeah, this is definitely a bag of dicks,” Plosser said. He scanned the roadway through his night vision device, his head swiveling from side to side. He pointed off to the right. “Don’t know if you can see it, but there’s what’s left of a Guard unit over there.” 

    Reese and some of the other cops peered into the darkness. The lights were still on at the airport. Reese could make out the indistinct outlines of some slab-sided vehicles parked along the fence. There were more five-ton trucks, too. 

    “Anything over there we might be able to use?” Reese asked. 

    Plosser shook his head. “We’d never get over there, and if we did, we’d never get out alive. Stenches are everywhere.” 

    Reese had to agree. Shambling humanoid figures moved across the tarmac, momentarily silhouetted against the glow emanating from the airport building. 

    Marsh shook his head. “Fuck. What are they doing over here?” 

    “Lots of people tried to get to the airport,” Reese said. “The zombies followed the chow line. And maybe the lights attract them, too. Who knows?” He paused then added, “Who cares?” 

    The truck took a bumping left turn onto La Tierja Boulevard. Reese tried to recall what was in that area. He was pretty sure it was mostly industrial. Hearing popping noises of gunfire, he couldn’t tell if the truck was driving toward the shots or away from them. 

    Bates’s voice came over his ROVER. “Reese.”  

    Reese grabbed the microphone and pulled it toward his mouth. “Bates, how’re you doing?” 

    “Still kicking it. Listen, we’re never going to get through if we stick this close to LAX. We have to head east for a while, put some distance between us and all the bullshit here.” 

    “We don’t want to drive into South Central, man.” 

    “If we don’t, we’re not going to be driving anywhere. The dead are all over this place. We need to get the fuck out of here. I’ll take La Tierja up to Manchester, and we’ll move across town on that. I’m thinking if we can make it to Prairie Avenue or somewhere in that area, we’ll have a better time of it.” 

    Reese didn’t agree, but he wasn’t the one doing the driving. “Okay, if you think it’s the way to go. How’re you holding up? Do you want one of us to take over for you?” 

    “No. I’m good. I’ll let you know when it’s time to change drivers.” 

    “I’d rather fight gangbangers than the dead anyway,” Plosser said. 

    “Yeah,” Reese said. “Sure you would.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Bates’s plan died shortly thereafter. After crashing through three rows of dead traffic on Sepulveda Boulevard and rolling up La Tierja, it became obvious the number of dead was increasing. Reese didn’t know what to make of it. Either zombies had already overrun the neighborhoods in South Central, or they were being pushed out. The latter was an event he considered to be very unlikely. 

    As the truck made it to the intersection of La Tierja and Manchester, two things immediately became very clear. Manchester was totally blocked, thanks to several accidents and an ongoing fire that had consumed several vehicles. Hundreds of people were still trapped in their cars, surrounded by pulsing throngs of the dead. Reese was stunned by the sheer numbers of stenches. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands, perhaps. 

    “Christ,” Plosser whispered. He sounded like a man who had just had a blindfold removed only to discover he had been led to the executioner’s block. 

    Reese grabbed his ROVER. “Bates—” 

    “I fucking see it, Reese. We’re going for that building there. We need to get inside then barricade ourselves in tight for a while. We’ll have to wait until these things leave before we can go any farther.” 

    “Let’s go back, Bates!” 

    “Turn the fuck around and tell me how we’re going to do that, Detective.” 

    Reese spun around, along with the other cops, and they all swore at once. Behind them, hundreds of stenches filled the street, shambling, loping, and crawling. They were surrounded by the legions of the dead. 

    The truck angled off to the right and plowed through the rear of a motor home, sending fiberglass, plywood, foam insulation, and household goods exploding through the air. A queen-size foam mattress bounced off the top of the cab and skittered back into the street as the truck rolled into the parking lot of a five-story cube-shaped building. The structure was dark, but through the ground-floor windows, Reese saw the glow of an exit sign inside. The place still had power, for whatever it was worth. The truck braked to a halt just beneath the overhang that led to the building’s main entrance. Bates turned off the headlights, and the diesel engine coughed before it cut out. 

    “Everybody out!” Bates yelled as he jumped out of the cab. He slammed the door shut behind him and bolted for the building. 

    “Out! Out, out!” Reese echoed, pushing at the cops. “Help the civvies!” 

    “What about the fucking truck?” Marsh asked. “What, we just leave it here?” 

    “Stenches aren’t going to be interested in it,” Plosser said. “Come on. Pull the pins on that tailgate, and let’s get the hell out of here!” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The biggest pain in Mike Hailey’s ass right now, aside from the fact that Single Tree was teeming with displaced persons, was the disabled vehicles. People were running out of fuel along Main Street, and the halted cars and trucks mightily impeded the flow of traffic. That meant not only did he and the rest of the overworked town cops have to figure out how to clear the jams, but they had to deal with the people who were caught in a town that didn’t want them and couldn’t really take them in if it did. He’d already been read the riot act on that by the older cops. Single Tree was closed to everyone, and they had no choice but to try to relocate people as quickly as possible. 

    But without wheels, that was going to be a tall order. Hailey couldn’t send a family of four, including a nine-day-old infant, walking. It just wasn’t who he was. Though he could be a hard-hearted son of a bitch when the chips were down, playing the part of one wasn’t in his DNA. 

    “What do you mean, we have to leave the town?” the panicked father shouted when Hailey explained that there was no gas left and no accommodations in Single Tree. He looked around at all the closed shops along Main Street. “How? How are we going to leave without any wheels? How far do you expect us to walk, all the way to Bishop?” 

    “Sorry, sir. I don’t have any answers for you,” Hailey replied. “All I know is that I’ve been told everyone has to leave town.” 

    “Well, I’ve got an answer for you. Get me some gas, and I’m gone!” 

    “Hey, take it easy. We don’t want any trouble here,” Hailey said. “You don’t want to get arrested.” 

    “Kind of gets us off the hook, doesn’t it?” The man was a big beefy type, a true-blue Westerner. Hailey wasn’t a runt, but he knew the guy would probably have to be taken down hard if things escalated to the next level. The choice would come down to shooting the father right in front of his kids or being beaten to death. 

    Hailey was saved by his partner for the day, Suzy Kuruk. She was dressed in her tan tribal reservation police uniform, her long hair pulled up into a bun beneath her cap. She walked up to the man and put a hand on his arm. The guy towered over her five-foot-four frame, a giant consumed by fear and desperation.  

    “Sir, maybe we can help you,” she said calmly. 

    “How so?” 

    “Yeah, how so?” Hailey echoed. 

    Suzy ignored Hailey and focused her attention on the big man standing next to the rugged Dodge pickup. “We’ve been told that everyone has to move out of town, and no one can stay,” she said. “But obviously, in your case, we’re going to have to be creative. Can you hang here with Officer Hailey for a bit while I see what we can arrange?” 

    The man huffed. “Hell, yes. I mean, what else can I do other than lead my family out of here on foot?” The man jerked a thumb over his shoulder at his plump Hispanic wife, holding their tiny baby and standing next to their six-year-old son.  

    “Let’s see what we can do for you,” Suzy said. “Just stay here. I’ll be right back.” As she turned to go back to the Expedition, she gave Hailey a crooked smile and whispered, “Be cool. It’s going to be a long day.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton was just getting breakfast started when the doorbell rang. As he walked to the front door, the tiles cool against the bottoms of his bare feet, he instinctively checked to ensure the Shield was in its appendix-carry holster. 

    Through the glass-paned front door, he saw Barry Corbett standing outside, dressed in his pseudo-intellectual cowboy getup of denim shirt and baggy jeans. Barry’s graying hair was neatly combed, as always, and he wore his hulking 1911 on his hip, in plain view. Concealed carry was pretty much a thing of the past, at least for the duration of the emergency.  

    Norton unlocked the heavy door and pulled it open. “Barry, what’s up?” 

    “Hi, Norton. I thought I’d drop in and see how things were going.” 

    “Well, they were going fine until I started working for you. You always show up on the doorstep of your titular employees before they start work?” 

    Corbett smiled thinly. “File a complaint with the EEOC.” 

    Norton snorted and stepped back. “Well, come on in. I was just rustling up some breakfast.” 

    “Got any coffee?” Corbett asked as he stepped inside. “Or has living in LA made you into a fruit-juice-only kind of guy?” 

    “I always have coffee.” Norton closed the door behind the tall billionaire. “Come on in. Make yourself at home. It’s not much by your standards, but it’s not exactly a lopsided trailer, either.” 

    Corbett grunted as he followed Norton down the hallway and into the kitchen, his boots clicking on the floor tiles. “Not bad. Would’ve thought a guy like you would have gone full-on gonzo, built a glass-and-metal monstrosity with a car park for six or seven cars.” 

    “Not my style, at least not here in Single Tree. By the way, I’m old school with the coffee. Percolator brewed, none of those Keurig things.” 

    “Strong?” 

    “Bold enough to make you shit yourself twice.” Norton pointed at a door off the kitchen. “Bathroom’s that way, if you can hold it in long enough to make the trip, old man.” 

    Corbett smirked. “Cheeky bastard. Give me a cup of your worst, Hollywood. I’ll show you how a real man takes it in.” He pulled out one of the barstools placed in front of the breakfast island and perched on it. He looked like a cross between a waiting buzzard and one of those raptors from Jurassic Park.  

    Norton poured a cup of coffee. “Cream? Sugar?” 

    Corbett looked offended. “What are you, a pussy?” 

    “Sorry. I guess I should have asked what brand of whiskey you wanted me to stir in.” 

    “Just the coffee, Norton.” 

    Norton pushed the cup across the marble countertop. “Give it a shot.” 

    Corbett lifted the steaming cup to his lips and took a sip. He held the coffee in his mouth for a moment then swallowed and nodded. “Tough stuff, just how I like it.” 

    “I’m making French toast and bacon. I don’t usually eat breakfast, but these days, I figure I better eat whenever I can.” 

    Corbett eyed the gas range. “Damn, that thing’s big. You a chef?” 

    “No. It just looks more impressive when I burn a hamburger to a cinder. You want something to eat?” 

    Corbett shook his head. “I’ll pass. Have your breakfast. It’ll be fun to watch the French toast surrender to the all-American bacon.” 

    Norton chuckled. “Well, I’ll try to make sure someone puts on a show. So what brings you this way?” 

    “The town’s not that big, Norton. ‘This way’ is about forty-two seconds away from my place.” 

    “Touché. Anyway, what brings you here?” 

    Corbett hefted his mug. “Well, the coffee is pretty damn good, to tell the truth.” 

    “Come on, Corbett. What is it?” 

    Corbett sighed and put the cup back on the countertop. “The truth?” 

    Norton pulled out a bowl from a cabinet and stepped over to the refrigerator. “No, I want you to lie to me. Of course, the truth.” He removed a carton of milk from the fridge and set it down next to the range. 

    “They say there’s a cure for the infection,” Corbett said. “They’ve been shipping it out for weeks.” 

    Norton turned around to gape at him. “No kidding?” 

    “Yeah. Some facility around Odessa was manufacturing it. And yesterday, the military nuked it.” Corbett looked grim. “As in, our own guys actually deployed a nuclear weapon on American soil.” 

    Norton was gobsmacked. “So they, uh, nuked the facility that was developing the cure. Brilliant! What the fuck for?” 

    “As far as my sources can tell, it was a locus point for the zombies. They were converging on it. No one knows why. They compromised the facility, even though the military had stood up a silver-bullet task force of special operators and regular line units to secure it.” 

    “So they went ahead and nuked it?” Norton shook his head. “I don’t get it.” 

    “It was a target of opportunity,” Corbett said. “There were thousands, maybe millions of those things there. They got the people out then atomized one shitload of stenches. If nothing else, there’s a lot fewer of them in Texas.” He pointed to the west. “But that doesn’t help us out here. It’s spread to California, with the biggest outbreak occurring in LA. As far as I know, there are no plans to start nuking the Golden State, so we’ll definitely be having visitors in the near future.” 

    “What about this cure?” 

    “What’s been made is being distributed. To whom, I don’t know. Probably to the military and politicians, if I had to guess. John Q. Public is going to have to wait awhile. Don’t worry, Norton. We won’t be seeing any.” 

    Norton turned back to the stove and placed a skillet on one of the burners. “Okay. I don’t understand half of what’s going on, but okay. At least there’s a cure.” 

    “There’s a lot of thundercloud around that silver lining. That facility was considered a national asset. They had B-52s bombing the stenches, tons of Special Forces and SEAL teams backed up by Rangers, attack helicopters, replenishable defenses in depth. Hell, I was told they even had the Army Corps of Engineers helping them out. No expense was spared in securing it, and it still got overwhelmed.” 

    Norton put some butter in the skillet. “What about us?” 

    “That’s a bit of a sore point. We’re not a national asset. I pulled out the stops in getting a ton of essentials here, but I don’t have a squadron of heavy bombers at my beck and call. All the troops I brought with me are Marine Corps trained, but numerically, they’re about the size of maybe a platoon. Marines can do fantastic things, but forty leathernecks aren’t going to be able to hold off a couple hundred thousand zombies. The problem is that the highway will channel them right to us. We could be in a pretty tight spot.” 

    “So what are you saying?” Norton asked. “All this is for nothing? That we’re just wasting our time?” 

    Corbett sighed and took another slug of coffee. “No. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just telling you this because I want you to know. I don’t have a crystal ball. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future. Maybe the government will come up with some sort of biological weapon that’ll make these things decay and fall into millions of piles of bones. Maybe they have an anti-zombie weapon, and we just don’t know about it because they’re taking their sweet time to deploy it. Maybe the zombies won’t even come this way at all. Maybe the ones in Las Vegas will head to Arizona, and the ones in LA will split up and go to San Diego and San Francisco. Maybe we’ll be fine. Then again, maybe we’ll have four million of them walk up on us at once. I don’t know.” 

    “Four million… really?” 

    Corbett nodded. “It’s estimated that even after that nuke, there are still about fifty to seventy-five million zombies inside the United States alone, and that number is continuing to increase. Or so says my contact.” 

    “And who is this contact of yours?” 

    “The son of a former Marine I served with. He’s attached to the directorate of contingency planning for Marine Special Operations in the Pentagon, though I doubt he’s still in Virginia. He’s probably in a bunker somewhere.” 

    Norton ran a hand down his face, feeling razor stubble tickle his palm. Shaving was no longer a priority, so he was on the three-day growth schedule. Once it started to itch, he’d shave it off. He looked at Corbett and crossed his arms. “How many do you think we can repel?” 

    Corbett shrugged. “No way to know that. Fifteen thousand should be doable if it comes down to it. Maybe more. But once we get their attention, we have it, no matter what. Only way out of that trap is to kill all of them, so that’s why we need to keep things quiet once the walls go up. It’s also another reason we need all the transients to clear out. We don’t want people outside the walls attracting unwanted attention.” 

    Norton went back to preparing his breakfast, even though he really didn’t have much of an appetite any longer. “You’re a bright ray of sunshine this morning. Thanks for stopping by, you old ornery asshole.” 

    Corbett chuckled. “I do have a reputation to maintain.” 

    “Sure you don’t want any breakfast?” 

    “You win. I’m in.” 

    Norton started cracking eggs. “You know, I never asked. How did you get to where you are now? I mean, businesswise. I know all about Vietnam and the like, but I never figured out how a guy from Single Tree could become a billionaire.” 

    “Luck. Being in the right place at the right time. After I got back from ’Nam, I got a job servicing equipment at a refinery outside of Houston. The guy who ran the joint was a World War II vet. He saw I had what it took to get things done, so he taught me everything he knew about the business, not just the refinery side, but the actual exploration, drilling, transport, even how product gets distributed once it’s all been blended up. He died three years later. That was in 1976. He left a big hole in the company, and I stepped into it. His partners let that happen, so I went from making nineteen thousand dollars a year to a hundred sixty. A guy could live pretty decently in Texas on nineteen grand a year back then, so making a hundred sixty grand was like winning a Powerball jackpot.” 

    “No kidding. One sixty’s still good money, even today,” Norton said. 

    “Yeah, so long as you’re not living in Manhattan or San Fran. Anyway, it didn’t take me long to get the company back on track. Actually, it never went off the rails. Everyone knew what to do, so it wasn’t a big feat. After that, though, I found that while I knew a lot about the maintenance business, I still didn’t know very much about the petrochemical industry. So I went to Lone Star College and got a two-year degree, then I transferred to Texas Tech in Lubbock. I earned my bachelor’s in a year then jumped right into the MBA program. I was probably one of the very few petroleum engineers with a business degree in energy commerce, back in those days. I still stayed employed full-time, and at the same time, I bought my way into a small oil and gas exploration company and helped them exploit a field off Ghana in 1981.” 

    “Wow. Sounds like you never slept,” Norton said. “So that find in Ghana got you started?” 

    “Somewhat. I came out of that one a millionaire. I also came up with a new dog-couple design that I patented and licensed to Chevron, and that one still pays me money today. That was where the big cash was, hooking up with the major O&G developers and licensing technology to them. I spun off the Ghana oil fields in 1988 and walked away with seven hundred fifty million. I started my own O&G exploration and development company that same year, along with a separate engineering company. To tell you the truth, I don’t even know which one makes more money these days.” 

    Norton mixed up the eggs and milk. “Damn. And you still came back to Single Tree.” 

    “A man has to stay grounded, has to remember where he came from in order to discover where he has to go.” 

    “Another parable from Victor Kuruk?” 

    Corbett smiled and sipped more coffee. “No, that one’s straight from me. Vic would have made it sound a whole lot prettier. And stoic.” 

    “So you went from nineteen grand in the early seventies to, what, twenty or thirty billion today?” 

    “Yeah. Basically. But it’s just money. Everyone wants to take it from me, of course. They all want a piece of the pie. I’m not greedy; I give away a lot. I’ve built hospitals all across the world, invested in pre- and post-natal care in third-world countries, and dumped a ton of cash into rebuilding Haiti and Ecuador after their earthquakes. I rebuilt an entire community in New Jersey after Sandy and put up a bunch of new homes for families who lost everything in tornadoes in Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Texas. But no one knows that shit, Norton. I don’t talk about it.” 

    “Why?” 

    Corbett shrugged. “It sounds too self-serving to me, like I’m trying to fluff up my own dummy.” 

    Norton nodded. “I once paid for a Mexican woman to have retinal implants in LA. I didn’t really know her, to be honest. She was related to a woman I was seeing at the time.” 

    “So you did it to get in good with the girl?” 

    “Up front? Yes. But then, I was in the room after the procedure was done, and I saw this woman see her children for the first time. I cried like a fucking baby.” Norton smiled at the memory. 

    “That’s why I do what I do,” Corbett said. “I like to make a difference. I like to feel like I’m useful for something other than just making tons of cash. That’s just the means to an end. You do anything like that again?” 

    “Yeah. I set up a home for special-needs adults in Encino. I did that after that guy was killed in Fullerton by the police. Nobody pays anything for it. I handle the salaries and taxes and insurance, all that stuff. Well, actually, I pay people to handle it for me. I just throw in the cash and check on things every now and then to make sure no one’s playing loosey-goosey with the money. I paid for a couple of bookmobiles in LA County, nickel-and-dime stuff like that, nothing like what you do.” 

    “It’s not a contest, Norton.” 

    “So says the guy who’s saving an entire town, where I was basically only trying to save myself and my parents.” 

    Corbett waved the comment aside. “How did you get started? The son of an accountant making a splash landing in Hollywood, how did that happen?” 

    “I shot three porn movies in college that did pretty well.” Norton glanced over his shoulder. Corbett did not look amused. 

    “Really,” Corbett said. 

    Norton nodded. “Really. I was at school in San Francisco. I did Suzy Does San Francisco, a takeoff on Debbie Does Dallas. Ever see it?” 

    “No. Neither one, I’m afraid.” 

    “Ah. A shame. Both are legendary works.” 

    “So you mean to tell me you acted in porno films?” Corbett asked. 

    Norton laughed. “Hell, no. I directed them. Suzy Does San Francisco did really well, made three million bucks worldwide. The other two did all right, but they were straight-to-video. This was in the ’80s, when video porn was starting to beat the hell out of the theater chains. Even the Pussycat Theaters went under.” 

    “So you made three million?” 

    “Hell, no. I made a hundred seventy-five thousand. I used that to make a cheap horror flick in 1988 called Creeper. I retained sole rights then negotiated a split deal with a second-run distributor in Los Angeles in which I kept forty percent of the theatricals and retained ownership of the video sales. I sold that direct to video store chains. On that one, I made three million. After two more horror films, I pretty much hung up my directing spurs. Producing was much more lucrative, without so many early-morning wake-ups.” Norton soaked up the egg and milk with several slices of bread and tossed a couple into the pan. “Back then, everyone was trying hard to sell their products to the studios, get them to fund them, distribute them, pony up the print and advertising costs. I stayed small until the mid-’90s, doing shoots for one to five million bucks, and retained all the rights I could. It wasn’t until 1995 that I packaged a big-budget picture and released it through one of the majors. I think I got the last gross-dollar deal in the industry. That one made me.” 

    “No kids, Norton?” 

    “No. No kids, but I am the proud owner of two ex-wives.” Norton flipped the bread with a spatula. “What about you?” 

    “Never married.” 

    “Gay, right?” 

    “That’s not funny.” 

    “Sure it is,” Norton said. “You just need to loosen up a little, cowboy.” 

    “Is that you asking me to wear assless chaps around town?” 

    Norton sighed. “Thanks for the visual. As if the zombie hordes weren’t enough, now I’m trying very hard not to picture your withered hindquarters in a pair of chaps, walking down Main Street.” 

    Corbett’s chuckle sounded like a wheeze. “Norton, you are all sorts of fucked up, son.” 

    Norton shrugged. “Yeah. I guess I am.” 

    The doorbell rang.  

    Corbett cocked an eyebrow. “You didn’t tell me you were expecting guests.” 

    “I’m not. I’ll be right back.” Norton left the kitchen and went to the front door. Through the glass, he saw Victor Kuruk. 

    “Good morning, Gary,” Victor said when Norton pulled open the door. “Sorry to intrude, but I saw Barry’s truck, and I need to speak with him. With both of you, perhaps.” 

    “Sure. Come on in.” 

    Norton led him into the kitchen. Victor took a seat beside Corbett, while Norton moved to the range to check the food.  

    “You want some French toast?” Norton asked. 

    “Is it as good as what they serve at the diner?” 

    “Ah, no. If you’ve been spoiled by Raoul’s French toast, mine will be a tragic disappointment.” 

    “Oh. Well, no thank you, then.” Victor sounded slightly disappointed as he adjusted the gun belt around his waist. The regal-looking Native American was dressed in full police regalia, his long hair pulled back in a ponytail beneath his cap. “And good morning to you, Mr. Corbett.” 

    “What’s happening, Vic?” 

    “We need to start handing out gasoline to the stranded motorists in town. There are derelict cars all along Main Street, and it’s causing a big problem. Families are marooned here, and as you can probably guess, they’re not too happy to be told they can’t stay.” 

    Corbett grunted. “Well, that wouldn’t be a problem if we’d broken up the road like I wanted, right?” 

    Victor frowned. “Perhaps not, but we should make the effort to get these people on their way.” 

    “And give away resources we’ll need for ourselves? Hell, no.” 

    Norton put the finished toast on a plate and set it in front of Corbett. He put another couple of pieces of bread in the skillet then turned to listen.  

    “So what do we do, Barry?” Victor asked. “Send families with young kids hoofing it up to Bishop with whatever they have on their backs? By the way, I made contact with the special agent in charge of District III. We’ve got some interesting things to discuss, once we get this item of business out of the way.” 

    Corbett looked confused. “What the hell is District III?” 

    “Law Enforcement District III of the Bureau of Indian Affairs,” Victor said. “We still have satellite radio communications with them. It’s a federal system, you know. But more on that later. Now, what about opening up one of your tankers of gas? We need to get these people out of here. If we don’t, things are going to get very ugly in a very short amount of time.” 

    Corbett scowled and looked over at Norton. “Damn it, Norton. Give me some more coffee, would you?” He pushed his cup across the breakfast island. 

    “Oh! Coffee,” Victor said. 

    “Yahsuh, boss,” Norton said, doing his best Winchester imitation. He refilled Corbett’s cup and poured a new one for Victor. He then topped off his own. The percolator was getting close to empty. Damn. 

    Victor sipped his coffee and smacked his lips. “A little weak.” 

    “The hell it is,” Corbett snapped. “What else do you have to bitch about, Victor?” 

    “Yeah, really,” Norton added. 

    “Barry, we need to part with some fuel,” Victor said. “We need to get these people out of here so we can seal up the town, right? And they don’t want to stay. They want to leave. It’s a win-win, and once the walls go up, we’re not going to be doing a lot of distance driving anyway. Right?” 

    Corbett picked up his fork and cut off a piece of toast. “All right, Victor,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I’ll touch base with Walt, and we’ll see what we can do. Each vehicle gets no more than five or ten gallons. That’s it. Start turning people around. The road gets cut, and barricades go up. I’ll tell Walt to start erecting HESCOs and razor wire along the highway entrances tonight.” He ate the bite of toast. 

    “I thought we agreed—” 

    “You thought wrong,” Corbett said after swallowing. “Things changed overnight. We have to get this done, and we have to get this done now.” 

    “What’s changed?” Victor asked. 

    “The horde is on the move,” Norton said. “The military nuked a shitload of them, but there’s about seventy million in the country now.” 

    Victor’s face paled. “Seventy million?” he said in a choked whisper. 

    “Things aren’t getting any better, Victor. That’s why we’re doing what we’re doing. But the number kind of changes things,” Corbett said. He took another bite of toast. “It’s time for our balls to drop and for us to start getting stuff done.” 

    “Seventy million.” Victor shook his head. “I guess they’re right when they say the only easy day was yesterday.” 

    “What is it you wanted to tell me about this District III?” Corbett asked. 

    “Oh. Nothing good, I’m afraid. Los Angeles is almost completely destabilized. The National Guard was ineffective, and traffic has the entire freeway system almost completely shut down. The military is using helicopters to get around, but there aren’t enough of them on hand. State and local law enforcement are fragmented. No one has a handle on what’s happening, and communications are a mess. No coordinated efforts are underway right now. The city’s going under.” 

    Norton sighed. “Damn it.” 

    Victor nodded. “I have friends there too, Gary. I know how you feel, but there’s nothing anyone can do.” 

    “What else?” Corbett asked. He continued to eat, as if unaffected by the news. 

    “Las Vegas has gone completely dark. From what I was told, the city is essentially a ghost town now. Everyone who could leave is gone, and those who stayed behind are trapped. There are tens of thousands of the dead there.” 

    “So nothing’s really changed for Vegas since the start of the zombie apocalypse,” Corbett said. “That’s encouraging.” 

    Victor frowned. “Barry, there’s nothing funny about this.” 

    “I know. I know.” Corbett took a sip of coffee. “Vegas is going to be the first problem. We could see fifty to a hundred thousand zombies coming out of there unless someone does something about it. But LA’s going to be the kicker. By the time the dead are done there, we might have over a million stiffs heading our way, hunting for food.” 

    “But we still have weeks before that happens,” Norton said. “They can only walk here.” 

    “Well, that might not be exactly so,” Victor said. “I was told there were some instances where some of the dead exhibited some intelligence. Some memory. They could recall how to do things, like use tools and the like.” 

    Norton snorted. “You’re suggesting what, Victor? That they might load up in a few Vegas tour buses and drive on over here?” 

    Victor shrugged. “I’m only reporting what I was told.” 

    “What else did your people tell you?” Corbett asked. 

    “Not much more than that, other than to say that, if we needed assistance, we should work with any local officials we could find. They’re located in Phoenix, and they have problems there, too.” 

    “So no help from anyone, is that it?” 

    Victor nodded. “We’re on our own, Barry.” 

    Corbett smiled thinly. “That’s just how I like it.” 

     

    ### 

     

    By the time the first truck arrived at the gas station, several fights had already broken out between stranded motorists and Hailey’s troops. Four people were in handcuffs, one of them for attempting to attack Hailey from behind. Surprisingly, the big man from Arizona had saved Hailey.  

    Hailey moved his Expedition out of the entrance so the rig could pull into Martin Kennedy’s gas station. Once the tanker was in, he used the big SUV to block the entrance again, to the consternation of waiting motorists. Everyone’s eyes lit up when the tanker rolled to a halt beside the fuel tank filling point. He’d already heard over the radio that the station would receive two thousand gallons each of unleaded regular and diesel. Martin Kennedy was on his way in to start up the pumps, with instructions to give only ten gallons per customer. That would be enough to get them to Bishop to the north or Ridgecrest to the south. 

    Hailey knew Bishop had already been sucked dry, and he had no doubt Ridgecrest was in the same situation. The migrating packs of humanity were like locusts, consuming everything they could get their hands on. The people passing through Single Tree were heading back into a desolate, unprepared world where even the most mundane resources had become as valuable as gold. 

    He and Suzy watched over their detainees while the truck driver began the process of transferring fuel to the underground tanks. The sun was high in the sky, and it was a hot day despite the fall season. Hailey was sweating beneath his uniform, but Suzy seemed unaffected by the heat. She watched the prisoners carefully, hands on her belt, eyes hidden behind sunglasses. A queue of cars and trucks were already lining up on the other side of Hailey’s Expedition. 

    “Hey man, what’s going to happen to us?” asked the man who had attempted to blindside Hailey. The chunky Hispanic guy had a bandana wrapped around his head and was sweating heavily, even though he and the others sat on the curb beneath the station’s overhang.  

    “You’ll get gas, then you’re on your way,” Hailey said. “Don’t cause any more trouble. Just get out.” 

    “I’ll be gone, man. Don’t worry about that.” The man hesitated for a moment. “Sorry ’bout what I tried to do. It was wrong.” 

    “Yeah, no shit. You’re lucky I didn’t just shoot you,” Hailey said, and he meant it. He fully intended to shoot the next person who tried to put hands on him, even if it meant he might kill that person. And even if that person might reanimate as a zombie. 

    He shivered slightly, remembering what had happened to the chief. Zombies were things in George Romero movies or on television. But he’d been attacked by two of them in less than a week. It’s fucking crazy. 

    “How much do we pay?” the big man from Arizona asked. 

    “I don’t know,” Hailey said. “I’ll leave that to the station owner.” 

    “Okay. Where’s he?” 

    Suzy jerked her chin toward the street. “Mike, is that him?” 

    Hailey looked over and saw old Martin Kennedy crossing Main Street, carrying his little red-and-white Igloo cooler, just like always. He had a purple bruise on his forehead from his run-in with Doddridge, who they had locked up at the station with his two accomplices, the big white dude and the skinny black kid. Hailey wondered what the hell they were going to do with those three.  

    He waved at Martin. “Yeah, that’s him.” 

    “What about the rest of us, sir?” asked one of the other detainees, a fat, florid-faced young man with lank, greasy hair and a rash of pimples across his wide forehead. He wore a Bernie Sanders “Feel the Bern” T-shirt. He had gotten himself arrested purely for being a loudmouthed dick who wouldn’t accept the fact that the station had no gas. 

    “Oh, it’s ‘sir’ now, is it?” Suzy asked, scorn in her voice. “Ten minutes ago, he was pig, and I was his squaw whore.” 

    The man paled. “I’m-I’m so sorry I said those things, ma’am,” he stammered, and for a moment, Hailey was sure the guy was going to start blubbering all over the place. 

    “You’ll be given gas and released, but if you cause any more trouble, we’ll impound all your possessions, and you’ll have to leave on foot,” Hailey said, even though he’d received no such instructions to do that. To reinforce his point, he motioned toward the young man’s car, an old Toyota Matrix literally festooned with Sanders campaign stickers and others that proclaimed things like “If Trump Is the Answer, It Must Have Been a Stupid Question” and “Cruz on Out of Here.” 

    “But why would you do that?” the man asked incredulously. “It’s my stuff, man!” 

    Hailey pointed at the Bernie Sanders T-shirt. “Wealth redistribution, pal. It’s all about wealth redistribution.” 

    The man from Arizona laughed. 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    They used a battering ram to shatter one of the ground-floor windows. Reese thought it was an odd implement for one of the tactical guys to have lugged through the zombie apocalypse, but he couldn’t deny how handy it was. The sound of breaking glass served as a dinner bell. All the zombies around the building turned in their direction. 

    “Yeah, this isn’t going to work, guys!” Marsh whined. 

    Bates reached out and slapped the detective across the head, knocking him to one knee. “Shut the fuck up, Marsh! We’ll barricade the doors on the other side. They can have the first floor, so long as we take the others!” 

    “What the fuck is that going to do for us?” Marsh asked, tears welling up in his eyes as he put a hand to his face. 

    “It’ll keep us alive for the next couple of minutes,” Bates snapped. He grabbed Marsh’s vest and hauled him to his feet.  

    The tactical guy with the battering ram used it to remove the remaining shards of glass then stepped aside to let the others through. 

    Reese went in first, rifle at the ready. He stood in a typical business office with a desk and an office chair, a credenza, and a dark computer monitor. Citations and diplomas covered one wall, but he didn’t take the time to examine them. Glass crunched underfoot as he walked across the room to the closed door. A patrol cop joined him, followed by First Sergeant Plosser.  

    The Guardsman put his hand on the patrolman’s shoulder. “You go left, and I’ll go right,” he said. “You’ll be facing the front of the building. I’ll be facing the rear. We keep both approaches covered until everyone’s in. Got that?” 

    The patrolman nodded. “Yeah, got it.” 

    “Open the door, sir,” Plosser told Reese. 

    Reese grabbed the knob and yanked the door open. Both men surged past him like linebackers. Behind Reese, the civilians climbed in then the cops. 

    “Clear to the rear!” Plosser said. 

    “Clear up front!” the patrolman responded. 

    “Come on, guys. Let’s move it,” Reese said as he moved through the doorway.  

    He entered a larger office, vacant and dark despite the coming dawn. The rest of the cops pushed in, herding the civilians and keeping their weapons ready. The civilians moved quietly, eyes wide. Reese knew how they felt. Bates was the last one in, and he shoved the desk up against the window. Framed photographs fell to the floor. He ignored them as he rushed past Reese and into the larger office space. 

    Behind them, something moaned. Reese looked back at the shattered window. Shapes moved in the gloom outside, shambling toward the opening. Pale, gray hands flailed about, knocking the remaining shards of glass from the window’s metal frame. More hands groped at the desk, ragged fingernails clawing at its smooth surface. 

    Reese slammed the office door closed, happy to discover it was a sturdy, fire-resistant structure. “Okay, let’s get this place barricaded!” 

    “Gimme a hand over here!” Bates yelled. He was wrestling with a vending machine that stood against the back wall. Three cops ran over to help him. Reese started to do the same, but Plosser put a hand on his shoulder. 

    “Stay on the door, Detective,” Plosser said. 

    Something slapped against the door, and Reese turned back to it. Then something slammed into it with full force, causing it to vibrate in its frame. Reese instinctively jumped back.  

    Plosser stepped forward. “Hold the knob, damn it! The door opens inward, but if they manage to turn the knob, they’ll be able to come right in!” 

    Reese grabbed the doorknob and held onto it with a death grip. As if in response, more impacts jarred the door. Dead hands slapped at the thick barrier, and bodies fell against it. More thudded into the wall on either side. The knob trembled beneath Reese’s fingers, but he held it firm, preventing it from rotating more than a quarter of an inch. 

    “Hey, it feels like they’re actually trying to open the door,” he told Plosser. 

    “We all heard how some of them aren’t just walking corpses,” the first sergeant replied. “Some of them still remember how things work. Stay on the knob, Detective. If you can’t hold on anymore, let me know.” 

    “You got it,” Reese said.  

    Bates and the group of cops were wrestling the vending machine toward Reese’s door. Another set of cops was dragging a sofa over from the waiting room to his left. Past them, glass doors overlooked the lobby. At the far end, the doors to the parking lot were visible, and past them, the shadowy hulk of the five-ton truck. Amidst all the racket, Marsh was still blubbering away like a little schoolgirl. 

    “Marsh, get out in the lobby. Make sure it’s secure!” Reese snapped. 

    “Fuck you!” Marsh answered. 

    “Goddamn it, Marsh! Pull your own weight, or we’ll leave your ass. Thanh, go with him!” 

    “You got it,” the whipcord-thin Vietnamese cop said. He was maybe half the size of Marsh, but he had twice the heart. “Come on, Marsh. Let’s move it!” 

    The cops with the vending machine were drawing close. “Coming through!” Bates yelled. 

    “How do you want me to do this?” Reese called out. “They’re right on the other side.” 

    “Good question. Stay right there. First Sergeant, you good to go here?” Bates asked. 

    Plosser kept his rifle aimed at the door. “Yep.” 

    Bates let go of the vending machine and hustled over toward the glass doors that led to the lobby. The tall patrol cop hunted around then came up with two rubber doorstops. He tossed them out into the lobby. In the background, Marsh and Thanh were silhouetted against the dim light seeping in through the glass of the main doors to the building. Outside, figures tottered around the truck. The abandoned vehicle held their attention for the moment. Thanh skittered toward the entrance doors and pushed on them while keeping to a crouch. They didn’t move. 

    Bates returned to where Reese was standing. “Okay, this thing’s heavy, but it’s not going to hold them forever. It’ll sure slow them up, though.” 

    “Then what?” Reese asked. 

    Bates jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the doors that led to the lobby. “Those doors are about an inch thick. They won’t be getting through those anytime soon. One of us can thread his nightstick through the handles as a secondary lock. Not a bulletproof solution, but we don’t really care if they get onto this floor.” 

    “We don’t?” Plosser said. “Speak for yourself, guy.” 

    Reese looked back at the lobby. Marsh and Thanh had already opened one of the doors leading to the stairs, and Thanh eased inside, pistol drawn, while Marsh held the door open. The zombies clustered around the truck were losing interest in it, and several started to draw closer to the building, as if they knew fresh prey had taken residence. In the distance, Reese heard a woman screaming, a fierce, guttural cry of pain-fueled terror. Apparently, one of the trapped motorists had been liberated, right into the hands and teeth of the swarming dead. 

    “I get it,” Reese said. “The only way we’re getting back to the truck is by the overhang. So we really don’t give a damn if the stenches take the first floor, so long as they can’t make it to the second.” 

    Bates tapped his temple. “See, that’s why you’re a detective. We can jump right into the truck from a second-floor window, instead of having to run across the driveway to it.” 

    Plosser chuckled, a dry, lifeless sound that barely registered over the thumping of bodies on the other side of the door. “Yeah, okay. That’ll work. We still have more immediate problems, though. We need more guys upstairs to do a recon. For all we know, there could be a horde on the third floor just waiting to come down on our heads.” 

    “Roger that,” Bates said. “Let’s get this done, then we’ll get that underway. “Renee, you and the civilians go join Marsh. Get ’em ready to move upstairs. We’ll be with you in a minute.” 

    “On my way.” Renee beckoned to the clutch of civilians standing in the corner.  

    Reese noticed one man had a shotgun. “Hey, guy, you know how to use that?” he asked. 

    The guy nodded. “Of course.” 

    “Head to the stairs and back up my guys. That’s a good close-quarters weapon. It might come in handy.” 

    “Yeah… okay,” the man said, glancing back at a woman and two kids, who stared at him with terrified eyes. 

    “They can go with you,” Reese said, “but they can’t go into the stairway. Not yet.” As he spoke, the things on the other side of the office door redoubled their efforts to escape their temporary prison.  The door vibrated in its frame. 

    “Let’s get this done,” Bates said. He grabbed a corner of the vending machine. “Come on, guys!” 

    Reese stepped out of the way but kept his hand on the doorknob. The cops tipped the vending machine over on its side then stood it up and walked it back to the door. Reese let go of the knob as they pushed the machine across the doorway. Next, they backed the sofa up against the machine. 

    “Okay, let’s get the fuck out of here,” Reese said.  

    Everyone still in the office headed for the lobby. Once they were all through, Bates pushed the glass doors closed and kicked the doorstops under them, wedging the doors in place. He motioned toward another cop, the one on the bus who had started shooting at people. 

    “Kozinksi, give me your nightstick,” Bates said. 

    “What the hell for?” Kozinski asked, taking a step back. “I might need it!” 

    “You won’t like it when I take it from you by tearing it right through your asshole,” Bates snarled. 

    “Fuck!” Reluctantly, Kozinski handed over his nightstick.  

    Bates threaded it through the brushed steel handles on the doors. He pulled on them, but the doors didn’t budge. Satisfied, he nodded to Reese. “I think we’ve ridden this one as far as we can go, Detective.” 

    Reese turned and headed for the open door that led to the stairwell. Marsh still stood there, holding his rifle and looking like a man about to have explosive diarrhea. But the guy at least looked ready to fight if necessary. The stairway was still illuminated, and he heard soft, shuffling footfalls on one of the landings above. 

    “Thanh?” While hardly more than a hoarse whisper, Reese’s voice still echoed inside the concrete chamber. 

    “Yeah. Up on the fourth floor. Nothing in the stairway,” Thanh whispered back. “Haven’t heard anything from inside the rooms, either.” 

    “Okay, stay there. We’re coming up, then we’ll clear the second floor.” 

    “You got it.” 

    Reese turned back to the stairwell door. “All right, pile in.” 

     

    ### 

     

    By the time they cleared the entire building, the sun was up and the marine layer had burned away. The building was a mixed-use affair, housing offices for medical practitioners, an accounting firm, an insurance brokerage, and a media producer. Each floor had a kitchen area with vending machines and a shared conference room. Standing five stories tall, built in the mid-1960s and refreshed sometime in the second decade of the twenty-first century, 8616 La Tijera Boulevard was a flat-topped structure built out of steel and glass. Reese estimated each floor to span roughly eight thousand square feet, which meant the cops and Plosser had a lot of territory to cover. Most of that wasn’t of any use to them. The second floor was their major concern because of the long, narrow steel overhang that extended into the parking lot and right above their five-ton truck. So they decided to camp in an office that had a window above the overhang. 

    The cops raided all the vending machines and kitchens then brought the bounty back to the second floor. Afterward, they barricaded the door to the stairs and ensured all the exits to them were closed and locked. The office suite had a generous waiting room with a couple of sofas and several chairs. There were also restroom facilities. The building still had power, and cooled air rumbled through the vents. Two cops were put on guard duty, watching the obstructed stairway door. It was unlikely any zombies would be able to gain quick entry, but Reese felt it was reasonable to have a pair of responders on hand, just in case. 

    “We’re set up pretty well,” Plosser said, sitting in one of the waiting room chairs. 

    “Yeah, but for how long?” Renee asked. She was sprawled out on one of the couches.  

    The family of civilians was on the second one, and the kids were nodding off. They’d had a rough night, but Reese thought they handled themselves better than a lot would have, like Detective Marsh. 

    “For as long as it takes,” Reese said. “We’re not going anywhere until there’s a break in the zombie activity. Hopefully, they’ll run out of food sources and have to move on.” 

    “So long as they don’t move in,” Plosser said. “We need to keep quiet, people. We have to be disciplined in how we operate in here, because if those things mass, we’re going to be in a heap of trouble.” 

    Reese turned to Bates, who was sipping a soda. “What about the boat?” 

    Bates checked his watch. “I’ll contact them at one and find out.” 

    “Contact them? How?” 

    Bates reached inside his tactical vest and pulled out a large black telephone with a fold-down antenna that bore the legend INMARSAT. “With this. It’s a satellite phone. I’m supposed to contact them at one p.m. every day until we can arrange a pickup.” 

    “You guys had a plan for this already?” Marsh asked. 

    Bates nodded. “Yeah, but it was for today.” 

    “Today?” Reese frowned. “What if the Bowl hadn’t been overrun, and we were still there?” 

    Bates smiled tightly. “Well, you would still be there, Detective. I would already be gone.” 

    “You would have left us?” Renee asked. 

    Bates looked at her directly, his blue eyes shining in the morning sunlight entering through the south-facing windows. “Hell, yes. My family’s waiting for me.” 

    Renee glared back at him. “You’re an asshole, Bates.” 

    “Yeah, well, I think this is where Pee-Wee Herman walks in and says, ‘I know you are, but what am I?’ Right?” 

    Reese sighed and left the waiting room, moving deeper into the office suite. Bates’s revelation wasn’t exactly a surprise. Reese didn’t feel any deep sense of betrayal. Dozens of other guys had already walked off the job, like Jerry Whittaker had. A cop would struggle mightily to do his job while wondering what was going on with his or her family. Reese was lucky. He was single, with no dependents, and that gave him a lot less to worry about. 

    Hanging back a few feet from the large window in one of the private offices, Reese looked down into the parking lot. The truck was still there, and so was the long ribbon of traffic on West Manchester Boulevard, one of the major streets that crossed west to east through the community of Westchester. He knew that Loyola Marymount University was in Westchester and that the fashionable Playa del Rey bordered the neighborhood on the west, while the substantially less urbane Ingleside lay to the east. If he recalled correctly, before its development, Westchester had begun as a hog farm. Now, it was a breeding ground for zombies. 

    The stenches mounded over cars and trucks, trying to get at the motorists trapped inside. A long limousine bus had become a cafeteria, with the few remaining people inside wrestling with the encroaching horde that surged through the broken windows like army ants overrunning a plate of glazed doughnuts. Even from where he stood, Reese could hear screams and the occasional muted report of a gunshot.  

    Across the four-lane street stood a church. He studied it closely for a few seconds but saw no signs of life. Further down was a G&M Food Mart that had obviously been looted. Zombies prowled through the wreckage, while more of them shuffled across the parking lot. In the residential area to the north, plumes of smoke rose into the sky. Soon, the entire neighborhood would be awash in flame. The fire was unlikely to get to them, though it would certainly complicate things in the short term. 

    Or maybe the smoke would give us enough cover to escape. The idea of driving through stench-filled streets wasn’t appealing in the slightest, but if the smoke was thick enough to keep the zombies from seeing them, it might be worth it. But the possible concealment would work both ways. The shooters in the truck wouldn’t be able to zero in on any stenches until they were practically climbing aboard. Not a lot of good choices in the zombie apocalypse. 

    He walked back to the waiting room. “All right, let’s wait and see what happens. We’re in a pretty good space right now, so let’s make the most of it. We’ve still got power and running water. Let’s use both. Charge up your electronics and draw as much water as we can carry. I’m kind of thinking the chances of us finding another watering hole between here and the beach are going to be pretty slim.” 

    Plosser nodded. “We should also service our weapons, get ourselves organized, and get some rest. It’s been a ballbuster of a night.” He pointed at the kids sleeping on the couch. “They have the right idea.” 

    “I agree,” Reese said. “Let’s take care of the essentials first then get some shut-eye. Bates, you make sure you pass on to us what’s going on with the boat, all right?” 

    “No problem with that, Detective.” The tall patrol sergeant was already hooking up his satellite phone to its charger. When he was done, he plugged the charger into a wall socket. “I’ll call in two hours.” 

    “So why don’t you just call them now?” Marsh asked.  

    “Because they won’t be sitting around waiting for me to call off schedule,” Bates responded. 

    “Why’s that?” 

    Bates glared at the overwrought detective. “Because they’re disciplined.” 

    “What the fuck does that mean?” Marsh snapped. 

    “All right, all right,” Reese said. “Knock off the squabbling. We have work to do, so let’s get it done.” 

     

    ### 

     

    A couple of hours later, Bates retreated to one of the offices so he could be closer to a window. He raised the antenna and switched on the phone. Even though it had an advertised standby time of a hundred sixty hours, he kept the unit switched off unless he was going to be using it. He was a little worried he wouldn’t be able to register with one of the INMARSAT satellites while still indoors, but since they had blocked the stairwell, he couldn’t go up to the roof. And they had heard noises from the first floor. The zombies were working at pushing past the hastily erected barricade they’d thrown together down there.  

    He stared at the display while the phone booted up then tried to get a connection with a satellite. After a few minutes, the phone chirped, and Bates saw three bars out of five. He hit the speed dial button for his friend Connor Bay, the captain of the Harbor Police diving boat. 

    “Bates?” The weak signal made it sound as though Bay was shouting down a narrow tunnel. 

    “Yeah. Can you hear me?” 

    “Barely. What’s going on? We heard the Bowl got overrun. Where are you?” 

    “Things went off the rails. We’re trapped in a building on La Tijera, just off Manchester.” 

    “That’s nowhere near where you want to be, pal. And who’s this ‘we’ you’re talking about?”  

    In the background, Bates thought he could hear engines and wind noise. “Picked up some LAPD, a National Guard NCO, and a few civilians. All good folks.” 

    Bay grunted. “Not like you to go all soft, Bates. You know we aren’t exactly going to be living like kings for the next few months. More mouths to feed and all.” 

    “A lot of these guys have skills, Bay. Especially the Guard guy.” 

    “Oh yeah? And that’s why you’re stuck in a building in Westchester?” 

    “Dude, even God would be stuck at this point,” Bates said. “What’s happening on your end?” 

    “We established our base of operations, and when we left this morning, no one had shown up yet. We’ve got full tanks. We’re assisting the Coast Guard with rescue and management operations, but there’s not a hell of a lot we can do. The Coasties are running out of steam. They lost one of their facilities at San Pedro, and their aviation units are operating out of Ontario. Things are kind of messed up, man.” 

    “What about Long Beach?” 

    “Yeah, you don’t want to go there,” Bay said. “It’s going to be gone in about forty-five minutes. There’s a natural gas freighter that’s gone all zombie. It’s about forty-five minutes out of Long Beach, and it’s still under power. We figure it’s on autopilot. Coasties are trying to get a cutter there to take it out, but it’s never going to happen. The big boats with the big guns are down near San Diego. They’ve issued a sécurité alert about the ship, but that’s going to be about as effective as a feminist rally in downtown Riyadh.” 

    “No idea what you just said, pal. What’s sécurité?” 

    “It’s a maritime safety message, but that’s not important. What is important is that you forget about Long Beach for the moment. You guys secure where you are?” 

    “We’re good, but it’s not a long-term solution,” Bates said. 

    “Understood. Listen, we’re about four miles offshore. I’m not taking us in any closer until we know where that freighter is going to wind up. For all we know, the military might try to take it out, so I’m planning on staying about ten miles away from it at all times. But I’m guessing it’s going to make landfall somewhere around Long Beach, and that’s going to be a hell of a bang.” Bay fell silent for a couple of seconds. “How’re you doing on power?” 

    “Phone’s fully charged, and we have electricity where I’m at. No telling for how long, though.” 

    “Keep your phone charged. Voice takes up a lot of power, so we’ll text from now on. Once that ship does whatever it’s going to do, we’ll need some time to reassess our options for picking you guys up. You might need to backtrack, maybe head over to Santa Monica. You have wheels?” 

    “Army five-ton, right outside,” Bates said. “We can get to it if we need to, but we’d rather wait for the stenches to move out.” 

    “You have a five-ton truck? Damn! Nice work, bro.” 

    “It’s just a truck, not a tank.” 

    “Yeah, well, the stenches’ll have a tough time taking you out in that as long as you keep moving,” Bay replied. “How are the roads?” 

    “They suck, just like always.” Bates looked out the window at Manchester. The roadway was still clogged. Most of the people who could get out had already fled, disappearing into the surrounding neighborhoods. Those who remained were trapped inside their vehicles, surrounded by the dead. They would either bake to death in the heat of the day or eventually starve. Or be eaten by the dead. 

    “Think you can make it to Santa Monica?” Bay asked. 

    “Do we have a choice?” 

    “I don’t think so.” 

    “You hear anything from the LAPD at all? We have ROVERs with us, but no one’s talking.” 

    “We hear some things, but nothing good,” Bay said. “No coordinated efforts, just isolated units looking for a way out the nightmare. No one in your area, though, at least not that we know about.” 

    “What about the National Guard?” 

    “They’re falling back to the north. Anything south of Marina del Rey on the coast and West Hollywood on the inland side is a lost cause. They’re hoping to be able to reconsolidate on the other side of the hills, but I don’t know about that. The San Fernando’s not exactly safe right now, either. Heard there’s a big firefight in Glendale already.” 

    Bates sighed. “Dude, you’re a downer.” 

    “Yeah, well, things are okay on the boat, so I can at least offer you that.” 

    “Outstanding. We just have to get there.” Bates shook his head. “Hey, any contact with an aviation unit? Maybe the fire department?” 

    Bay laughed. “Bro, any aircraft that’s still in service isn’t going to come get you. You can forget about that. Hey, hold on.”  

    Bates heard voices and the crackle of a radio in the background.  

    Bay’s voice was muted as he spoke to someone else on the boat, then he came back on the line. “Okay, listen. Coast Guard doesn’t have a chance in hell of stopping that LNG freighter, and no one’s been able to make contact with the crew. No military assets are going to become available to take care of it, so no matter what, you guys need to stay clear of the coastline south of Santa Monica. You get all that?” 

    “Yeah. Long Beach is a no-go. I’m not worried about us getting there anytime soon.” Bates paused. “Hey, just how big will this explosion be?” 

    “Brother, I just don’t know. Big. Real big.” 

    “Okay. I’m gonna plug in the phone and pass on the info. Text me with updates.” 

    “You got it,” Bay said. 

    Bates disconnected the call and returned to the group to deliver the news to Reese.  

     

    ### 

     

    “So we need to get back to Santa Monica?” Reese slapped his thigh. “That’s great, Bates. Fucking fantastic.” 

    “It’s where we need to go, Detective,” Bates replied. “From the sound of it, Long Beach is going to be nuked anytime now.” 

    “That’s not what’s really bothering me, Bates.” Reese cast a glance over his shoulder. Most of the others were lounging about in the waiting area, while some had moved into the offices themselves to get some sleep. Reese had earmarked a corner office for himself because it had a sofa in it, but by the time he was done cleaning his weapons, Marsh had already claimed it. Reese briefly considered bigfooting him out of there, but in the end, he let Marsh be. He didn’t want to hear any more whining. 

    Bates gave him a thin smile. “You have something against Long Beach, Detective?” 

    “Not really. But if this freighter does blow up there, it’s going to cause one hell of a fire.” 

    “Yeah. We can pretty much figure that’s going to happen. So what?” 

    Reese pointed toward Manchester. “The fire’s going to push the dead out. And instead of them coming in dribs and drabs like they’ve been doing, we’re going to get a flood of them heading our way. Or even worse, into Santa Monica. Actually, we’re so fucked, they’re probably going to go to both places.” 

    Bates nodded slowly. “Yeah. I hadn’t thought about that. Well, just goes to show you, right when you think you’re due for a break, there’s always something else on the way to bend you over a barrel.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The camera was a fine piece of machinery, so fine that Sinclair wasn’t certain he could operate it, even after reading the manual and quick-start guide. Eventually, he managed to get the lenses figured out, and he installed one of the primes that seemed most relevant for what he wanted to shoot. After that was the whole ordeal of switching the thing on, discovering which mode might work best, then fiddling with the audio component to ensure there wouldn’t be any distortion while recording. It had taken him the better part of the day to puzzle it all together, but finally, he felt confident enough to take to the streets. 

    “Come along, love,” he told Meredith. 

    Meredith looked up at him from where she lay listlessly on the bed. “To where?” 

    “Outside, of course. We have an event to document.” 

    She managed a small snort. “I don’t think I want to work with you on this, Jock.” 

    Sinclair was annoyed, but he felt he did a man’s job in preventing it from showing. “Whatever do you mean, darling?” 

    “Watching you aggravate these people while they’re trying to save this town isn’t my idea of fun. There’s no joy in watching you do what you’re best at: being an ass.” 

    Sinclair sniffed. “Well, then. Enjoy your time alone in the motel room.” Meredith was starting to look as if she would waste away. Not that it mattered to him. 

    “I will. Trust me.” 

    Insufferably spoiled little tart. Sinclair grabbed the camera gear, swung on his backpack, and left the room. “Do take a moment to freshen up while I’m gone, would you?” he snapped just before the door latched.  

    He shot some practice footage outside the hotel, getting some angles on the stacked-up traffic on Main Street and focusing on closed shops and stores on the other side of the four-lane boulevard. For a moment, the rumble of engines, the shriek of various horns, and the shouts of irate drivers made him feel as if he’d been transported across the country to midtown Manhattan during the evening rush hour. But no, he was still stuck in a podunk little town far from even the asshole of American civilization, which was, of course, Los Angeles. 

    Still, the symphony of horns was like a siren’s call. Sinclair marched up the sidewalk until he discovered the cause of all the pandemonium. One of the gas stations had been opened, and the police were monitoring the refueling operations. A long queue led to the station parking lot.  

    Sinclair raised the camera to his face, going for a handheld shot since he hadn’t brought the tripod with him, and shot some coverage of haggard-looking motorists refueling their cars and trucks while their families looked on with eyes full of weary despair. Sinclair fancied the sight was similar to covering the aftermath of some great catastrophe, like a tornado tearing through a Midwestern trailer park. But instead of glazed-eyed rednecks stumbling across the frame, there was a mix of families, from low-income sorts in battered minivans to well-heeled gentry in sleek European sedans.  

    As he panned the camera around to take in more of the scene, he centered one of the body-armor-clad policemen in the frame. Then, he realized it was one of Barry Corbett’s hired thugs. The man was holding an assault rifle, one of the greatest sicknesses to infect American society. Sinclair felt a wave of disgust, and he let the camera linger on the man for a long moment. His khaki clothing was festooned with pockets, and over his body armor, he wore a vest studded with high-capacity magazines. He had on sunglasses and a cap pulled low on his head. From the breadth of his shoulders and the thickness of his arms, Sinclair could tell he was one of those beef-fed military fanatics, a poster child for the repulsive NRA. More of Corbett’s men stood in different areas of the parking lot, watching the parade of misery from behind dark sunglasses. All carried weapons. 

    Disgusting. Simply disgusting. 

    He documented more of the panicked citizenry and their unelected and unofficial overlords in the gas station area before he moved on, heading north. All the side streets had been blocked off, separating the residential areas of town from its center. The barricades were either vehicles or, in some cases, barriers made of razor wire and sandbags. Sinclair was surprised by such blatant militarization of the small California town, and he shot all of it, dutifully recording everything. Some of the barriers were still being erected as he walked by, and those doing the work weren’t Corbett’s men. They were locals. 

    Simply amazing. It’s unbelievable. These people are willingly separating themselves from the refugees! He wondered what had happened to the revered American hospitality he’d heard so much about. 

    “Excuse me!” he shouted to a group of men working on one of the barricades. “Can you tell me what you’re doing?” 

    The men, two older guys and three teens, stared at Sinclair as he walked toward them with camera pointed at their faces. All were sweating in the late afternoon heat, and their clothes were sticking to their bodies like second skins. 

    “Aren’t you that television fella?” asked one of the older men. He wore a battered cowboy hat and a bandana around his neck. On his belt was a holster that contained an absolutely gigantic revolver. 

    My God! He actually thinks he’s John Wayne! “Yes, I’m Jock Sinclair. Can you tell me what you’re doing here?” 

    The men exchanged glances. All of them regarded the camera with suspicious eyes. 

    He tried to adopt a lofty but disarming air. “It’s all right,” he said. “Barry Corbett wants me to document everything that happens in Single Tree.”  

    “Well, mister, what does it look like we’re doing?” the older man in the cowboy hat said. He had a thick mustache that was streaked with gray, and his blue eyes shined brightly in the afternoon sunlight. When he didn’t add anything more, Sinclair realized it hadn’t been a rhetorical question. 

    “It looks like you’re blocking a residential street,” Sinclair said. 

    The man nodded. “Damn right. We’re blocking all of them.” 

    “Yes, I know. But please, tell me why you’re blocking them.” 

    The man looked at Sinclair as if he were wearing Spider-Man pajamas complete with pink bathroom slippers. “For security. Why else? Are you sure Corbett wants you running around with a camera? Because you seem kind of dumb to me.” 

    “I don’t—” Sinclair bit back his outraged response, took a breath, and tried again. “What do you mean, ‘for security’? Security from whom, exactly? Or what?” 

    The man pointed at the traffic slowly churning up and down Main Street. “From them, for now. And later? From the damn zombies. You know about those, right?” 

    “Yes, yes, we all know about the zombies,” Sinclair said. “But they’re not here, are they? And what threat do these poor people pose to you? Why barricade your streets? Shouldn’t you be welcoming them into your homes? Offering aid, food, a place to sleep? These are families, not criminals.” 

    “Yeah, well, we have families, too,” the man said. He pointed at the young men who had gone back to hauling sandbags out of a flat-bed truck and stacking them across the mouth of the road. “See these boys? They’re mine. See that other guy there, with the belly? That’s my brother. He has a wife and daughter. See this street? We live on it. We’ve lived on it since our great-grandfather built the first house back in the 1920s. My grandfather and his family grew up in it, my daddy and aunts grew up in that house, my brother and I grew up in it, and now my kids are growing up in it.” He puffed out his chest a little. “We’re going to defend what’s ours. We feel horrible for what these poor people on the street are going through, but there’s nothing we can do for them. We have to put our families first.” 

    “But isn’t that hard-hearted? What about the young children that might need help? That are panicked out of their minds?” Sinclair pressed. Inwardly, he was grinning like the Cheshire Cat. He loved it when he caught the so-called “salt-of-the-earth” types engaging in exclusionary behavior, especially the ones who wore guns and said they loved the Constitution as much as they loved the Bible. 

    “Like I said, we feel horrible for them folks, but there’s not a lot we can do.” The man jabbed a finger toward the gas station. “Corbett’s giving them fuel to get on their way. They don’t have a lot of time to do that before the town gets closed off, anyway.” 

    Sinclair frowned behind the camera. “Closed off?” 

    The guy’s brother, whose big beer belly was barely contained by his spotted T-shirt, pointed up Main Street. “Go take a look for yourself, mister. Everything’s right out in the open. Go take your camera and document up there, would you? We’ve got work to do here.” 

    “I believe I will,” Sinclair said. “Thank you, gentlemen, for your time.” 

    “Yeah. Sure,” the man in the cowboy hat said. “Hey, don’t forget your going away present.” He spun around and farted loudly. The others guffawed.  

    Sinclair was shocked at the sudden, uncalled-for vulgarity. “Disgusting lout!” He regretted the retort immediately upon recalling the revolver at the man’s hip. Taking a moment to demonstrate that discretion was indeed the better part of valor, Sinclair scuttled away, heading up the sidewalk. 

    When Sinclair arrived at the northern end of Single Tree—a long, sweaty walk, lugging a camera and backpack—he was surprised to discover construction equipment on one side of the highway. Long trenches, more than four-foot deep, had been gouged out of the earth, right up to the highway’s concrete surface. Out in the desert, construction crews were busily planting steel beam posts that were hoisted in place by cranes. 

    The scene was frantic, not because of the equipment, but because more of Corbett’s men were there with their accursed assault rifles, and they, along with some police, were forcing carloads of people to turn away from the town. And the police allowed it to happen. Sinclair trained his camera on the commotion, dialing in the focus. He was surprised to see that several of the officers on scene were Indians and not even Single Tree police. He approached the construction crew on his side of the road.  

    Another would-be cowboy, one wearing a straw-type hat, asked, “Help you with something?” He chewed a toothpick and had a thick Fu Manchu mustache. He was burly—no, that would be too kind a description, Sinclair decided. He was fat, with a round belly that threatened to peek out from under his brown T-shirt.  

    “Can you tell me what you’re doing here?” Sinclair asked, raising the camera. 

    The man regarded Sinclair with dark, porcine eyes. “Hey, hold on there one minute. Did I say you could take pictures of me?” 

    “You work for Barry, correct?” 

    “Barry Corbett? Well, yeah. So?” The man had a deep voice that contained a fair amount of twang to it. Perhaps he was an actual cowboy. 

    “I work for Corbett, too,” Sinclair said, hopefully not through gritted teeth. “I’m his documentarian.” 

    The man blinked. “His what?” 

    “Documentarian.” 

    “Yeah, I heard you the first time. But I don’t know what the hell a ‘documentarian’ is. Is that like a Democrat?” 

    Sinclair fought hard not to roll his eyes. Ever since arriving in Single Tree, he’d been running from culture shock to culture shock. Every person in the entire town was remarkably dim. “It means I’m documenting the events of the town. Through this,” Sinclair said, hefting the camera. 

    “Oh. You mean you’re a documentary filmmaker?” 

    “Yes. That’s exactly right.” 

    “Okay. So—” 

    “Wow, it’s Jock Sinclair,” said a Chinese man with a deep Texan accent. He shot Sinclair a toothy grin. 

    Sinclair was happy to be recognized, even if by such a surprising quarter. “Yes, it is,” he said, smiling. 

    “You’re a real fucking jerk-off,” the Chinese man said. 

    Sinclair was scandalized. “I beg your pardon!” 

    “You know this guy, Chester?” Cowboy Hat asked. 

    “Yeah, he’s some dude who does talk shows on cable,” Chester said. “Hates guns, hates America, really hates Texas.” 

    “I do not!” Sinclair protested, not because the Asian man was lying, but because he feared he was getting set up to have his ass beaten down. 

    “That so?” Cowboy Hat asked. 

    “Not at all!” Sinclair said. “Listen, I’m here at Corbett’s request. I have to produce a historical record of what happens in this town.” He nodded at the man in the cowboy hat. “And I’m here to interview you and your crew.” 

    “Well, we ain’t got much time to jawbone,” Cowboy Hat drawled. “What do you need from us?” 

    “Are you the leader here?” 

    “I’m the foreman of this crew, yeah.” 

    Sinclair indicated the camera. “May I record you?” 

    The man shrugged. “Yeah, okay. Hold on.” He turned to the Asian man, who was still smiling at Sinclair like a mindless, buck-toothed ninny. “Get back to work, Chester. We have to start in about ten minutes.” 

    “Well, we’re ready, Randy. Ain’t nothin’ to do but wait.” 

    “Then go wait somewhere else,” Cowboy Hat said. 

    “Well, shee-it.” Chester walked away, head bowed. 

    Randy nodded at Sinclair. “Okay, let’s get this knocked out.” 

    Sinclair raised the camera and switched it on. “For the record, what is your name and job title?” 

    “I’m Randall Klaff, and I’m the daytime foreman of the entrenching team.” 

    “‘Entrenching team’? What is that, exactly?” 

    Klaff looked at Sinclair as if he were an idiot, then he turned and pointed at the long ditch. “See that?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “That’s a trench. My men and I dig those. We’ve dug one all around the entire town in two days. We’re finishing up our job today when we cut the road.” He pointed at the highway behind Sinclair. 

    “You’ll be cutting through the road?” 

    “Yep. In about ten minutes, as soon as the last carloads of people are out of Single Tree.” 

    “How do you feel about that?” 

    “I feel it’s going to be pain in the ass, because concrete and asphalt are a lot tougher to cut through than friable desert soil.” 

    “No, no. I understand the work is physically more arduous. But what about the human cost?” 

    “What? Human cost? Are you asking me how much my men are paid by the hour?” 

    “No, I mean the lives you might be destroying, turning families away from Single Tree,” Sinclair said. 

    Klaff sighed and put his hands on his hips. “Mister, I just dig ditches for a living. You want to have a long discourse about the human condition, you’re gonna have to find someone else to talk to. Our job is to dig trenches so the walls can go up to keep the zombies out of the town. That’s it.” 

    “So you don’t feel any remorse at turning away those poor families?” 

    Klaff’s eyes narrowed. “Listen, mister, you sound like someone with a bit of an agenda. Are you sure Barry Corbett sent you out here to talk to me? Because Barry kind of knows me, and he knows I don’t like long-winded conversations about things I can’t do nothing about. In fact, he’d probably understand if I happened to drive over you with a bulldozer.” 

    Sinclair persisted. “So it means nothing to you?” 

    “As long as my family is safe, no, it don’t mean much to me at all,” Klaff said. “These are different times. I can’t afford to get weighed down by a guilty conscience over stuff I can’t do anything about. What about you?” 

    “Me?” 

    “Yeah. What if one of these families can be safe if you give up your place in the town? You willing to do that?” Klaff asked. 

    Sinclair didn’t like the sudden turn, and he damned himself for not seeing it coming. Klaff might be a Texan Neanderthal, but he was actually quite clever. For a glorified ditchdigger, anyway. “When will you start your work?” Sinclair asked. 

    Klaff smiled broadly. “What’s the matter? Don’t want your answer on camera? Don’t worry. It was rhetorical, I think they’d call it. I know you’ve got yours, so you’re not going anywhere. Right?” 

    “The road, please,” Sinclair said. 

    Klaff checked his watch then looked over at the men manning the checkpoint. “When those guys there tell us, we start getting to work. Shouldn’t be much longer now.” 

    Something buzzed in the sky overhead. Sinclair kept the camera trained on Klaff as he looked up. A drone puttered past, its four rotors flickering in the sunlight as it zoomed out over the highway. “Well, what’s that?” 

    “The boss is keeping tabs on everything now,” Klaff said. “Looks like you’re not the only ‘documentarian’ after all.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Reese and the others waited inside the office building. The air-conditioning had kicked in when the heat of the day mounted, and they still had running water. Everyone clustered on the second floor was comfortable and, for the moment, safe. They heard occasional noises as the zombies that had penetrated into the office suite on the first floor tried but failed to gain access to the lobby. Knowing that things as simple as rubber doorstops had defeated them was encouraging. Reese helped himself to a bag of peanut M&Ms. They had several packages of MREs, but Plosser wanted to save those for later. The more perishable, and arguably tastier, foods needed to be consumed first. 

    Outside, the situation hadn’t changed much. Zombies still staggered across Manchester Avenue, harassing those few remaining citizens trapped inside vehicles. The people were probably baking to death inside their metal and glass prisons. Even though it was late October, the temperature was approaching eighty degrees. Inside a car or truck, it might be twenty to thirty degrees warmer. Dying from dehydration and heat stroke wasn’t an enviable death, but it was definitely preferable to being eaten alive by reanimated corpses. 

    Reese checked the parking lot, specifically the area around the parked five-ton truck. Zombies shambled around it, and one or two even peered at it with short-lived interest, but mostly, the vehicle was ignored. Some zombies drifted toward the building, but they weren’t massing at the doors. For the moment, they were unaware of the survivors sitting only twelve feet above them. 

    Smoke still wafted through the air. The neighborhood to the south was slowly being burned up, and Reese could see the occasional flicker of flame at the base of thick columns of gray and black smoke. Zombies tottered in and out of the smoke screen, apparently unbothered by it. Nothing mattered to the walking corpses, other than finding something to feed on. 

    Reese turned around and regarded the desk. He contemplated clearing it off and stretching out on it but figured the floor might be a better bet. Carpet, even crusty old office carpet, was likely more comfortable than a hard desk. 

    Behind him, light flared. 

    Reese spun back to the window in time to see a gigantic yellow fireball claw its way into the sky, churning almost like liquid as it darkened at the top. Black smoke shot away from it as burning fragments of debris tumbled toward the earth. It was an awesome sight, at once beautiful and terrifying. Reese squinted against the blast’s intense brightness. A wave of dust hurtled outward from the epicenter, racing toward the building. 

    Shock wave! 

    “Get away from the windows!” Reese shouted as he ducked below the sill.  

    The shock wave slammed into the building, bringing with it the sound of thunder and death. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Hey, how’s your dad doing?” 

    Danielle stopped and turned to see Gary Norton walking up behind her, a warm smile on his face. She had just left the firearms compound after another day of uncrating, disassembling, servicing, and reassembling rifles and pistols. Danielle had been able to spend a couple of hours on the range, test firing some of the rifles and working with Corbett’s men, all former Marines, like her, on the upcoming lesson plans.  

    Already, fences were going up in various parts of town, and construction had begun on the steel walls that would eventually encircle it. In a couple of weeks, Single Tree would no longer be a simple desert retreat for those in Los Angeles looking for a winter holiday. It would be a full-on fortress. Over the next few days, they would tie up the loose ends to get the range ready, then they’d start training people on how to use the weapons. It would take weeks of work to ensure everyone was ready for whatever the future would hold, but it was an exciting time, nevertheless. 

    “My dad?” Danielle asked. She didn’t know what it was about Gary Norton that threw her off. Every time he was near, she felt as if she had golf balls in her mouth when she tried to talk. She wasn’t an easy woman to intimidate, but something about Norton gave her the shivers. And not in a bad way. 

    “Well, yeah. He took some pretty hard knocks from that guy who broke into your house,” Norton said. 

    “Oh. Oh, he’s fine. Really. Thanks for asking, though.” Danielle smiled, and it felt like her face was going to break off her skull and shatter when it hit the ground. 

    Norton laughed. “Is something wrong? You look like you’re about to stroke out.” 

    Danielle felt caught between excitement and embarrassment. She shook her head. “No, I’m fine. Just a little out of it.” 

    “Yeah, the zombie apocalypse can do that to you. You have any family outside of Single Tree?” 

    “No. No one. Just my dad.” 

    “Good. That’s got to be a weight off your shoulders.” 

    “What about you?” 

    “No family. Friends, yeah, but no family.” He gave her a crooked grin. “I don’t consider my ex-wives as family. Is that wrong?” 

    Danielle laughed. “I guess not. So does the zompoc mean you get out of paying alimony?” 

    “I took the lump-sum route. Monthly payments are such a bore. Too bad I didn’t know this was coming down the pike, though. I definitely would have reconsidered the installment-plan option.” 

    Danielle smiled. “Sour grapes that the world is coming to an end, Mr. Norton?” 

    “Shouldn’t everyone feel that way?” 

    “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so.” 

    Norton shrugged. “Well, anyway. Glad to hear your pop is doing all right. You need a ride home?” 

    “I usually walk, if I can.” She slapped her right thigh. “It helps keep me in shape, now that I’m a peg leg.” 

    Norton frowned slightly. “Well, there’s a word for it. I hear you lost it in Iraq?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Tough break, kid.” 

    Danielle shrugged. “Didn’t mean much, in the end. I was coming back to Single Tree one way or the other, and I’d still have the same job I had before I left. Either that, or work for Dad at the gas station.” 

    “There must be more to life than that.” 

    “Some have more options than others.” 

    Norton raised one eyebrow, and Danielle cursed herself for even bringing it up. In the societal pecking order, he was about as high up as a guy could get: millions of dollars, his own jet, Hollywood starlets throwing themselves in his lap. True, Corbett was even higher up the food chain, being one of the very few apex predators out there, but Norton wasn’t far behind. Reminding him of his privilege probably wasn’t a very wise move on her part. 

    He smiled and cocked his head. “Well, you have a choice today. Want a ride home? I offer you the most elegant of conveyances, a 1970s vintage Jeep.” 

    “If I accept, will you grope me?” Danielle asked, smiling impishly. 

    Norton’s mouth fell open. “Will I—what?” 

    “Barry seems to think you’re some kind of Hollywood grope artist. Is it true? Will you grope me?” 

    Norton blinked. “Corbett thinks I’m a groper?” 

    Danielle laughed at his expression and held up her hands. “Barry’s a little out there, you know. He thinks everyone’s out to do something to somebody. He never said you specifically were a groper, but that’s how he looks at a lot of people.” 

    “I assure you, I’m not a groper.” Norton leered at her. “But I am willing to learn.” 

    “Really? Even with a one-legged girl?” 

    “You keep bringing that up. You know, eventually, I’m going to think you lack confidence in your charms.” 

    “I have charms?” Danielle shook her head. “Wow. Who knew?” 

    “Don’t sell yourself short, kid.” 

    “Okay. I guess I shouldn’t, given that the zombie apocalypse is around the corner.” 

    Norton nodded. “Hell, yes. Especially because I’ve seen you shoot. When the zombies come to town, I’m definitely hiding behind you!” 

    “I don’t know how to respond to that. Um, how gentlemanly of you?” 

    “Hey, at least I’m offering you a ride home,” Norton said. 

    Danielle considered his offer. He was extremely good-looking, in that dignified, older way. And despite being about twenty years older than she was, he didn’t talk down to her. Of course, when a guy was rich enough to own his own jet, he probably didn’t have a lot left to prove. “How about a ride to your house, instead?” she asked. 

    Norton looked at her for a few seconds, and Danielle felt that she’d overplayed her hand. Had she really been so bold as to think Norton was interested in her, of all people? 

    He surprised her by saying, “Okay, you’re on. But if you have a curfew, I’m not responsible for making sure you stick to it.” 

     

     

    LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The blast had been a certifiable doozy, the shock wave strong enough to rattle the windows even though the building was more than five miles from Long Beach Harbor. Reese figured the natural-gas-tanker ship’s cargo had discharged with the same ferocity as a small nuclear weapon. To the south and west, he saw nothing but a gigantic curtain of flame and smoke. The destruction south of LAX was probably staggering, and he doubted anyone left alive would make it out of the conflagration in one piece. Some of the most expensive real estate in the Los Angeles area was rapidly being turned into a pile of cinders, and with the offshore breeze pushing the flames along, the destruction would only continue to grow. He saw blooming secondary explosions as filling stations and other hazardous sites were overrun by the uncontrolled fires. 

    This would be a nightmare even if the fire department were still active. 

    “Okay.” Plosser’s voice was rough and suddenly loud in the awe-inspired silence. “Okay, this is a major game changer.” 

    “What do you mean?” Renee asked. 

    “I mean it might be the break we’re looking for,” Plosser said. 

    “What? This was a break?” Marsh threw his hands into the air. “The entire fucking harbor is gone, man!” 

    “We don’t need the harbor,” Plosser said. He looked over at Bates. “Am I right?” 

    Bates shrugged. “Yeah, maybe. It’s off the table, regardless. Don’t know how you think this is our big break though, First Sergeant.” 

    Plosser walked toward the windows. Reese reached out to stop him—he didn’t want the zombies to catch sight of the tall National Guardsman. Plosser slapped Reese’s hand away with enough force to hurt. Reese felt a surge of anger, but if Plosser was even remotely worried about pissing him off, it didn’t show.  

    Plosser pointed toward the parking lot outside. “Take a look, people.” 

    Reese edged closer to the window. The zombies in the parking lot were shambling toward the street, and those that had been clustered around the cars stuck on Manchester were finally moving as well. He didn’t know what to make of it. The stenches were heading into the smoke, southwest toward the blooming firestorm in Long Beach. Not all of them, but most were on the move. 

    “Why are they leaving?” Reese asked. 

    “They’re attracted to the sound of the explosion,” Plosser said. “Wherever there’s sound, they think there’s food. They’re not smart enough to know that’s not the case in this circumstance, but they’re not so dumb they won’t eventually figure it out. We need to book out of here now, before they turn around and come back.” 

    “Hey, there’s still plenty of daylight out there,” Marsh said. “We wouldn’t get three blocks before we got overrun. And where the hell are we going to run to, anyway?” 

    Reese looked over at Bates. “Your friends are expecting us at Santa Monica. When can the boat be there?” 

    Bates held up the satellite phone. “I call them, and they’ll be in the area when we need them.” 

    “So call them,” Plosser said. 

    Bates smiled sardonically. “Taking over, First Sergeant?” 

    “Were you ever in charge, Bates?” Plosser shot back. He jerked a thumb at Reese. “I think he’s the designated adult providing supervision here.” 

    Reese sighed. “Plosser, are you suggesting we bail out right now?” 

    Plosser nodded. “Get our shit together, bust out a window, and get to the truck.” 

    Reese hadn’t expected the din of the explosion to act as an attractant. That the zombies were being drawn away was an unexpected bonus. It would be stupid not to take advantage of it, even though traveling would still be a life-and-death struggle. 

    “Okay. Let’s do it. Bates, get a hold of your pals on the boat. Tell them we’re on our way.” 

    Bates nodded. “You got it.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Twenty minutes later, they shattered the window that led out to the overhang. Bates was first out, and he darted down the structure’s length. He paused at the end, looked down at the truck, then called back, “This thing’s pretty strong, but I’d keep it to two at a time. We don’t want it collapsing under the weight.” He stepped off the lip and into the bed of the truck. That was one great thing about the five-ton truck. It was as big as a small house, literally. 

    “I’ll take security by the cab and keep him covered,” Plosser said. “One of you who knows how to shoot come after me and keep watch on the rear. We need to keep them away from the truck long enough to get everyone aboard.” He climbed through the opening and sprinted down the overhang. 

    On the street, zombies noticed the activity. They turned away from the boiling morass of fire inching closer on the horizon and started to shuffle toward the building. When Bates fired up the truck, it would be like ringing a dinner bell. They had to get the hell out of there, because if the stenches massed, no one was going anywhere. 

    “Renee, make sure everyone gets out,” Reese said then he followed Plosser. Shattered glass cracked beneath his feet. Taking care not to slip and fall, he ran to the end and looked down. The truck looked farther away than he’d thought it would, and for a couple of seconds, he dithered at the edge. When he heard running footsteps behind him, he remembered what Bates had said about not putting a lot of weight off the overhang. Already, he could feel it trembling beneath him. Reese sucked in a breath and stepped off. 

    He crashed into the bed of the truck and managed not to fall on his ass. Plosser was already oriented toward the front of the vehicle, rifle shouldered and pointed over the cab. Reese scuttled to the rear and crouched behind the tailgate. A zombie walking through the parking lot saw him and, with a dry, rattling hiss, altered its course. It headed right toward him, hands outstretched, fingers curled into claws. Its black tongue wagged from side to side, as if in parody of some obscene gesture. Reese raised his rifle and sighted on the stench’s head. 

    “Not yet,” Plosser said. “Wait until we get more shooters aboard.” As he spoke, someone else landed in the bed. 

    “Where do you guys want me?” Thanh asked. 

    “Up here with me,” Plosser responded. “Cover the passenger side.” 

    Reese kept his sights on the approaching zombie. Another joined it, and fifteen feet behind those two, a third started to catch up. Zombie number three was in better shape. It moved faster, almost in a loping run as opposed to the tottering, stumbling shuffle of the first two. 

    Someone else landed in the truck, then another set of boots hit. One of the cops joined Reese at the rear, and Plosser repeated his order not to fire. 

    “That’s going to be a tall order in just a little bit,” Reese murmured. 

    “I know. Just try and hold off as long as you can.” 

    More people leaped into the truck, and the additional noise served to attract even more zombies. The faster-moving zombie made it to the rear of the truck and began climbing up the bumper, hissing. The cop squatting in the corner opposite of Reese gave him a questioning look. 

    “Yeah, I think we’ve waited as long as we can,” Reese said then shot the stench through the head. Its body flopped back to the pavement. 

    The truck’s diesel engine cackled to life. More shots rang out, and zombies hit the ground. More people jumped down into the truck. Expended cartridges rolled around, and someone slipped and fell because of one.  

    Reese tuned it all out. He concentrated on moving his sights from target to target and pulling the trigger on his M4. Within seconds, the twenty zombies had turned into almost two hundred, all converging on the idling five-ton from every direction. 

    “Come on. How long are we going to sit here?” someone shouted. 

    “Five more left!” 

    Reese took out another stench as it reached for the back of the truck. The cop beside him swore as another pulled itself onto the bumper. It grabbed the barrel of the cop’s rifle, ignoring the searing heat of the metal. The cop wrestled with the creature for a second until Reese shifted aim and put a bullet through its head. 

    “Thanks,” the cop said before resuming firing. 

    “Free of charge,” Reese replied. 

    The firing intensified. More stenches made it onto the side of the truck, and the cops had to grapple with some of them before they could be killed. The children shrieked in terror. Above the din, Reese heard Plosser shouting for the cops up front to help defend the cab. The truck lurched slightly as Bates dropped it into gear, its old brakes creaking a bit. More people landed in the truck bed, and someone cried out when they landed badly. 

    “We’re clear! We’re clear!” Plosser shouted as soon as the last person’s feet hit the bed. 

    The big truck lumbered forward, and Reese fell back against the tailgate. For a second, he was doubled up over its lip, looking at the pavement. A small ghoulish face leered up at him. The child stench was holding onto the bumper, trying to pull itself up. Reese straightened, aimed his rifle down, and fired. It wasn’t a killing shot, but the thing let go and tumbled to the ground. 

    The truck vibrated as it smashed through the gathering crowd of dead, sideswiping a score of them as Bates nursed the vehicle through a wide left turn. Bodies flew as the truck barreled across the parking lot toward La Tijera Boulevard. Bumping over the curb, the truck swung right, heading toward the dead traffic on Manchester Boulevard. 

    “Jesus, where is he going?” Renee shouted, her voice high with panic. She crouched beside Reese, eyes wide with terror behind her glasses. 

    “Hold on!” Plosser yelled, ducking down behind the cab. 

    The five-ton truck rammed a passenger car, slamming it out of the way. It continued on into an abandoned pickup, practically bending the smaller vehicle in half. The five-ton’s diesel engine roared, and black smoke shot out of its exhaust stack. Despite its power, the big rig began to slow as the pickup was shoved into another vehicle. Then the five-ton clattered to a stop, Reese grabbed the lip of the tailgate to keep from being flung forward. One of the other cops wasn’t so lucky, and she went bouncing up the length of the bed. 

    “Bates!” Reese shouted, trying to right himself as zombies crept toward the truck. 

    The diesel roared again, and the truck lurched backward. One of the stenches got a face full of tailgate and disappeared beneath the vehicle. The transmission switched gears as the air brakes hissed. The truck leaped forward again, plowing into the traffic, pushing everything out of its path. The five-ton rolled right over a small car, crushing it beneath its tires. Sheet metal crumpled and fiberglass shattered. 

    Suddenly, the truck was past. It had shoved through four lanes of traffic. Reese looked back and saw a wake of wreckage and twisted zombie bodies. Something bumped beneath the vehicle, and an instant later, a battered stench rolled into view. He had no idea how long it had been holding on to the undercarriage, but it had paid a price. It was missing most of its clothes, along with both legs. The corpse floundered about, turning its flayed, road-rash-ravaged face toward the truck. Even over the cackling diesel, Reese heard its hiss as it tried to crawl after the vehicle. 

     

    ### 

     

    Bates tried to stick close to the course they had taken during their trip south because it made some tactical sense to return through areas where they had some idea of what to expect. But the landscape had changed. The neighborhoods were still and lifeless, the only stirrings of existence being abandoned dogs and cats that skulked between houses or darted across the road. The five-ton rumbled past a parked fire truck with extended hoses pointing toward a building that had already burned. Dried blood was spattered around the area, and body parts were scattered about. Swarms of flies drifted like pulsating clouds, feasting and breeding over rotting remains. Near the fire truck’s front bumper, a mostly disemboweled corpse wearing an LAFD jacket flailed weakly, its dull eyes fixed on the National Guard truck as it growled past. 

    As the five-ton rumbled up suburban city streets, Reese saw no signs of the living. Any people still left were likely hiding somewhere. The survivors, if there were any, had already learned a valuable lesson: don’t attract attention. 

    “Mister?” 

    Reese looked over at the young boy with sunken eyes. His dark hair contrasted with his alabaster skin. He clung to his mother, who appeared to be semi-conscious, the toll of limitless terror and exhaustion. The boy was reeling from it as well, but like most children, he had a higher tolerance and adaptability than adults. 

    “What’s up, pal?” 

    “Where are we going?” The boy’s wan voice was barely audible above the truck’s passage.  

    Reese inched closer. “We’re going to Santa Monica.” 

    “Why?” 

    “The officer driving the truck made arrangements for a boat to meet us.” 

    “Is it a big boat?” 

    “Oh, yeah. At least twice the size of this truck.” 

    The boy cocked his head and looked thoughtful. “I don’t think that’s going to be big enough.” 

    The truck slowed to make a turn. Reese looked up, half-rising in the bed. The street Bates had intended to take had been barricaded with cars and trucks and razor wire. The barrier looked pretty tough. Whoever had built it had some experience. Several corpses were hung up in the wire, twitching and squirming. Between the barricade and the truck, dozens of bodies lay in the middle of the street, a banquet for the flies and carrion birds feasting on them. 

    Bates cut the wheels and continued on their previous street. There was no use trying to get the truck through the barricade, and if any of its defenders were still alive, they would probably resist such an act.  

    Reese lowered himself down beside the boy. “Don’t worry, pal. The boat, it’ll be plenty big enough for all of us.” 

    “Where will we go?” 

    “Do you like islands?” Reese asked. 

    “I don’t know. I’ve never been to an island before.” 

    The boy’s father, sitting on the other side of the mother, stirred. “Not so, little man. You’ve been to Hawaii.” 

    The boy looked at Reese. “Are we going to Hawaii?” 

    Reese snorted. “Well, unfortunately not. But we’ll be going to an island, just the same.” 

    “Is it nice there?” 

    Reese spread his hands. “Nicer than it is here.” 

    “Horde dead ahead,” Plosser said. “Get on your guns.” 

    The woman snapped awake. “Oh God, not again,” she moaned. 

    “Move to the center of the truck,” Reese said. “We need to keep the sides clear.” 

    They’d improvised during the initial run from the Hollywood Bowl with shooters on the sides, holding the dead at bay, and civilians or those without weapons in the center. The adults would help the defenders by reloading magazines and distributing them as needed. So far, the majority of the engagements had been short-lived so ammunition supply wasn’t an issue. But if the truck stalled or something like that, the civilians would be essential.  

    As the civvies took their positions, Reese got up and faced outward, his rifle shouldered. Ahead, a gaggle of several dozen stenches lurched toward the truck, drawn to it like bees to honey. Bates pushed down on the throttle, apparently eager to hasten the meeting. The five-ton truckobliged byaccelerating toward the stenches. Even though they were facing down an object whose flight they hadn’t a chance in hell of altering, the zombies surged forward. The faster ones picked up the pace, hurrying to their own end. 

    The truck didn’t even slow when it hit the first wave, plowing right through the six or seven runners that charged the vehicle. When it hit the main body of the dead herd, it began to rock from side to side, not because of the mass of dead bodies braining themselves against the front bumper, but because of the squirming corpses being crushed beneath the tires. Reese had to hold on tight to keep from being hurled over the side. 

    “Oh my God,” Marsh moaned, then he vomited over the side of the railing. 

    “Crap, Detective!” Thanh said. “You gonna be like this on the boat?” 

    Marsh started to respond, but his reply was transformed into a gurgling roar as he vomited again. 

    “Attaboy, Marsh!” Plosser said. “Give them just what they’re looking for: a nice, hot lunch!” 

    The truck continued plowing through the undead sea, its heavy bumper and tall tires pulverizing bone, tearing flesh, and pulping internal organs. Driving through herds of the dead at night had frightened Reese terribly, but doing it during the day left him almost mortally horrified. The bright California sunshine revealed every detail, from the pallor of the dead’s mottled flesh to the almost blue hues of their tongues and gums. Their fingers and hands were stained dark with dried blood, and desiccated tissue hung to whatever remained of their clothing from when they last fed. The sight made his heart hammer and his lungs burn, as if he were on the verge of suffocation. 

    Finally, the truck crashed through the last line of zombies. The dead still gave chase, but they had no chance of catching the truck. Still, Reese couldn’t quite catch his breath, and he hung onto the side rail like a drunken man might try to hold onto a wall to prevent from falling. 

    Renee poked him. “Hey, Reese. You all right?” 

    “Yeah.” Reese’s voice was a croak. “It’s the zombie apocalypse and all, but yeah, I’m fine.” 

    “Clear the sides!” Plosser yelled.  

    An instant later, a rifle cracked. Reese looked over the rail. No stenches were clinging to the side of the bed, but one was hanging onto the passenger-side mounting handle. The stench grabbed the mirror support and hauled itself onto the running board. Reese brought his rifle around and drilled it through the side of the face with a single shot. It wasn’t a fatal hit, but the impact was enough to make the zombie lose its grip, and it fell away from the truck. 

    As Reese settled back in his seat, the vehicle shuddered, a drawn-out paroxysm that lasted for several seconds. Something in the engine groaned at regular intervals as the truck rolled up the street. After several hours of almost nonstop abuse, including being used as a battering ram, the five-ton was finally showing some wear and tear. 

    “That doesn’t sound too good,” Renee said, looking around. 

    “I guess even military grade has its limits.” Reese tried to keep his tone nonchalant, but inside, he felt as though he might join Marsh in the puke parade. Without the truck, they were all dead. He put a hand on the floor of the rig’s bed. Hang in there, sweetheart. 

    The shuddering stopped after a few minutes then returned. When it faded again, Reese looked up at the exhaust stack. The effluvia seemed darker than normal, but he wasn’t sure. Reese had never been into the diesel craze, so he couldn’t tell. 

    “Yeah, it’s getting fucked up,” Plosser said grimly. 

    “Any idea what’s wrong?” Reese asked. 

    Plosser shrugged. “Could be anything. Don’t sweat it, though. We’ll be fine.” 

    “What’ll be fine?” Marsh asked. 

    Plosser cut his eyes over to the sallow-faced detective. “Don’t worry your pretty head about it, Marsh. In a couple of hours, you’ll be on the boat with the rest of us.” 

    “Yeah? And what if Bates’s friends don’t come?” 

    “Then I’ll make sure the stenches get to you first.” 

    Marsh gaped at the rangy National Guardsman for a second then snorted. “Yeah. Sure.” 

    “I don’t know, Marsh,” Thanh said. “He looks like he might mean it.” 

    Plosser turned and faced forward again. “Okay. More off to the left. Let’s see if we can’t thin them out a bit when we get closer.” 

     

    ### 

     

    An hour later, they made it into Santa Monica. The busy seaside town was a lifeless derelict populated only by a small number of stenches. Reese recognized one of them as an old beach bum called Surfside Eddie, a thin-shouldered man with a patchy beard who had been gaunt even before he had become a zombie. He used to wear colorful floral shirts and a threadbare watch cap. The shirt was gone, probably torn away when Eddie had been attacked, bitten, and infected. The cap remained, though slightly askew, revealing a lank lock of blond-gray hair. His beard was crusty beneath a thick patina of dried blood. Eddie was a creature of habit, and even though he was a zombie, he still hung around the intersection of Pico Boulevard and Appian Way. It was his little slice of territory, and it was close to Crescent Bay Park, where he would retreat at night with whatever booze he could score during his daily bouts of begging and panhandling. 

    When Eddie spotted the truck, his face remained expressionless, his eyes even more vacant than they had been in life. But he charged forward, hurtling toward the truck from where he had stood on Ocean Front Walk just beyond the Casa del Mar hotel. The hotel was lifeless and still, and several windows had been shattered. Drapery fluttered in the breeze like streamers. 

    “Whoa! Eddie can run,” Thanh said, as the truck turned off Pico and onto Appian. 

    “That motherfucking lowlife!” Marsh snapped. 

    “More like a motherfucking no-life now,” Reese responded.  

    Eddie bore down on the truck. One foot was bare, while the other was still shod in a well-worn Nike athletic shoe. The truck’s creaking and shuddering had increased over the past few miles, and the diesel engine seemed to rattle more than cackle. It only needed to hold on a little longer, since the plan was to abandon it in the parking lot they were approaching and make for the beach. 

    Marsh snorted, suddenly transforming into a hard ass since help was on the way. “Well, he’s not going to do much all by himself.” He raised his rifle and sighted on the approaching zombie. 

    Before Marsh pulled the trigger, a hundred more boiled out of the Casa del Mar and joined Eddie in the chase. 

    Reese grabbed his ROVER handset. “Bates, forget the parking lot. Take us right out to the beach! Make sure your friends are where they said they’d be.” 

    In response, the truck’s diesel coughed and hiccupped as Bates stomped on the accelerator. The rig was slow to react, but it began speeding up. Marsh fired at Surfside Eddie, but he needed three shots to hit the zombie, and even then, the wound was in the lower chest. That did nothing to slow the stench. 

    “Save it for the beach, Marsh!” Reese shouted. 

    Engine thundering, the truck passed underneath an apartment building boardwalk that traversed the street. The parking lot was right on the other side, and it was surprisingly vacant. Bates cut the wheel and drove directly through the chain-link fence that surrounded it. Behind them, stenches crashed through the windows of the five-story apartment building and leaped out into the street. The falls shattered their legs, but that didn’t stop them from crawling after the truck, maws opened wide. The crippled ones were soon trampled by the horde that surged down the street, still led by Surfside Eddie. 

    Yeah, this isn’t looking so hot now. 

    The truck ripped across the parking lot and slammed through the fence on the other side. The beach looked mostly deserted, with the exception of more stenches, all of which turned toward the truck as it zoomed toward the shoreline. Most were too far away to be an immediate threat, but Reese knew how relentless they were. 

    Renee rose into a half-crouch, trying to look past the cab. “Is it here? The boat, is it here?” 

    “Roger that!” Plosser said. “It’s about a hundred meters out! Aluminum hulled catamaran, and they have a rubber-hulled tender in the water!” 

    “Thank God,” Renee said, eyes glistening with unshed tears. 

    Reese felt like crying himself. Not because the Port Police were on station, but because they were more than three hundred feet out in the water, and the horde that was pursuing them was at least a couple of hundred in number and growing. 

    The five-ton’s broad tires left deep furrows in the loose sand. Its engine was practically screaming, and the smoke from its exhaust stack was a sooty gray. It sounded as if the truck’s powerplant was burning itself up in a final act of acceleration. 

    Bates’s voice came over the ROVERs. “I’m taking us into the water. You all need to get ready for it!” 

    Reese picked up his handset. “Bates, are you really driving into the water?” 

    “You could use a bath, Reese,” Bates responded. 

    “Brace yourselves!” Reese shouted as he grabbed a hold of the tailgate.  

    The truck rocked from side to side, its suspension creaking and groaning, until it had left the soft sand behind. Once it was on the harder pack inside the tidal line, the five-ton began accelerating. Reese leaned to the right and was able catch glimpses of the Port Police boat. 

    The truck rolled into the surf, causing an explosion of spray. The motor picked up as Bates hammered it one last time, forcing the big rig deeper into the water. At first, nothing much happened. The truck just seemed to be driving along as normal, albeit canted downward at the nose. Then a splash of water rounded the cab, showering the people cowering in the bed. The splash was followed by an all-out wave, then cold Pacific water flooded the bed and threatened to wash away anything that wasn’t tied down.  

    Reese looked back at the shore. They were about forty feet into the ocean. The dead amassed on the beach. Several, like Surfside Eddie, leapt into the water, but the majority of the mob slipped and slid, the loose sand slowing their progress. 

    As waves broke over the hood, the five-ton finally began to wallow in the surf. The bed was half-flooded, and several cops were busily picking up as much ammunition as they could carry so none would be lost to the sea. Reese wondered how Bates was faring, as he had to be sitting in water up to his waist. Then, the diesel engine came to its rattling, waterlogged end, coughing out one last gout of gray-white smoke before falling silent. The rear of the truck bobbed lightly in the surf before enough water filled the bed to weigh it down. 

    Reese shouldered his rifle and started firing. He sent a round through Surfside Eddie’s face, and the reanimated zombie bum disappeared beneath the waves. He sighted on another runner and blew away its jaw, which didn’t stop it. His follow-up shot took care of it. A bleach-blond bimbo zombie in a pink bikini was next, and when it fell, its bottle-prepared tresses spread out across the water like a straw-colored mat. Renee joined him at the tailgate and added her own rifle fire to the fray. More stenches tumbled, collapsing into the water. 

    On the shore, the leading edge of the horde finally made it to the waterline. It shuffled into the sea as if of one mind. 

    “Come on! Let’s go!” Thanh shouted.  

    Reese looked over and saw the rubber-hulled tender from the dive boat had pulled up alongside the truck. One of the two men standing in the vessel had used a boat hook to grab the truck’s side rail. The tender’s outboard motor rumbled, barely audible above the roar of the waves. 

    “Get the civilians in first!” Reese yelled then returned to his business of shooting.  

    Most of the frontrunners were dead, floating in the water and leaking tendrils of black ichor. As Renee took out the last one, Reese shifted his fire toward the main body of the zombie advance. Icy-cold water swirled around his boots. He fired, taking down stench after stench, but for every one he took out, another would step into its place, pallid face leering, mouth open, eyes dim and stupid. Even the Pacific couldn’t hold them back. The zombie horde was the unstoppable tide, not the world’s biggest ocean. 

    Renee tugged at his shoulder. “Reese, let’s go!” 

    “Go on,” Reese said. He continued firing.  

    The zombies were only thirty feet away, and their numbers were mounting on the sides. Soon, they would envelop the truck in a pincer-like movement. Someone grabbed his collar and yanked him away from the tailgate, sending his next shot wild. 

    “What are you, Dirty Harry all of a sudden?” a waterlogged Bates asked.  

    Reese hadn’t seen the patrol sergeant climb out of the flooded cab and get into the bed, but there he was, as big as life and twice as ugly. 

    “Good to see you again, Bates,” Reese said. 

    “You’re lucky you’re not seeing me blow kisses to you as I sail off in the RIB,” Bates said, dragging Reese toward the side of the bed where the inflatable boat waited. It was full of people, and the cops and Plosser were firing on the zombies that got too near. 

    “We got all the ammo?” Reese asked, sloshing through the truck’s bed. 

    “We have all we’re going to get. Come on, Detective. Get in there!” 

    Reese clambered over the side of the bed. The nearest zombies were only ten feet from the truck, standing in water up to their shoulders. Several of them were reaching for the vehicle, ignoring the slap of the tide as it rolled over them. Reese fell into the boat, crashing into two of the cops. They cursed as they hauled him off to one side, making some room for Bates. As the sergeant stepped over the bed railing, zombies appeared behind him, climbing up the truck’s left side.  

    Bates didn’t look back. He jumped into the boat, making it lurch in the water. The cop holding the boat hook lifted it away from the truck, and the officer manning the RIB’s center console slammed the transmission into reverse. Water poured in over the RIB’s short transom as it backed away from the truck. There was a slightly scary moment as the vessel crested an incoming wave, but the water didn’t swamp it. The boat kept reversing until it was far enough away from the truck and the zombies to be able to turn around. 

    Bow pointed west, the inflatable vessel motored over the next wave then accelerated toward the waiting dive boat several hundred feet away. The water behind the larger vessel seemed to boil as it used the engines to hold its position instead of an anchor. Reese figured it was safer that way, since any zombies lurking around beneath it could have climbed up the anchor line. 

    Reese looked around until he found Bates. The sergeant was leaning against one side of the boat. Reese carefully picked his way over to stand beside the big guy. 

    “Bates, thanks for getting me out of there,” Reese said. 

    Bates nodded. Reese put a hand on the man’s shoulder. Bates’s dark tactical uniform was cold and wet. 

    “Hey, you got a blanket or anything?” Reese shouted to one of the cops manning the tender. 

    “Wait until we get to the boat,” he responded. “Be just a few seconds.” 

    “Bates, you all right?” Reese asked. 

    Bates looked up at him as if he had just asked the world’s stupidest question. “Why yes, Detective. I’m just peachy. How about you?” 

    Reese snorted and slapped Bates on the shoulder. 

    “You sure took your time back there, Reese,” Marsh said.  

    “How’re you feeling, Marsh?” Reese asked. 

    Marsh’s expression turned sour. “I’m feeling fucking—buuurgh!” The paunchy detective barely managed to turn his face toward the water before he blew the remains of his chow.  

    Reese laughed and shook his head. Marsh clung to the side of the boat, heaving into the water. 

    “Damn. I ain’t never seen someone puke so much in my life,” Plosser said, deadpan. 

    Reese turned around as the tender approached the waiting dive boat. They would be aboard in just a few minutes. Barring any sudden setbacks, like the appearance of zombie whales or sharks, the group would be safe for the time being. He slapped Bates on the shoulder again. “You did great, Bates. Did it like a boss,” he said. 

    “Tell that to them,” Bates said, pointing. 

    Reese followed Bates’s finger. At the end of the Santa Monica Pier, a group of people—live people—were frantically waving at them. He hadn’t seen them during the approach to the beach, so he figured they’d been hiding in one of the shops along the long quay’s expanse. Some of them had weapons, and they fired at the mass of zombies rolling up on them.  

    But there were too many dead. Even as some of the civilians started to jump into the icy Pacific, they were overwhelmed by the horde.  

    Reese turned away from the sight. Dozens of zombies were crawling over the abandoned truck. Others floated in the water, still trying to follow the inflatable tender. A haze hung in the air, and to the south, the gigantic inferno around Long Beach still blazed. Immense columns of black smoke rose into the late afternoon sky, and licks of brilliant flame lapped after the rising clouds. To the north, the Santa Monica Pier extended out into the Pacific. Figures shambled along its length. Further inland, more smoke rose from uncontrolled fires. The towers of downtown LA weren’t visible, but Reese was sure they were standing silent sentinel over the demise of the city that had given them birth. 

    Los Angeles was history. It belonged to the dead. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    “Man, why can’t we work during the night or something?” Shaliq asked.  

    “We do what they tell us,” Doddridge said. “We work when they want us to. We eat and sleep when they let us. Hate to say it, but this is how it’s gonna be for a while.” 

    Dodderidge, Auto, and Shaliq were working down the perimeter fence, filling in the holes around the support beams. They all wore red prison jumpsuits. Doddridge’s and Shaliq’s were far too big, while Auto’s was too small. The big white giant from the Pacific Northwest looked almost clownish with his pale ankles exposed. Each man had also been issued a wide-brimmed hat and a pair of gloves. The leg irons topped off the prison fashion statement. The restraints made walking slow and torturous, but Doddridge didn’t really mind. Having spent a great deal of time as a convict, he’d long grown used to them. And he’d grown used to being under guard, though the men watching them were a bit different than the sloppy prison guards. Dodderidge glanced over at the three men standing forty feet away. They held rifles and were dressed in military uniforms. They weren’t fat and out of shape, and while he couldn’t see their eyes beneath their sunglasses, Doddridge knew they were watching him intently. He had no illusions as to what would happen if he tried to make a run for it. While Clarence Doddridge was as mean as a junkyard dog with rabies, the three men standing guard were true apex predators. They wouldn’t hesitate a millisecond before they blew him away. 

    “Man, I wish we’d never left the pen,” Shaliq muttered. He was sweating heavily beneath his hat. His voice was practically drowned out by the roar of the bulldozer a few hundred feet away as it pushed a berm into shape. 

    “How long before we try to make a break for it?” Auto asked. 

    Doddridge snorted. “Boy, you can start right now. Go on. Get it over with. Let those fuckers with the machine guns shoot you down.” 

    The guards stood motionless. If the heat bothered them, they didn’t let it show. They were middle-aged guys with a lot on the line, a lot of experience, obviously military or ex-military. 

    “They don’t scare me,” Auto said. 

    “They fucking ought to, you stupid piece a shit,” Doddridge said. “They ain’t police. They ain’t gonna arrest you and read you your rights. They just gonna shoot you. Now if you gonna run, you go do it. Just let us know so we can get down on the ground and not get shot too.” 

    Auto eyed Doddridge for a couple of seconds then grinned beneath his thick, sweat-matted beard. “You scared, cuz?” 

    It took all of Doddridge’s willpower not to swing his shovel around and knock the smile off Auto’s face. “Got nothin’ to do wit that. I just don’t wanna get shot, you stupid fucker.” 

    “Gentlemen, get back to work,” one of the guards said. 

    “We are working!” Auto shouted back. 

    “You’re also talking, which means you’re plotting, which means you’re about to die,” the guard responded mildly. “We already explained this to you. Stop talking. Keep working. Failure to comply will result in your immediate death.” 

    “You can’t fuckin’ shoot me for talking if I want!” Auto roared. 

    The guard raised his rifle to his shoulder and squeezed off three rounds. The sandy dirt between Auto’s feet exploded, and Shaliq cried out as he fell back on his ass. The shots were so close together that Doddridge wondered if the guy had let loose a burst on full auto. Auto just stood there, smiling, but Doddridge could see the fear in his eyes. Down the line, the construction crew working on the wall paused to watch. 

    “Next three rounds I fire will result in one bullet in each head,” the guard said. “You are prisoners and murderers. You have no rights. Our orders are to kill you the second you become an inconvenience. You’re a flea’s ass away from reaching that designation. If you don’t believe me, yell at me again.” 

    Doddridge raised both his hands, letting his shovel lean against his shoulder. Still on the ground, Shaliq gasped, eyes wide with fright. Doddridge eyed Auto. Your move, asshole. 

    Without a word, Auto firmed his grip on his shovel and went back to work. Doddridge did the same. Shaliq just lay on the ground, staring at the three guys in military uniforms. 

    “Louie, get up and get to work with Huey and Dewey,” the guard who had fired said.  

    Doddridge snorted. Before being taken out of the town police station, the guard had told them they had new names. Doddridge was Huey, Auto was Dewey, and Shaliq was Louie. 

    Shaliq got to his feet, his movements made slow by the tight embrace of his leg irons. With shaking hands, he went back to work.  

    They had already piled dirt around thirty support beams, and they had maybe two thousand more to go. It was going to be a long day. 

     

    ### 

     

    The southern approach to the town was the first one to be closed off. Corbett attended to it personally, driving his big pickup along one of the back roads to the airport parking lot. Dozens of vehicles were already there: construction equipment, tractor-trailers, law enforcement trucks and squad cars. The lot had been sealed off with razor wire and portable fencing, and guards were in position.  

    Corbett parked his truck and walked toward the main entrance, which led to the highway. He was shadowed by Walt Lennon and another member of his personal security detail. In the distance, he heard a rap of gunshots, and he glanced over his shoulder to see Lennon reaching for his radio handset.  

    The man spoke into it quickly, asking for a status. “Just a demonstration for the prison work detail,” he explained a moment later. 

    With a nod, Corbett stepped past the gate and onto the shoulder of the highway. A hundred feet to the south, the police—a mixture of the town’s law enforcement and Victor’s tribal cops—manned a barricade of HESCO containers that stretched across the road so they could direct the inbound traffic to turn back. A tanker truck had been positioned nearby to dispense gasoline and diesel to those who needed it. A maximum of ten gallons was allowed per vehicle. It didn’t matter if the vehicle was a fuel-sipping Prius or an eighteen-wheeler with nearly empty saddle tanks, ten gallons was all they got. It was a tense scene, and a four-man team from Corbett’s security detail had positioned themselves in plain sight. They had an up-armored Humvee in order to respond to any crises, and while the vehicle wasn’t Corbett’s first choice for the role, the message it sent was unmistakable: Don’t fuck with us. 

    Some of the motorists weren’t inclined to turn around. The police made them do it anyway, sometimes at gunpoint. Pointing weapons at American citizens who were just looking for safety wasn’t what Corbett wanted, but it had to be done for the sake of the town. There was still a chance they could find safety elsewhere, but they had to leave if they were going to do that. It was an example of tough love writ large, though Corbett didn’t kid himself. He knew he was sending a lot of those people off to their respective ends, but while heart-breaking, there was no other choice in the matter. 

    “Feeling good about yourself, Barry?” 

    Corbett turned around and saw Max Booker had walked up beside him. The mayor was dressed in rumpled khakis and an equally rumpled Henley shirt, its sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His regular glasses hung around his neck on a lanyard, while a pair of sunglasses was perched on his nose. Booker’s tone was full of righteous indignation, which was nothing new. 

    “Max,” Corbett said. “What brings you here?” 

    Booker frowned. “It’s my town you’re destroying, Barry. That’s what brought me here.” 

    “Actually, it’s our town. As in, the people’s town, just in case you didn’t get the memo while sitting in your office polishing a chair with your ass. And they, the people, agreed to this.” Corbett motioned toward the barrier. “No one wants to do it, but it has to be done. Like you’ve been told a thousand times before.”  

    Booker’s wife, Roxanne, stood next to him. She was a heavyset woman with lank, bottle-blond hair and heavy eye shadow. She also had the dubious honor of being the local gossip maven. She was one of those miserable excuses for humanity that every town had, one that sowed rancor and discord in situations that even Hector Aguilar knew enough to stay away from. 

    “Hello, Roxanne,” Corbett said. 

    “Go to hell, Barry,” she replied. 

    “Already have.” 

    “It’s indecent,” Booker said, ignoring the exchange. He pointed at the police turning away the traffic. “It’s inhumane. You’re a monster for doing this.” 

    “Oh, I’m the monster? Well, okay. Then maybe you should leave,” Corbett said. “In fact, let me make it a real sweetheart deal. I’ll give you a full tank of gas. Hell, I’ll give you any vehicle you want and as much supplies as you can carry. Get the fuck out of town, Booker. Take your fat shrew of a wife with you, and get as far away from here as you can.” He pointed to the horizon. “Let’s see how you deal with real monsters. They’re out there, and they’ll even eat anyone they find, even if they taste as shitty as your wife.” 

    “Fuck you!” Roxanne snarled. She stepped forward, a hand raised as if to slap Corbett across the face.  

    Walt Lennon was there in an instant, and he shoved her back with the heel of his left hand. His right remained wrapped around his rifle’s pistol grip. Roxanne squawked as she fell onto her ass, kicking up a small cloud of dust when she hit the blacktop. 

    “There will be none of that,” Lennon said, his voice full of ice. He backed up a step, and his associate reached out and tugged Corbett away. Corbett shrugged him off. 

    “Hey!” Booker shouted, bending over to help his wife to her feet. “Nice, Corbett. Real nice, letting your thugs hit a woman!” 

    “I would’ve laid her out flat, and you too, you fucking pansy,” Corbett said. “Both of you need to listen to this. The people of this town are with me, not you. The world’s a different place, and surviving it is going to take a hell of a lot of work. All the decisions have been made, and you had a seat at the table, Max. Unhappy with what’s happening? Then leave, you two-faced son of a bitch!” 

    “You’re crazy, Corbett,” Booker said, holding Roxanne’s arm.  

    Her small eyes were narrowed, and she made to go for Corbett again. Booker yanked her back, then hooked an arm around her neck, hugging her close. He glanced at Walt Lennon, who had both hands on his rifle. 

    “Yeah, I’m crazy, all right,” Corbett said. “So damn crazy I’ll do whatever it takes to save this town, as opposed to just standing around wringing my hands and talking about it.” He looked at Roxanne. “So what about you, Roxie? Want to leave, maybe find your way to the nearest fat farm and chill out for a bit with a bottle of Chivas while you get treated for hoof-and-mouth disease?” 

    “What the hell is wrong with you?” she shouted. 

    “What’s wrong with me?” Corbett stepped toward the Bookers, feeling his pulse quicken.  

    Again, the bodyguard stepped in and took a hold of his arm, but with more force. Lennon moved to position himself between Corbett and the Bookers. 

    “Old man, you might need to dial it back a little bit,” Lennon said over his shoulder. 

    Corbett ignored him. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with me, Booker. I’m sick to death of lily-livered scabs like you telling me we all need to fall on our collective sword because it’s the right thing to do, and then when I invite you to do the same, you weasel out of it. So here’s how it’s going to be, kids. You no longer have a seat at the table. Go clear out your office, Max. You’re out of a job. Someone will be in touch to put you on one of the work details. You too, Roxanne. Your lives are very, very different now, and it’ll start with you going on a two-thousand-calorie-a-day diet when you eat all the food in your house. Am I clear?” 

    “You’re insane,” Booker said, the shock clear on his face. “You’re absolutely insane!” 

    “No, Max,” Corbett said. “I’m just not going to play the victim role for you.” He pointed at Booker. “Go back to your house. Wait there until someone comes for you. Stay out of my way.” 

    “You can’t do this!” Booker shouted. “I’m the legally elected mayor of Single Tree! We’re not going to be your subjects, Corbett!” 

    “Then the open road beckons. Get out. You can either leave on your own, or I’ll have my men toss you on the other side of the walls. Alternatively, you can shut the fuck up and stop getting in my face about things that have to be done. Your call.” 

    Booker pulled Roxanne after him as he turned toward his BMW. “This isn’t over, Barry!” Booker shouted as he opened the car door for his wife. 

    “I think it is,” Corbett responded. “You have a choice to make.” Fuming, he watched as the mayor climbed in and drove off. When Lennon raised his rifle, Corbett asked, “What’s with the combat stance, Walt?” 

    “Just in case they decided to circle back and maybe do something dumb, like mow us down,” Lennon said. The BMW headed for the rear exit, and he relaxed minutely. “You were pretty hard on them, old man.” 

    “That was nothing.” Corbett waved a hand at the misery playing out on the highway. “I’m being a whole lot harder on a bunch of other people.” 

    “Having second thoughts?” 

    Corbett considered the question. Closing off the town of Single Tree was the hardest decision he had ever made, but no one else was going to do it. If it was going to happen, he would have to assert himself and see it through. But he did wonder if he was strong enough to live with himself after it was all said and done. 

    “No,” he said finally. “No second thoughts. But I sure do wish it didn’t come at such a damn cost.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

    TWO WEEKS LATER 

     

    The walls were up around the majority of the town, and all the roadway approaches had been fortified. The plan was to extend the walls out to the airport, which was only surrounded by razor wire and temporary fencing on top of a large berm. Neither of those would be able to hold back a dedicated attack, but the work was going more slowly. The work crews were exhausted, even with townspeople helping with the more mundane tasks, such as loading and unloading supplies, driving trucks, delivering food, and providing security. Corbett worried about the pace. While he had no immediate plans to use the airport, it was their final fallback point if things truly went south. If it wasn’t properly secured, it would be of no value. 

    Temporary housing had been erected from the modular units that Corbett’s people had brought. All around the high school and the eastern side of the town, single-story dwellings were popping up behind the twenty-foot walls. The first ones were taken by Corbett’s workers. The next batch was for Victor’s people from the reservation. At the same time, additional structures were being hardened and turned into mini-fortresses stocked with food, weapons, water, and medical supplies. If portions of the town were cut off from each other, residents in those areas could shelter in place. The high school was one such building, and it was perfect for the job. Even in backwater Single Tree, the high school was in virtual lockdown when classes were in session, with thick reinforced doors and narrow slits for windows. Additional fortifications had transformed it into one of the safest places in town, and hundreds of people could conceivably exist there for months. 

    One thing Corbett hadn’t anticipated was the chilly reception some of the townspeople gave their neighbors from the reservation. He was taken aback to discover that not only had there been some violence between the two groups, but that Jock Sinclair had dutifully recorded some of it. When the preening Englishman had proudly shown his footage to Corbett while declaring that the townspeople had started the altercation, Corbett wanted to lash out at someone, starting with Sinclair. His first reaction was to accuse Sinclair of editing the footage to present a specific bias. He was further infuriated when Sinclair showed him the raw captures, which while longer and a bit more ham-handed than the “finished” product, did nothing to diminish Sinclair’s assessment of the situation. A group of young townies had jumped a smaller group of Native Americans and had even broken one eighty-year-old man’s arm. The good news was that they’d been able to track down the kids using Sinclair’s footage. The Single Tree PD already knew most of the actors involved, so it wasn’t a big problem to pick them up. The instigators were a mix of white and Latino high schoolers, all underachievers and incubating lowlifes. There had been some consternation amongst the parents, but in the end, justice was served. 

    Victor had intended to lock them up for a hundred twenty days, but there were too many of them. Plus, the three prisoners already in the jail were taking all the room. There weren’t enough cells. Corbett asked Victor to turn the hooligans over to him. He could use extra hands in the field, and having them working off their debt to society was preferable to them sitting in a holding cell, doing nothing. Victor readily agreed. The parents of the youths complained—well, most of them, anyway—but their protests went unheard. Even Max Booker didn’t take up their cause, and that was one of the most telling things of all. Corbett essentially owned the town. 

    Single Tree still had power, thanks to the multitude of generators spliced into the electrical system. Solar arrays were also erected, some inside the walls and some outside. The solar farms served to charge a vast bank of batteries that could be used to power water pumps, lights, and more in the event the emergency lasted longer than their fuel supplies. The batteries offered substantially less output than diesel-powered electrical generators, but they were better than nothing. Corbett hoped things wouldn’t come to that, but if they did, then Single Tree was about as well prepared as it could be. 

    At a snail’s pace, the walls were extended toward the airport, buttressed by coils of razor wire. The surrounding trenches were five to six feet deep, with tall earthen berms that would hopefully serve to slow any attackers’ advance. Enclosed observation towers were erected, each topped with solar panels to power ventilation to keep the occupants from baking to death during the heat of the day. In each tower, observers could regard the approaches to the town through mirrored glass panels without fear of being seen. 

    Well over a hundred townspeople had wanted to become certified in firearms. For several hours each day, they worked hard on improving their shooting skills at the gunnery range. The only way to drop a zombie was to shoot it in the head. Doing that repeatedly took practice. Corbett knew that galled Hector Aguilar, not to mention Jock Sinclair. Sinclair was especially troubled when his own wife signed up for the training. That pleased Corbett to no end. 

    The last open-air broadcasts from the local television stations had ended days ago, replaced by sporadic broadcasts from the National Emergency Broadcast System. The messages weren’t particularly informative. The entire nation was under a state of emergency, and all but the most essential interstate travel had been banned. Air and rail travel, aside from that required by the military or other government agencies, was suspended. The US Navy and Coast Guard had established a maritime blockade around most of the major ports of entry, preventing anyone from entering the nation without permission. Corbett wondered if that meant people also couldn’t leave, but the broadcasts didn’t go into that. 

    The ham radio broadcasts yielded substantially more information. The zombie epidemic had spread to become a coast-to-coast affair, though there appeared to be an east-to-west migration occurring. No one knew exactly why, but millions of zombies had vacated the east coast to progress all the way to Texas, clustering around Odessa. The grouping had provided the government with a terrific opportunity, and a nuclear weapon was deployed. Most of the zombie horde was incinerated, but thousands more stumbled out of the nuclear morass, still able to function despite the grievous injuries and the exposure to radiation. Later, word was passed around the ham community that a good number of those surviving zombies did expire. No one knew exactly why, but it was presumed the radiation had something to do with it. 

    Well, that’s fine and dandy, Corbett had thought. I just need a nuke, and I’m all set. 

    There was continuous talk of a cure. The rumored vaccine apparently couldn’t reverse the effects of zombiism, but it could prevent those who were bitten from turning. More importantly, it also served to short-circuit the virus replicating inside patients who had contracted the disease during the original outbreak. It was believed that the United States, Canada, and parts of Asia were still functional, despite the arrival of the zombie apocalypse, so the vaccine would be of some use. But for Europe and the Middle East, it was possibly too late. The die off and ensuing reanimations had resulted in millions upon millions of zombies which now roamed throughout Europe and western China. The Middle East was completely dark. If any life remained there, it was hunkering down and staying completely off the grid. 

    No one knew exactly how many zombies were in the continental United States. Estimates ranged from three million to as many as ninety million. While the nuclear strike in Texas had destroyed millions, that couldn’t be a continuous application. Destroying all the zombies in the country wouldn’t amount to much if the entire environment was so heavily irradiated that human beings couldn’t live in it. 

    The migrations were Corbett’s main concern. He had planned on his town eventually being besieged by thousands of zombies, but millions would be a problem. There was talk of heavily fortified military installations being overrun. If that was the case, then Single Tree was living on borrowed time. 

    But they were doing all they could. The workers were working, the townspeople were preparing, and Corbett was overseeing it all. He delegated when possible and pressed Gary Norton into service as being the face of the operation. That allowed Corbett to coordinate things from his home and tool around town, checking on all the construction developments. Every evening, Norton would give him the rundown on what was happening among the town’s former leadership. Even though Corbett was running things in a de facto manner, Booker, Aguilar, and Gemma were still the town council, advised by Victor Kuruk as the primary manager of the town’s emergency responders. The people still looked to them for official guidance, which suited Corbett just fine. They could render their decisions and do what they thought was right for the town, and so long as their decrees didn’t interfere with what Corbett needed to do, he was good with that. He didn’t even bother going to meetings anymore. He left that to Norton, though the Hollywood producer was beginning to lose a bit of his edge. Corbett soon began to lean more on Victor. 

    Corbett had been able to position a generous amount of supplies that would see them through at least one year. Raoul’s diner was still open, cooking food from Corbett’s larders. Everyone would have enough beans, bullets, and fuel to get them through the coming winter, which had been one of Corbett’s major planning points. Once the defenses were fully configured, the town would have a fighting chance. 

    And if that miracle vaccine the feds had come up with actually worked, he hoped a year might be long enough. 

     

    ### 

     

    Part of the job was working the walls, which didn’t particularly suit Officer Mike Hailey. While one could hardly claim patrolling the town in a squad SUV was the pinnacle of excitement, it had been enough to keep the young policeman’s professional life in perspective. If someone was in crisis, he would drive to where they were and help sort things out. With lights and siren, he could traverse the entire town in less than three minutes. He’d had to do that a handful of times, usually late at night when he was one of four officers on duty. But the excitement had certainly run out the night Chief Grady had been killed. 

    Since Victor Kuruk had taken over the department, the Single Tree PD had been pressed into the business of supporting Barry Corbett and his grand plan. Hailey hadn’t really thought such a thing was possible, but he had to admit, he was impressed by the transformation the town had undergone in just a few short weeks.  

    But because of that, instead of prowling through the town in a police Expedition, Hailey was just a glorified security guard, standing on a steel wall overlooking the main highway. Not that anyone was ever going to be able to get into the town. First, they would have to cross a deep trench hidden behind a mass of HESCO barriers fronted by razor wire, which the men called the “shorty wall.” Then, they’d have to scale a soil berm in plain sight of everyone manning the wall. If they managed to get that far, they would have to figure out how to climb twenty vertical feet of steel planking without being shot.  

    The only good thing about the zombie apocalypse was that Hailey got to spend a lot of quality time with Suzy. She’d essentially moved in with him. He rented a small one-bedroom house on the southern edge of town, just off the back road to the airport. His view of the eastern mountain range was gone because the wall cut through his backyard, but he was having a better time calculating the twin peaks of Suzy’s range every night. Fortunately, Victor Kuruk didn’t seem to notice what was going on with his niece and his deputy.  

    Hailey was manning the shorty wall with a couple of other cops when he heard motors revving in the distance. He raised his binoculars, just as the radio he wore came to life. 

    “South short wall, vehicles coming up the highway,” one of the lookouts on the tall wall  reported. 

    Hailey spoke into the radio transceiver at his shoulder. “We hear them. What are they?” They were still too far away for him to see, hidden behind the stalled traffic scattered across the highway. 

    “Looks like bikers. Make that a lot of bikers.” 

    “Roger that.” Hailey thought he could hear the throaty rumble of Harleys mixed in with the higher, more nasal blare of Japanese sport bikes. Peering into the night, he caught glimpses of riders wending their bikes through the dead vehicle obstacle course. As they got closer, the roar of engines filled the air, and the racket made Hailey think of a swarm of angry bees that had somehow crossbred with rolling thunder. 

    Several dozen motorcycles came to a halt just outside the first layer of razor wire. Hailey almost laughed. They looked like rejects from The Road Warrior, all duded out in studded leather and piercings. They also looked grimy as hell. They had obviously been on the road for a while. Hailey noticed that almost all of them were armed, most with firearms, some with blades and even bats. 

    A thin man astride a Harley-Davidson Road King planted his feet on the roadway. He raised his goggles and regarded the layers of razor wire and the walls. Hailey looked down the line. Everyone was in their hide sites, areas in the HESCO line that allowed them to observe the road without being readily seen. The bikers talked amongst themselves for a few minutes. Hailey could hear their voices, but he couldn’t make out the words. One biker pointed at a hide-site position, and the bikers all turned in that direction. Someone had been seen. 

    “Yo! You guys behind the wall!” the lead biker shouted. 

    “Short wall, go ahead and see what they want,” Walter Lennon said over the radio. “We’ve got your back.” 

    Hailey reluctantly stood up, raising his LWRC rifle. He tucked the stock against his shoulder, holding it in a ready-low position. He didn’t intend to start shooting, and if someone else did, the first thing he would do would be to drop down beneath the HESCOs and let them take the punishment for him. As it was, the barrier was four-and-a-half feet tall, so he was only partially exposed. The bikers all turned his way. Some of them were a bit twitchy, and they reached for their weapons. 

    “Afternoon,” Hailey said.  

    “Same to you, brother,” the lead biker said. “If you guys have a safe place, we’d like to come in for a while.” 

    “Can’t do that. Town’s closed.” 

    “We’ll work for you,” the guy said. “We’ll do whatever it takes, man. We don’t want any trouble.” 

    “Not so sure about that, boss. You guys look a little edgy. Where are you coming from?” 

    “Vegas. We left there about a week ago. We tried to make it to San Diego, but that was a bust. We heard LA’s socked in with the dead, so we’ve been moving north.” 

    “What’s going on down south? Say around Ridgecrest?” Hailey had already heard that Ridgecrest was in dire straits, but the Naval proving grounds at China Lake had been fortified and was currently in a sustainment mode. Just a few days ago, they had glimpsed some Navy SH-60 helicopters flying along the mountains to the west, so the Navy installation was still holding out. The same could not be said for Ridgecrest. 

    “Let us in, and we’ll tell you all about it,” the biker said. 

    “How many of you are there?” 

    “A little over a hundred. Size matters now, man.” 

    “Wait for a minute.” Hailey dropped down behind the HESCO line and reached for the radio at this shoulder. He looked back toward the tall wall. One of the observation towers had already been completed, and it rose sixty feet into the air. Two others were in various stages of completion, but Hailey didn’t believe any of them were manned. “This is South Short Wall. I’m told there are about a hundred bikers out there, and they’ve come up from the south. Originally from Vegas, tried to get to San Diego, but couldn’t make it. They want to come in, and they’re willing to exchange information for the opportunity. Over.” 

    “Negative on that. Tell them the town’s closed and that they need to turn around and find another place to hole up.” Lennon’s tone was casual but direct. 

    “We might be able to use some more information about what’s going on out there,” Hailey said. 

    “Again: Negative on that. We know what we need to know. Single Tree is closed. Pass that on.” 

    Hailey sighed and looked over at the cops manning the line with him. They were all sitting with their backs against the wire mesh encasing the HESCOs.  

    One of them shrugged. “Tough job, but someone’s got to deliver the bad news.” 

    Hailey grunted. Pulling his rifle to his shoulder, he straightened to full height and looked across the line of barriers at the bikers. The leader stood in the same spot, but some of the other bikers were rooting around through the abandoned vehicles on the highway. “Sorry, guy. Answer’s no. You need to move on. Single Tree’s closed up.” 

    The biker glared at him, and Hailey could see the fury, and the desperation, in the man’s eyes even from a hundred feet away. “You all got no right to turn us away,” he said. 

    “That’s what’s happening. You guys need to roll on.” 

    “Come on, man. Don’t do this to us.” 

    Hailey said, “It’s not my decision to make, guy. Sorry, but you need to get going.” 

    “You think you’re safe behind those little walls?” the biker asked. “You think you’re going to be able to survive what’s coming? Time runs out for everybody. Even you, fucker.”  

    A few of the bikers not looting the cars raised their weapons.  

    “Let’s not get excited and do anything stupid,” Hailey said. “You need to take a second and think through how this might actually play out—” 

    Lennon’s voice came over the radio. “Tower one, give a burst.”  

    Hailey ducked down behind the HESCO and looked up at the guard tower. One of the big mirrored windows cranked open, and a long object was pushed through the opening. 

    “Hey, is that a Gatling gun?” one of the cops manning the short wall asked. 

    With a ripping roar, the gun let loose a fusillade of fire at the highway. A stream of big cartridge casings rolled out of the tower, twinkling as they tumbled through the sky. Hailey heard motorcycle engines revving. 

    Slowly, Hailey rose and peeked over the HESCO line. The bikers were in full flight mode, racing back down the highway, weaving around the derelict cars and trucks that dotted the thoroughfare. Whatever bravado they’d felt earlier had melted away in the face of the extreme firepower that had chewed up the road right in front of where they’d been idling. He turned to get a better look at the gun, but the tower’s mirrored window had already been closed, cutting the weapon off from view. 

    He wondered what the bikers were thinking. They couldn’t possibly believe they were going to come out on top. Could they? Looks like we’re going to have more to worry about than zombies. 

     

    ### 

     

    The sound of the .50-caliber Gatling gun blurting in the distance caught a lot of attention, even on the gun range where Norton worked securing rifles and pistols. The noise only lasted a few seconds, but everyone turned toward that direction as if of one mind. Norton had a radio, so he’d heard what was going on at the wall, but the sudden gunfire still caught him off guard. He knew the plan had been to place a Gatling gun—a GAU-19, actually—in every tower, but he’d been assured they would likely never be used. But only a day or so after Tower One had gone operational, the weapon had apparently been employed. It hadn’t even been test fired yet. 

    Well, actually, I guess it just was. 

    A nervous rustle went through the line of townspeople standing behind the benches. While they’d been having some fun learning the ins and outs of their weapons, hearing one being fired in anger was unsettling. Norton studied the faces of those closest to him. He knew almost all of them, to one degree or another, and the reactions he saw were varied. Some were frightened, others were nervous, and a few just took the event in stride; after all, the world was careening to its end, so a little gunplay wasn’t going to be much of a showstopper for them. Even if it was a multi-barreled piece of military hardware that shouldn’t have been in even Barry Corbett’s possession. But it was, along with eleven others just like it, plus enough spares to put together another three weapons if needed. 

    Danielle Kennedy looked back at him. Her face was mostly hidden beneath a battered old cowboy hat, but she smiled at him like an excited schoolgirl. Norton smiled back. He felt a little giddy himself and not because of the gunfire. It had been a long, long time since he’d felt alive again in the romantic sense, and all it took for that to happen was the end of the world. His wealth was no longer a factor in his life. Lunch dates at The Ivy were not an option anymore, and he’d probably never set foot in his oceanside mansion again. He knew he should be remorseful about that. After all, he’d worked decades to accumulate such wealth, so losing it should have been quite traumatic. Instead, he found the smile of a pretty girl was enough to make him forget all about it. 

    It didn’t hurt that Danielle was unlike most of the women he’d ever met. She was a hard-charger, not afraid to get her hands dirty doing hard work, and she was as direct as a laser beam. She wasn’t interested in his money, and if she was, he figured she knew she’d have a tough time getting her hands on it. After all, banks weren’t exactly open for business. Norton thought she liked him for him, not for what he could buy for her. After years in the entertainment industry, that was something new and novel. 

    So Norton just stood there, smiling back at her like an idiot until she turned away and got back to work. He would be seeing her again that evening, as he had every night over the past couple of weeks. He never thought that it would be a battle-scarred combat veteran that would make him start living again as a real, flesh-and-blood man. It had been easy being the moneyed playboy, taking whatever and whomever he wanted and giving back only when it suited him. Norton had slowly come to realize that he’d been missing out on a lot of what life had to offer. He’d thought that being free and unattached, without a real care in the world, was what he wanted. But he’d just been a prisoner of his own wealth and selfishness.  

    Dani had helped him cast off those shackles, and she hadn’t asked for much in return. Norton couldn’t remember a time when a woman hadn’t at least implied he owed her something: a part in whatever show he was pulling together, a shopping spree, a flight in his jet to some vacation spot, a weekend spent tooling down the coast on his yacht. Dani wanted none of that. And, Norton suspected, wouldn’t much be interested even if the zompoc hadn’t occurred. She just wasn’t that kind of girl. She was almost a freak of nature: a millennial who had served in the armed forces, been disfigured in combat, and still didn’t think the world owed her any kind of entitlement. She was, as far as he was concerned, something else. 

    And even though someone had just been fired upon by a tri-barreled .50-caliber machine gun, he was still looking forward to spending time with her. 

     

    ### 

     

    Sinclair looked up from the laptop he was using to edit some footage. “Meredith, what exactly are you doing with that?” 

    “It’s mine,” Meredith said. She wore faded cargo pants and a loose T-shirt that did little to flatter her still-worthwhile figure. Her dark-brown hair, normally perfectly coiffed, was tied back in a ponytail. Sinclair couldn’t remember when he’d seen her with such a hairstyle. Over her left shoulder was a large duffel bag. She wore a baseball cap, and Sinclair was momentarily thankful that it didn’t read Make America Great Again. 

    They were still staying in the roach motel, which thankfully had electricity since Corbett’s people had managed to splice in generators and what-not into the local power grid. Sinclair was almost satisfied with the ability to take a hot, if brief, shower, switch on lights at night, and resume a more-or-less normal existence, albeit one where the sheet thread count was under a thousand. While he knew millions of others were living in fear-filled squalor, Sinclair still found the housing situation far below his liking. 

    And Meredith, a woman who had previously had no inclination toward anything rougher than the occasional nail file, was standing before him, holding an assault rifle. The dreaded AR-15, bane of America, murderer of school children. Sinclair was so fixated on the long gun that it took a few moments for him to notice she also wore a pistol at her hip.  

    “Guns? Guns, Meredith? Have you gone mad?” 

    She walked across the room and dropped the duffel bag on the bed. It had been made, which pleased Sinclair to no end. At least the maid service still worked in the backwater motel they were stranded in. 

    “I’m not going to be a victim, Jock,” Meredith said. As she unbuckled her gun belt, the holstered pistol sagged toward the floor. She tossed it onto the bed as well. 

    “A victim? Of whom?” 

    Her face was still drawn and pale, but she no longer had the look of a cast-off waif waiting for someone to rescue her. There was a durable hardness there, something he’d never seen before. 

    “You know the answer already, Jock. The zombies. The survivors who will want what we have. There’s going to be a lot of violence in the future, and I’m not going to let myself be swallowed up by it without a fight.” 

    “So these madmen just let you walk away with guns?” Sinclair asked. 

    “I earned the right. While you’ve been off pointing your camera at people trying to uncover some dark right-wing conspiracy, I’ve been going to firearms training. I graduated today, so the weapons are mine to keep if I want them.” Meredith looked at him pointedly. “I decided I want them, since I’m going to have to protect myself.” 

    “What on earth do you mean by that?” 

    Meredith smiled. It wasn’t the pretty, dainty, disarming smile he’d seen at fashion shows or award luncheons or charitable dinners. “You aren’t able to protect me, Jock,” she said. “Admit it. You aren’t even capable of protecting yourself.” 

    Sinclair felt a queer sense of outrage at the affront to his masculinity, coupled with embarrassment because she was probably right. “And you think guns are the answer to that, darling?” 

    “Aren’t they? There have been plenty of times when you’ve allowed yourself to be protected by armed security. Remember when you were interviewing those Black Lives Matter protestors in Times Square, and you had two bodyguards with you… just in case? If things had gone bad, how much protection would they have been without guns?” 

    “That was a completely different set of circumstances. I—” 

    “How is it different? What will you do when the zombies attack, Jock? Reason with them? Educate them on the virtues of an all-vegan diet, even though you yourself fancy thick steaks cooked medium rare?” Meredith spread her arms. “You’re surrounded by armed men and women right now. They’ve built walls and defenses, they’ve built housing for those who don’t have any, they’ve provided power and running water, and all they ask is that we throw in with them and help carry the load. Instead of tossing us back into the world, they’ve allowed us to stay. They even gave you a job that you could actually do for once.” 

    “What the hell do you mean by that?” Sinclair snarled. 

    “I mean that all you have to do is record what’s going on in this town. But instead of capturing the real events, you’re running around trying to get residents to admit that they’re exercising some sort of prejudice, that by saving themselves instead of taking in others and ensuring no one lives past the winter that they’re somehow dirty, selfish, hateful bastards.” 

    Sinclair snorted. “Sounds like Barry Corbett to a T, doesn’t it?” 

    “Why do you hate him so much?” Meredith asked. “What has he ever done to you?” 

    “It’s not what he’s done to me, it’s what he hasn’t done for others. Don’t you see it, Meredith? He’s taken everything all his life, but never once given back—” 

    “Sounds like my father, doesn’t it?” Meredith said. “Yet, you sit around with him, smoking Cuban cigars, drinking brandy, and slapping him on the back whenever he tries to tell a joke. He hasn’t done a damn thing for anyone, but as long as you get a piece of the family fortune when he dies, that’s fine with you, right?” 

    Sinclair felt his temperature rise. “Meredith, darling, that was a very hateful thing to say.” 

    “The truth usually hurts.” Meredith turned to the dresser behind her. She opened her pocket book and pulled out an expensive leather wallet. From inside that, she pulled out a gold credit card and a key. She handed both to Sinclair.  

    He didn’t know what to make of the key, but the credit card he recognized instantly. It was a Palladium Card, the most elite credit card issued by J.P. Morgan Chase. “What’s this?” he asked, more about the key than the card. 

    “The key to a safe deposit vault in the Citibank branch on the corner of Broadway and Pine Street,” Meredith said. “Inside, there are three hundred seventy-six gold bars. Each one weighs ten ounces. Worth over five million dollars.” 

    “Impressive,” Sinclair said, rubbing the key between his thumb and forefinger. 

    “It’s yours. Take it. It’s what you married me for. The card can get you twice that, since it’s linked to the family accounts.” 

    “Why are you giving these to me?” 

    “You want them. I can’t give you enough to make you as rich as Barry Corbett, but with those, your net worth just increased five-fold. Congratulations.” 

    “But what about you?” 

    She turned and put a hand on the black rifle lying on the bed. “I’ve got what I need.” 

    “You can’t be serious!” 

    She shook her head. “You should try getting to know one, Jock. Because the only way you’re ever going to be able to use what I’ve given you is if you can fight your way to it.” 

    He chuckled. “Oh, you want me to become a gunslinger, do you?” 

    “No. I just hope you won’t continue to be a victim, dependent on other people to save you when things go bad.” She sat down and started unlacing her shoes. “I’m going to take a shower. Try not to touch anything you’re afraid of. And if the guns make you uncomfortable, run out and interview that Hector asshole again. He’s just like you, only not as rich.” 

    Sinclair could only blink. What had happened to the woman he’d married? It’s the damned guns. They corrupt everything. 

     

    ### 

     

    Corbett had just slid into his bed when the radio on the nightstand chirped. His eyes hadn’t fully adjusted to the darkness, but the flashing red light on the handset was clearly visible so he managed to grab it without knocking it to the floor. “Corbett,” he said. 

    “Sir, it’s Walt. We’ve got stenches in the wire.” 

    “How many?” 

    “We don’t have an accurate count, but maybe fifteen to twenty. All on the eastern side. Looks like they came across the Inyos.” The Inyo Mountains lay to the east of Single Tree, standing opposite the much higher Sierra Nevada range to the west. 

    “Roger that. Are they contained?” 

    “They are. We have them under surveillance. They’re wrapped up in the razor wire and don’t seem to be going anywhere fast. I have eyes on them now. Looks like they were trying to reach the wall.” Lennon paused for a moment. “They knew we were here, old man.” 

    That unsettled Corbett. One of the reasons he had insisted on the walls was to hide the town from sight. His reasoning had been that while average people still in possession of their faculties would understand that a community existed on the other side of the steel barricades, such complex reasoning was, or should have been, beyond the ken of zombies. While there was information indicating that some of the ghouls retained some vestige of intelligence, he was surprised to discover that firsthand. 

    “Where along the wall are they hung up?” Corbett asked. 

    “Ah, closest road is Mary’s Trail.” 

    “I’m on my way.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Victor Kuruk was already there when Corbett rolled up in his truck. He was just about to climb the ladder that led to the parapet, but when he saw Corbett arrive, he hung back. Walt Lennon was with him. Atop the wall, three men were looking out into the desert through night-vision goggles. 

    “Victor, what brings you here?” Corbett asked. 

    Victor pointed at his Dodge truck sitting several yards away. “You mean, aside from that?” 

    Corbett frowned at the attempted levity. The hour was late, and the circumstances weren’t exactly conducive to laughing. “You know what I mean,” he snapped. 

    Victor covered his mouth with one hand and looked back at Corbett, faking wild-eyed fear. “Oh no, did the billionaire not get enough beauty sleep?” 

    “The only way sleep will make me beautiful is if I get put in suspended animation,” Corbett replied. 

    Victor lowered his hand and smiled. “Yes, give it a million years or so, and that might just work.” 

    “Victor—” 

    “All right, Barry, all right. Don’t be such a snap-ass. One of the patrol officers called me over. Why? Is there a problem with my taking an interest in what happens in this town? Because I hadn’t been aware caring was the province of such an exclusive club.”  

    As Victor spoke, Corbett became aware of how tired the tribal leader looked. While Corbett had been keeping tabs on the big picture, Victor and his mix of local and tribal police had to oversee the details, of which there were many. The town and its people were under a great deal of stress, and Victor’s folks would be the first ones to encounter the fallout that generated. 

    “No. Thanks for coming. I was just surprised to see you here,” Corbett said. It sounded lame even to him. 

    “You think I could sleep through our first zombie contact?” Victor asked. 

    Corbett turned to Lennon. “Okay, Walt. Let’s see what you’ve got for me.” 

    Lennon pointed at the ladder. “Try not to fall and break your ass, old man.” 

    Corbett grunted and stepped toward the ladder.  

    As Victor stepped aside to allow him access, he said, “You know, Barry, I really do like Walter’s pet name for you. ‘Old man’ fits very, very well.” 

    “Shut the fuck up, youngster,” Corbett said congenially. 

    Corbett climbed the ladder. At the top, there wasn’t a handhold to latch onto, and the edge of the wall was just outside his grasp. He levered one of his legs over the top of the ladder and tried to stand on the landing, but the angle was a little off. He just didn’t have the strength to push off onto that one leg with the other straight out on the ladder. Damn, getting old sucks! 

    “Here, sir,” one of the guards said. He slipped an arm under Corbett’s right armpit and helped him up. 

    “Thanks, son. Sorry. When you get into your seventies, you’ll have the same problem.” 

    The guard smiled. “Here’s hoping I live that long.” 

    Corbett moved aside as Victor came up behind him. Even though he wasn’t a great deal younger, Victor managed to pull himself onto the landing without help. In the darkness, Corbett thought he saw Victor wink, but he wasn’t sure. 

    “I recommend yoga,” Victor said. “It keeps you limber and strengthens your core.” 

    “I’d rather just keep drinking Budweiser,” Corbett responded. 

    Lennon darted up the ladder then sidled around Corbett while simultaneously steering him toward the wall. “Here, take a look through this,” he said, handing Corbett a night-vision monocle.  

    Corbett raised it to his eye. The unit was already switched on, but the field of view was so narrow he saw only a small swath of desert. Lennon put his hands on Corbett’s shoulders and turned him to the left a bit, and then, Corbett saw them, several human-sized shapes caught in the first barrier of razor wire. They were a mixture of men and women, except for a significantly smaller one at the far end. The little one had gotten deeper into the razor wire, and it flailed out there, hung up with its feet off the ground. At first, he believed it was a child. After staring at it for a few more seconds, he chuckled. “Is one of them really a dwarf?” 

    “Yes, sir. We thought it was a kid at first, but it’s actually a real midget,” one of the guards said. 

    “A travel-sized zombie,” another added. 

    Corbett spent another minute peering at the zombies then handed the monocle back to Lennon. “Okay. Thanks,” he said. 

    “Hey, I’d like a look,” Victor said. 

    When Lennon handed the device to him, Victor eagerly brought it up to his eye. “Wow, this is really something. And yes, that is definitely a zombie midget down there. Fascinating.” 

    Lennon looked at Corbett. “Instructions, old man?” 

    “Sure. Shoot them,” Corbett said. 

    Victor lowered the monocle. “Could it perhaps wait until tomorrow? It’s late. Everyone’s already on edge. Gunfire in the middle of the night won’t help anyone, and the zombies are hung up. They’re not going anywhere, and if they do, can they possibly get through the walls?” 

    Lennon shrugged. “I guess it won’t make much difference if we wait until after sunup.” 

    “Let’s do that, then.” Corbett snapped his fingers. “Oh. Do me a favor. Before anyone takes them out, get Sinclair over here with his camera. I want him to record it.” 

    Lennon frowned. “Why?” 

    “Because we have nothing to hide, and our first interaction with a meaningful zombie presence should be taken down for the record,” Corbett said. 

    Lennon grunted. “You really think that guy’s going to make an honest record of what’s happening here?” 

    “Probably not, but it’s the only game in town. Make sure he’s here, Walt.” 

    “Well, okay. If that’s what you want.” 

    “It is.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Sinclair scaled the ladder in the early morning chill, his camera bag swinging from his shoulder. Several of Corbett’s men were already there. One of them steadied Sinclair as he rather gracelessly stepped onto the ledge. 

    Couldn’t they have built stairs? He was bleary-eyed, having spent much of the night cutting together the latest batch of footage and adding some voice-over narration. By the time he’d made it to bed, sleep was long in coming. Meredith was a chilly presence beside him, and leaning against the wall on her side of the bed was the black rifle she’d become so enamored with. On the nightstand was the pistol. Before switching off the light on his side, he stared over at the weapons. They looked evil, yet oddly seductive in a dark sort of way. He’d never had any use for guns, but there he was, wondering what it would be like to hold one. Rubbish. You’re just tired, old boy. Leave the playthings to the Neanderthals. 

    “So what is it that you kind gentlemen rousted me out of a warm bed for?” Sinclair moved to the edge of the wall. When he heard something hissing somewhere on the other side, he looked down. Razor wire scratched across dry rock, and over a dozen zombies writhed in the security fencing. They all had grievous wounds, deep slashes from the blades that had split open their pallid skin. Some of them oozed a black, syrupy substance that he could see even from over a hundred feet away. Most of them were virtually naked, their clothing having been torn off their bodies as they pushed relentlessly against the razor-wire fencing. It was disgusting. 

    “Dear Lord,” he said, feeling sick to his stomach. 

    “You see them?” Lennon asked. 

    “Yes, I see them,” Sinclair said. “You’re just going to leave them like that?” 

    “No. We’re going to take care of them. But Barry wanted you to get some footage of them first, before we start taking them out.”  

    The sun hadn’t yet risen over the peaks to the east, and everything was still cast in shadow. Sinclair turned away from Lennon and looked back at the zombies. He began counting them. He got to twenty-six before stopping in horror. “My God! Is one of them a child?” he asked. 

    “No, it’s a midget,” Lennon said. “But child zombies are a possibility. Probably going to be pretty rare, though.” 

    “Why is that?” 

    “It’s easier for a zombie to totally consume a kid,” Lennon said. “Adults can fight back, so there’s a greater chance of them getting away, which means they’ll die and turn. I’d imagine kids would be so badly damaged that they won’t reanimate, even if they’re not stripped down to the bones.” 

    “Do you—” A sudden bolt of nausea hit Sinclair, and his mouth filled up with saliva. He spit over the side of the wall and took a deep breath. The queasiness subsided after a moment, and he was thankful. He really didn’t want to hurl whatever remained of last night’s meal in front of the other men. “Do you hear what you’re saying? We’re talking about children, for the love of God!” 

    Lennon stared at him with empty eyes. “Yes, we are, aren’t we? So what?” 

    Sinclair swallowed hard. “So what do you intend to do?” 

    “We intend to kill them. Corbett wants you to record the encounter.” 

    “Very well.” Sinclair opened his camera bag and pulled out Norton’s pricey Canon camera. He dithered over which lens to use then settled on a zoom so he could capture a variety of shots at different settings. After mounting the lens, he switched on the camera. Only after it had booted up did he remove the lens cap. 

    “How many of them are there? I’m afraid I lost count,” he said. 

    “Thirty-one. Last night, there were only maybe fifteen. More joined overnight.” Lennon pointed to his left. “Down there would be a better position for you to shoot from. That way, cartridges won’t be bouncing off you when we start.” 

    “Oh, yes. Very well.” Sinclair shuffled past the other men, taking care to stay away from the edge. It was a long drop to the ground below, and there was no protective railing. Lennon followed him, and he took position off to Sinclair’s right when he came to a halt. 

    “This should be good, yes?” Sinclair asked. 

    “Yeah, this is fine.” Lennon nodded. “Go ahead and get whatever footage you need before the event begins.” 

    Sinclair raised the camera and focused in on a clutch of ghouls as they shuddered about in the tight embrace of the razor wire. The fidelity of the picture was fantastic, which served to make for a sickening scene. Sinclair had no problem seeing every detail of the ghastly wounds the dead had inflicted upon themselves as they tried to fight through the barrier. He tasted the bitter tang of stomach acid in the back of his throat. He was happy that the men who had come for him that morning hadn’t allowed him the time to drink his morning tea. 

    He panned the camera around the line of zombies, taking care to focus on each face: the old housewife who still had vestiges of makeup around her glazed eyes; the young college student whose lips had been almost slashed away, exposing irregular, dirty teeth; the portly man who wore the remains of a police officer’s uniform; the young woman with the gaudy wedding ring, half the hair torn from her head, her scalp a black mass of congealed blood. It was all so very disgusting, but each face had a story behind it, and Sinclair fancied that he might be able to discover a few once the emergency was over. 

    “Any day now,” Lennon said, his voice dry and humorless. 

    “Right. I think I have what I need.” Sinclair zoomed in tight on the midget. Its head was totally bald, and its face was half hidden behind a gigantic beard. The unruly facial hair was full of crusted blood and particles of desiccated flesh. The bantam ghoul had apparently fed well. 

    “Let’s do the cop first,” Lennon called to his men. To Sinclair, he said, “Get on the police officer. Fourth from the right.” 

    “Have him,” Sinclair said. 

    “Okay, leave the midget for last,” Lennon said. “Take out the cop.” 

    To Sinclair’s right, a rifle spoke, and he jumped, fouling the shot. By the time he refocused the camera on the zombie, it was sagging into the wire, a bullet hole in its forehead.  

    Lennon clucked his tongue. “Sinclair, you did know we were going to start shooting, right?” 

    “Yes, of course. I was just… caught off guard, I suppose,” Sinclair said, hoping his face wasn’t red. 

    “I’ll call out the targets so you can focus on them,” Lennon said. “There’s going to be more gunfire. Try not to jump around so much, all right?” 

    “Yes, yes,” Sinclair said, trying to steel himself against the loud noises to come. “I just hope my ears can take it.” 

    “I’d offer you some hearing protection, but I don’t want your limey earwax on mine,” Lennon said. “Deal with it.” 

    Sinclair responded with an acidic “Fine.” 

    For the next few minutes, Sinclair focused on the zombies, capturing each demise. He still jumped during the first few, but he found he was able to control his reflexes a bit better as time wore on. Rifles cracked, and bullets plowed through the skulls below. The extermination didn’t take very long, and if the men on the wall hadn’t been waiting to coordinate with Sinclair’s camera, it would have gone even faster. Sinclair’s stomach churned with disgust. He doubted the gunslingers on the wall would bat an eye if ordered to kill living people. There was a cold, calculating methodology to their work, and Sinclair was certain they enjoyed doing it. Heartless bastards. 

    Finally, the only zombie left alive was the midget. It writhed and hissed in the razor wire, its movements accelerating into a near frenzy as the final gunshots echoed. Sinclair heard its dry rasping above the metallic clanking of the fence as the ghoul struggled. It only succeeded in flaying off even more flesh while oozing black ichor onto the desert floor. 

    “Okay, give me your camera,” Lennon said. 

    “What’s that?” 

    “I said, give me your camera. You’re going to take out the midget.” 

    Sinclair was scandalized. “What? What’s gotten into you? I’ll do no such thing!” 

    Lennon reached out and tugged on the camera strap. Sinclair held on for a couple of seconds, but the chilliness in Lennon’s eyes overpowered his momentary courage. In the end, Sinclair let go. Lennon put the camera strap around his own neck then held out his black rifle. 

    “Really, what is the point?” Sinclair protested. 

    Lennon stepped closer. “No point, other than the fact you’re going to need to do this anyway. Everyone will. I’d rather you had some experience to fall back on when push comes to shove.”  

    “What, shooting zombies?” 

    “Yes. Shooting zombies. Now take this weapon, Mr. Sinclair. Keep your finger off the trigger and bring it to your shoulder.” 

    Sinclair allowed the man to place the weapon in his hands. It was lighter than he thought it should be. Indeed, it felt almost toylike, hardly at all like a weapon of vast destruction. He turned toward the wall and brought the weapon to his shoulder. It felt awkward at first, but his hands automatically closed around the pistol grip and the forestock without any difficulty. Ergonomically, it was dead-on. He found he instinctively wanted to put his right index finger on the trigger, but he remembered he wasn’t supposed to do that yet. Sinclair looked at Lennon for further instructions. 

    Lennon put a finger on the barrel and gently pushed until it was pointing toward the midget zombie. “Use the sight on top of the weapon to aim. You should be able to look through it without any trouble.” 

    A red dot was right in the center, and Sinclair presumed all he had to do was line it up on the remaining zombie. “So you want me to shoot it?” Sinclair asked. His legs felt weak. 

    “By your right thumb is the selector switch. Move it to the next setting.” 

    Sinclair performed the action, and the switch made a metallic click as it moved into the next detent. “Done.” 

    “Put the red dot on the zombie’s head and hold it there.” 

    Sinclair moved the rifle a bit. The zombie was thrashing about, so holding it on target was difficult. 

    “Once you’re lined up, put your finger on the trigger and shoot,” Lennon said. 

    “Are you sure you want me to do this? What if I miss?” From the corner of his eye, Sinclair saw the man was holding the camera up. He was recording Sinclair holding the rifle, then he swung it around to focus on the zombie. 

    “You’ll have thirty more chances to hit it,” Lennon said. “Shoot when ready, Mr. Sinclair. Take a breath, hold it, and squeeze the trigger. It won’t take a lot of effort on your part.” 

    “Yes, yes,” Sinclair muttered, a little pissed at the jibe. He tried to line up the shot, but his hands were trembling. Holding the rifle made him feel ill, and the fact that he was being told to shoot a person—or what had once been a person, anyway—was difficult for him to process. 

    “Do I really need to do this?” he asked, and his voice sounded a bit petulant even to his own ears. 

    “Fucking do it, you pussy!” Lennon snapped. “It’s a zombie! Kill it!” 

    Sinclair squeezed the trigger, and the rifle cracked as it snapped off a shot. Startled, Sinclair screamed at the same time, and through the sight, he saw his bullet travel past the zombie and strike the ground behind it, kicking up a small cloud of dust. 

    “Again!” Lennon said. “Line up and shoot!” 

    Sinclair aimed and fired. And missed again. Then again and again. But his fifth round ripped through the dwarf-zombie’s left ear. The creature didn’t even seem aware of the damage. 

    “Good God,” Sinclair whispered. 

    “Come on!” Lennon said, seeming to enjoy Sinclair’s duress. “I’ve seen old ladies shoot better than that under more difficult circumstances. The thing’s caught in razor wire, for God’s sake. Hit it!” 

    Sinclair fired again and again, doing his best to keep the sight lined up on the target. There wasn’t a huge amount of kick from the rifle—it was actually quite manageable—but when he fired faster, his accuracy suffered. But Sinclair was pissed, pissed that Lennon had forced him into this, pissed that Meredith was becoming a self-styled gunslinger, pissed that he was trapped in a ridiculous little town ruled by gunmen in the name of Barry Corbett. And he was also pissed with himself, angry that he couldn’t even shoot a midget-zombie trapped in razor wire. 

    Several of his rounds missed the little demon entirely. Others slammed into its body, making it jerk in the wire. He eventually hit it in the neck, which stopped it from snarling. Then he hit it in the jaw, which seemed to shock it. For an instant, it stopped writhing, looking up at Sinclair with flat, stupid, vacant eyes. 

    “Head shot!” Lennon said. “Hit it in the head!” 

    Sinclair fired, and that time, he struck the creature right in the middle of its wide forehead. A small hole appeared in the pale skin, and the grotesquerie slumped onto the wire. Black drool leaked from its mouth in thick streams. 

    “Dear God.” Sinclair lowered the rifle as the rest of the men on the wall gave him a round of golf claps and sarcastic cheers. He looked down at the tiny figure hanging motionless in the wire and felt sick to his stomach. But also a little excited. 

    “Take this wretched thing,” Sinclair said, thrusting the rifle toward Lennon, “and if you don’t mind, I’d like to have my camera back.” 

    Lennon took the rifle with one hand and passed the camera back to Sinclair with the other. “How’d you like it?”  

    “The power,” Sinclair said. “It’s… it’s so powerful.” 

    Lennon snorted. “Let’s not get too carried away. It’s not much more than a beefed-up .22 round, Sinclair.” He engaged the rifle’s safety then looked down at the gangway. Expended cartridges lay everywhere. “You wasted about half a magazine on that thing. You’re going to need to pony up some testosterone next time.” 

    “The hell you say!” Sinclair snapped. 

    “Well, I’m sure you’ll edit to make yourself look like a regular deadeye,” Lennon responded. “It doesn’t matter to me. Okay, Mr. Sinclair, you’ve had your encounter with a dreaded ‘assault rifle,’ and you seemed to have survived, though all the thanks should be extended to the razor wire and the walls, not your ability to service targets. What do you think about it?” 

    “Think about what?” 

    Lennon raised the rifle. “About this. Still the scourge of America?” 

    “Is that what this is about? Trying to change my mind on the wisdom of allowing citizens access to military weapons?” Sinclair let out a bitter laugh. “As if our current circumstances could ever change the wisdom behind that ridiculous assertion. Let me ask you this. Since the Second Amendment was written well before any such weapons existed, where does it say weapons such as those are allowable?” 

    “Right next to the word ‘muskets,’” Lennon replied. “You know what? Forget it. You’re not even an American. We’re done. Don’t break your neck climbing down the ladder.” 

    “Oh, not to worry. You won’t be rid of me that easily.” 

    “Actually, Sinclair, we can be rid of you anytime Corbett wants,” Lennon replied. “Don’t forget that.” 

     

    ### 

     

    The walls were extended toward the airport and eventually encircled it. In the town, secondary walls were erected, compartmentalizing the community and turning it into an establishment with multilayered defenses that included funnel points that led to kill zones. The rationale behind this was that, in the event of a substantive breach, the invading zombie hordes would follow fleeing townspeople into specific engagement areas where they would be killed en masse. It was an old military tactic that Corbett and his people knew well. 

    Aside from the defenses, more construction took place. Additional housing was established to take on the overflow population from the reservation. Power generation, water, sanitation—everything was reengineered to function in an environment where the luxuries of American life had to be replicated, or at the least, substituted. Not everything was as it was before, but the people were aware that they had it much, much better than most. 

    In a relatively short amount of time, the town of Single Tree was turned into a self-contained fortress. 

     

    ### 

     

    On a chilly November night, Victor Kuruk made his way from the Single Tree police station to the southernmost wall. He made spot checks every night, ensuring that the walls were manned, that the sentries had what they needed, and that all was well. For most of the past week, he’d also driven down the narrow transit corridor that connected the town to the airport and checked the defenses there. The airfield was a big place, and a break-in would be tough to detect without constant surveillance. While Corbett had brought at least two of everything, electronic surveillance devices had been hard to come by, at least in sufficient number to observe every inch of wall where a zombie horde might somehow gain entry. They had men patrolling those sections. So there was no reason for Victor to do his nightly checks, but he found he slept better when he did. 

    As he parked his Dodge truck at the foot of the wall and stepped out, he pulled his leather jacket tight and zipped it up. The air was cold and sharp, hinting strongly that winter was coming. Corbett’s people had brought additional snowplows. The man had thought of virtually everything, and Victor found that impressive. Barry had done a much better job than Victor would have, even if Victor had the man’s unlimited budget. 

    The bitter bite of lowered temperatures invigorated him, making him feel ten years younger, while the hot desert summers lately seemed to sap his strength. He sighed. His had not been a wasteful life—at least, not once he’d aged past his drunken, combative formative years—and on the whole, he had done some things that had been eminently worthy. If death were to strike, Victor hoped it would come on a night like this, when he felt more like a warrior than some Native American elder who wasn’t that far away from the great retirement home in the sky. 

    The southern wall, which overlooked the highway approach, was as quiet as it had ever been. As he scaled the ladder that led to the top of it, he heard a rumbling in the distance. He frowned. Thunder? It happened sometimes, even in the higher elevations, but not enough to be considered more than a rarity. And almost never at night. He could recall that happening only once, when El Niño visited in the late 1990s. 

    The four men on the upper deck stirred uneasily as he clambered onto the platform. They were all facing the desolate roadway that extended away from the town. The thunder rolled again, distant and tinny.  

    Victor narrowed his eyes, listening. Not thunder. Gunfire. 

    “It’s from Ridgecrest,” one of the men said. 

    “No way, Jimmy,” another said. “Too damn far. Even if they were shooting artillery pieces, we wouldn’t be able to hear them.” 

    “Well, it’s military, whatever it is,” Jimmy responded. 

    “What makes you say that?” Victor asked. 

    “It’s definitely a military unit down there,” Jimmy answered. “I can hear the Mark Nineteens. They’re in a fight.” 

    Victor grunted. He had no doubt the man was right. The night was dark and still, and mountainous terrain served to amplify the sounds of even distant combat. It was just a low murmur, but Victor had no trouble discerning it for what it was: a pitched battle. 

    While they had no contact with Ridgecrest, Victor didn’t doubt the encampment was sizeable. Given that the Navy had a large presence in the community thanks to their weapons testing site, he imagined it was as likely to hold out against the zombie hordes as Single Tree was, perhaps even more so, depending on what kind of manpower and ordnance they had at their disposal. But if a military unit had been caught outside its walls, then those men would have one hell of a fight on their hands. 

    Or was Ridgecrest already overrun, and the unit fighting out there was making a run toward us? The possibility of that set Victor’s nerves on edge. 

    Zombies had been walking up on the town as well. Small groups, never more than ten or so, would entangle themselves in the wire. They would be shot, and the corpses were dropped into pits to be burned. It made sense that the hordes would have found Ridgecrest and perhaps overran it. 

    Looks like we’ll be winning the jackpot soon enough. Victor wondered how big a zombie horde would have to be to have overwhelmed Ridgecrest, which had actual military units. 

    “Gentlemen, if a sizeable force of zombies hits us, do you know what to do?” Victor asked the men. 

    “We call Lennon, and he calls you,” one responded. 

    Victor nodded. “Stay sharp,” he said before turning back to the ladder. 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton lay in his bed, staring at the dark ceiling. Danielle was stretched out beside him, breathing deeply beneath the comforter, her breath warm against his arm. He heard the distant rumbling in the distance, and he didn’t quite know what it was. Thunder? Construction equipment moving in the night? The first was extremely unlikely, though the latter was decidedly less so. But it didn’t sound like either, and that worried him.  

    He slowly extricated himself from the bed and pulled on his jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. He tucked the Shield inside his waistband and padded out of the bedroom. He walked to the sliding glass door in the kitchen and, after cautiously peering outside for a moment, pulled open the door and stepped out into the backyard. The lights were off at his parents’ house.  

    Norton stood in the chilly night air and listened, his right hand on the butt of the pistol beneath his shirt. The noise was a bit louder out in the yard but still very distant. It was irregular, like the random thumping of a giant’s heart just before a fatal coronary. He didn’t know what to make of it, but he was sure it wasn’t coming from inside the town. In fact, had he been asleep when it had started, he wouldn’t even have noticed it. 

    “It’s gunfire, babe,” Danielle said from behind him. “Someone’s getting their war on.” 

    Norton spun around, startled. She stood in the kitchen, still naked, her hair messy. She wasn’t wearing her prosthesis, which meant she’d hopped from the bed on one leg and followed him through the house. Balancing on her remaining limb, she had her hands on either side of the open door. 

    In the darkness, he could barely make out her features, which were illuminated by the sparse moonlight. “You’re going to catch a cold running around naked like that,” Norton said. 

    “I don’t run. I pogo.” She pointed at his hand resting on the Shield’s butt. “That a gun in your pants, or are you just happy to see me?” 

    Norton grunted. “Both, in this case. Go back to bed.” 

    “Somebody’s in some deep trouble out there somewhere. Big guns. Definitely military. Maybe China Lake, though that’s a bit far away. Must be a fair-sized military unit, though. I’m not hearing small-arms fire. More like arty.” 

    “Arty?” 

    “Artillery, babe. Old zed is walking up on a fixed base somewhere, and they’re getting shelled for their trouble.” 

    “How do you know that?” 

    She reached down and patted her stump. “Iraq. Heard it and seen it before.” 

    “So with artillery, they’ll make it, right?” 

    Danielle cocked her head. “Yeah, I don’t think so. That’s full immediate suppression fire. Every piece of hardware is firing whatever’s loaded. If they’re going all out, you can bet they’re hammering away at a massive enemy formation. No one does that for the hell of it. What we’re listening to is someone’s last ditch effort at staying alive, babe.” 

    The thought unnerved Norton. He deflected the emotion by saying, “Why are you calling me babe all the time now? I’m like a million years older than you are.” 

    “I could call you daddy. Would you like that?” 

    Norton laughed in spite of himself. “Go back to bed, girl.” 

    “Come with me. If you have enough left in you, we can make some boom-boom of our own.” 

    “Is that all you want me for?” 

    Danielle paused for a second then shrugged. “For now.” She turned and hopped back into the dark house. 

     

    ### 

     

    Hailey was on the south wall again. Though the day was warm and bright, the weather was definitely turning cooler. Over the next few weeks, winter would make its presence known. 

    A small group, three men and one woman, advanced toward the outer wire, all carrying weapons and packs. They were filthy and pale, and as they wended their way through the abandoned cars on the highway, Hailey could see they were plenty desperate. 

    “Let us in!” one of the men called out when they stopped at the wire. 

    Hailey stood up so they could see him. “Not going to do that. You guys can walk around, keep heading north.” 

    “They’re right behind us!” the man said. “Please, let us in!” 

    Hailey peered down at them. “Who is right behind you?” 

    “Who do you fucking think?” the woman screamed. “The zombies! Thousands of them!” 

    One of the other guards brought a pair of binoculars to his eyes and started scanning the area. Another reported what they’d just heard to the men on the tall wall behind them. 

    “How far back?” Hailey asked. 

    “A couple of miles, maybe not even that,” the woman replied. “Please, just let us in!” 

    Hailey looked down at the man on the radio. He was a young Native American, one of Victor’s guys. “What’s the word?” 

    “The word is they walk around,” the radioman said. He shook his head. “Sucks.” 

    “Ask if they can pass through and we let them out of the north side,” Hailey said. 

    The younger man narrowed his eyes. “You know the answer to that already.” 

    “Come on. Ask anyway. All right?” 

    The radioman sighed and brought the walkie-talkie to his mouth.  

    Hailey turned back to the four people standing outside the wire. “We’re asking,” he called out. “Sit tight for a minute while the bosses figure it out. Where you from?” 

    “Ridgecrest,” the first man said. “We got reinforcements. Marines. Held out for four days against a horde. We think they came from Vegas. Then a bigger one rolled up from LA. The Marines even had air support, and they weren’t able to hold them back.” 

    “How long you been on the road?” 

    “Two days. Our ride shit the bed about twenty miles from here. We stopped for the night, then this morning, we saw a few thousand stenches walking up on us.” 

    “They see you?” 

    “I doubt it. We move a bit faster than most of them. They don’t really go into full-on charge mode until they see meat, but then, some of them can run like Usain Bolt.” 

    Hailey grunted and looked down at the radioman. “Well?” 

    “You know the answer. They go around, they go back, or they sprout wings and fly away. Doesn’t matter. They’re not getting in.” 

    Hailey turned and looked back at the tall wall. The men there stared back at him, but he didn’t see anyone he recognized as an authority figure. He shifted his gaze back to the radioman. “Come on,” he said. 

    The radioman shrugged. “You want to mess with Corbett’s troops? Like that guy Lennon? If you do, you got brass ones, bro.” 

    Hailey sighed and turned back to the little group. “Guys, you have to go around. We can’t let you in. Sorry.” 

    Their faces fell, but the woman asked, “Got any water you can spare? Ammunition, food?” 

     “Walk around. Check in with the north side detail. They might have something for you there by the time you get to them.” Hailey motioned toward the right. “Head west and walk along the wire. You’ll be under observation the entire time, so don’t get any ideas.” 

    The woman glared at him. “You guys think you’re prepared? You guys think you’re ready for what’s coming? Here’s a tip: you’re not.” 

    Hailey nodded. “Thanks for the information.” He pointed. “You need to go that way.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Four hours later, the first wave of zombies arrived. 

    The staff manning the southern guard towers saw them first, when the horde was still almost a mile out. The people on the short walls were pulled back inside the town before they could be seen, and the sentries on the tall walls were told to stay hidden. Only the guards in the towers remained, concealed behind the deeply tinted glass in each tower. The shift change would happen under the cover of darkness, when the desert night was as deep and dark as outer space. 

    The plan had been established early. While small groups of zombies were killed and burned, a large force would be allowed to approach without any action being taken. So the zombies walked right into the first layer of defenses. The razor wire failed to deter them, but it did slow them down until the sheer force generated by the press of bodies overwhelmed the fences. Zombies trampled each other as they surged into the trenches on the other side of the wire, falling into them and piling onto each other. Within one hour, the trenches were full of undulating bodies that roiled and squirmed in the warm daylight. More zombies pressed forward, walking right over the grotesque carpet of writhing bodies. They were initially stymied by the line of HESCO barriers. Though a few managed to climb over the structures, the majority were either too uncoordinated or too stupid to even try. They surged against the barriers but made little headway, even with the mass of bodies behind them pushing them forward. The HESCOs were too heavy to move, so the zombies just mounded up behind them, thrashing and moaning. 

    The mounds grew larger and larger, until they finally spilled over the barriers, tumbling over them like fetid avalanches of rotting flesh. Awaiting them were more stretches of razor wire and tanglefoot wire, which served to trap and immobilize the front of the wave. But the numbers of stenches coming over the HESCOs overran those defenses, and soon, zombies were trying to scale the hard-packed berm that led to the tall steel walls surrounding the town. 

    In less than three hours, the horde had defeated most of Single Tree’s elaborate fortifications. All that stood between them and their meat buffet was the final high steel wall. 

     

    ### 

     

    “What worries me most is having a break-in during the night,” Victor said. “Even with night vision, we won’t be able to take control of the situation very effectively.” 

    Corbett nodded and looked around the room. All the principals were there, sitting around his big dining room table: Walt Lennon, Gary Norton, Victor, Max Booker, and Gemma Washington. The only absentee was Hector Aguilar, which was fine since no one really wanted to see him anyway. Once the walls had gone up, the irascible pharmacist had holed up in his two-story house, probably unlikely to emerge again until Hillary Clinton came calling to tell him the emergency was over. 

    But at least we have our emergency backup agitator, he thought, looking across the room at Jock Sinclair, who was dutifully taping the proceedings. The English broadcaster wore a pinched expression as he fiddled with the camera. 

    “Nighttime would be pretty tough,” Lennon said. “But it’s still doable. As long as we keep them bottled up in the kill zones, we’ll be good to go.” 

    “But they’re not finished,” Victor pointed out. “Some of them are just chain-link fences.” 

    “They don’t all have to be steel walls, Victor,” Corbett said. “I’d hoped they would be, but we just didn’t have the time to get them all erected. And now that the horde—or at least, one of the hordes—is here, we can’t exactly fire up the tractors and get them pulled into place.” 

    “You’re telling me that chain-link fences will hold them back, Barry?” 

    Corbett grunted. “I’m telling you that they’ll channelize the dead into our kill zones, no matter what they’re made of. We keep the zombies moving, and they’ll go where we need them to go. We might have a few bolters here and there, but it’s a lot easier to take care of them individually than as a single monolithic threat.” 

    “‘Monolithic threat’?” Max Booker snorted. “Taking a page or two from Reagan’s playbook, are you?” 

    “Hey, if it fits, Max.” 

    Booker shifted in his chair. “How many of them are there, anyway?” 

    Lennon consulted his notes. “We’ve counted up to six thousand, four hundred seventy-three. But that’s only those that are where we can easily see them. Our drones don’t have a large range. It might be fifty thousand or more. We’ll never be able to get an accurate count, so I think we can just classify their numbers as a shit-ton and call it a day.” 

    “So what happens if this shit-ton of zombies penetrates the wall in different places at the same time?” Booker asked. 

    “We’ll use the partitions that were put up to segregate incursions and take them down one at a time,” Corbett said. “It’s all in the plan.” 

    “You ever try to fight fifty thousand enemy at once, Corbett?” Booker asked. 

    “Nope.” 

    “So how can you be confident it will work?” 

    Corbett snorted. “Who said I was confident? I just said that’s what we’ll do.” 

    Booker stared at him. “To tell you the truth, I was expecting to hear something else. You’re the one who sold this plan, Corbett. You mean to tell us now you don’t think it’ll work?” 

    Corbett looked at the mayor evenly. “I got us this far, Max. If we’d listened to you or your pal Aguilar, we’d all be huddled in our houses as the damn things flooded the entire town. You know how many we’ve killed already? Over two hundred. How many people have we lost? None. If Single Tree had been left in your capable hands, I think those numbers would probably be inverted.” 

    “That doesn’t change anything,” Booker snapped. 

    “Guys, why don’t we shut the fuck up about who’s got the biggest dick in this game,” Norton said. “But just to help things along in that context, we can rule out Lennon. I understand he has no penis because it was blown off in Afghanistan.” 

    Lennon blinked. “I’m sorry, Mr. Norton, but you’re very ill-informed. That happened in Grenada.” 

    Norton laughed. “Well, okay then.” He sobered quickly. “Anyway. We are where we are, which is surrounded by a growing horde of zombies, and they don’t smell very nice. Maybe they get in, and maybe they don’t. If they don’t, no problem. If they do, different story. So we have all these fences and walls erected to move them into certain spots where we can kill them. I’m cool with that. But what if we get hit with, say, a hundred thousand of them? That’s possible, right?” 

    “It is,” Lennon said. 

    “Jesus.” Victor looked shaken. “There’s no way we’d be able to kill them all. Not even half that. A quarter of that.” 

    “To be honest, even the entire US Army probably couldn’t do that very quickly,” Lennon said. 

    “Marines could,” Corbett said. 

    Lennon smiled thinly. “No, old man. Even we Marines couldn’t do it, but we’ll certainly give it a go if it comes to that.” 

    “Excuse me, but what exactly are we discussing?” Gemma asked. “I mean, we’ve had this conversation before, in a couple of different ways. Have things changed?” She turned to Corbett. “Barry, you said we might see tens of thousands of them. If you’re right, are you saying that your plan won’t hold?” 

    “So long as the walls stay upright, the plan is good,” Lennon said. “But there’s a component to it that we hadn’t thought of.” 

    “What?” 

    “Mounding,” Lennon responded. 

    Gemma cocked her head. “Mounding? What does that mean?” 

    “It’s a type of attack we’ve heard the dead conduct,” Corbett said. “We found out about it from a ham radio operator in Chicago. Basically, the dead pile up on each other against some kind of obstruction and form a mound. Eventually, it gets so high that the mound collapses, and the zombies fall over whatever obstacle caused the pile up. In our case—the walls.” 

    Booker leaned forward. “You didn’t think of that?” 

    Norton added, “Yeah, you didn’t think of that?” 

    Corbett shot Norton an acidic look then turned back to Booker. “We didn’t know that would be a consideration. But, Max, a break-in was always going to be a possibility, regardless of how it occurred. That’s why we worked hard to erect internal defenses instead of just relying on the outside walls.” 

    Booker spread his hands. “So why are we here?” 

    “We’ll need to do some things to help ensure the town remains intact,” Lennon said. “One way to prevent a break-in is to avoid attracting any unwanted attention. Right now, the zombies can’t see us. They just see a wall. Most of them will ignore it, and that’s what we want, for them to see nothing of interest and move on. That means people have to avoid being seen, avoid making noise, avoid anything that might indicate to the dead that there’s something of interest behind the wall.” 

    Victor raised an eyebrow. “You mean you want the entire town to go quiet? No sound, no scents, no lights at night? That kind of stuff?” 

    Corbett nodded. “Yeah. That kind of stuff.” 

    Victor chuckled. “Oh, that’s going to go over well.” 

    “It does beat the alternative.” 

    “For how long?” Booker asked. 

    “We suspect the horde will move on in a few days,” Lennon said. “A great many of the dead are already doing just that. Eventually, they’ll all be gone. We figure five to ten days should do it.” 

    “Five to ten days,” Booker echoed. “How many days can we live on the prepackaged food you have?” 

    “At three squares a day for everyone in town, about two months, if necessary,” Lennon said. 

    “Oh.” That seemed to mollify Booker for the moment.  

    “Okay, but God damn it, they’d better be good,” Norton said. 

    “Cooking inside of private homes is probably going to be permissible,” Corbett said. “So long as no one’s making kimchi or something. Right, Walt?” 

    Lennon shook his head. “I’m against it. That’s a stupid chance to take.” 

    “I rather agree,” Sinclair said, peering around his camera. Everyone turned to look at him. 

    “Oh, you’re still here,” Norton said. “I liked it better when you were being quiet. It’s such a rare event, I was relishing it.” 

    “Sorry to have derailed you,” Sinclair replied. “Would you like to retreat to your safe place?” 

    “Shut up, Jock,” Corbett snapped. “You’re not involved in this. Be quiet, or get the hell out.” 

    Sinclair harrumphed and went back to the camera. 

    Corbett returned to the matter at hand. “So no cooking at all, Walt? Could be a tough sell. What’s your plan for enforcing it?” 

    Lennon sighed. “Self-control is going to be the requirement. If someone breaks the rule, we can always cut the power to their residence. It might not mean much to an individual, but to a man or woman with a family who’s suffering, that might be a suitable punishment.” 

    “You want to punish families for eating?” Booker asked. 

    Lennon looked back at him stoically. “I don’t want to punish anyone, Mayor. But if it comes down to it, inconveniencing a family versus losing the entire town doesn’t seem like a tough choice to me.” He nodded to Corbett. “I’ll leave that to you guys.” 

    “Let’s get the word out on that immediately. No cooking and no lights at night. We need to keep this place under wraps for as long as we can. Everyone will have to do their part.” Corbett checked his watch. “It’s just after one in the afternoon. We need to start notifying the townspeople. Victor, sorry, but your office is going to be chief enforcer and receiver of complaints.” 

    “Thank you so much,” Victor said, and Corbett couldn’t tell if the bitterness in his voice was real or sarcasm. 

     

    ### 

     

    The horde kept growing. 

    Over the course of several days, Single Tree became surrounded by a pulsing mass of the dead. All the razor wire had been trampled flat, and the trenches were filled to capacity with squirming dead bodies. A great number of the zombies trudged back out into the desert after finding nothing that piqued their interest, but several thousand managed to cross over the HESCO barriers and push against the unyielding steel walls, as if trying to find a way into the town. It was almost as if they could sense the presence of the living on the other side, but they weren’t coordinated enough to develop a mound that could overcome the tall partitions. 

    Despite that, they lingered. Time was on the side of the dead. 

     

    ### 

     

    Hector Aguilar had had enough, enough of being bottled up in his house and being ignored by the council, and enough of Barry Corbett and his heavy-handed ways. He had to live in semidarkness during the long nights, and he couldn’t spend every waking moment in the pharmacy. There was nothing really left there anyway. The entire place had been picked clean, and there was no way to restock it. And while he’d made a tidy profit emptying the store, he had nothing to spend the money on. He couldn’t drive his car, so even if there were someplace to go, he couldn’t get there. So he had no choice but to sit at home and fume and fuss over his lot in life, while nursing his simmering hatred for Barry Corbett. 

    On the afternoon of the fifth day of his exile, he decided it was time for a nice steak, a grilled steak, not something fried in a pan in his kitchen. He was aware of the edict against cooking, but he considered that to be bullshit. He was certain that Corbett, Gary Norton, and their legion of cronies weren’t sitting around eating prepackaged foods. That was what they wanted the townspeople to think, of course, but Aguilar knew better. He knew the ways of the rich and the powerful, how they always managed to skirt the laws of average men and lead lives of great excess. Today, Hector Aguilar would give all of them the finger. 

    He had one steak left, a lovely cut that had defrosted overnight in his refrigerator. He pulled it out and seasoned it with a tasty pepper rub. Letting it steep for a bit, he walked outside to the patio and set about getting the charcoal fire lit. It took some doing, but soon, the coals were burning brightly. Once they’d gotten down to a ruddy glow, Aguilar brought the steak out and put it on the grill. Fat sizzled, and greasy smoke rose into the air. He inhaled the aroma, and his mouth practically began to water. 

    Ah, such a delight! 

     

    ### 

     

    The only vehicles that still ran were golf carts. Sinclair was happy to have hitched a ride on one, even if it was being driven by Victor Kuruk. However, he’d been surprised when the tribal chieftain had offered to take him for a “ride along.”  

    From the passenger seat of the golf cart, Sinclair saw much more of the town than he would have managed on foot, albeit at a meager sixteen miles per hour. At first, he was content to document the ongoing changes. The town had been broken up into four different sections, not counting the long stretch that ran to the airport. Each section contained a walled-in neighborhood, complete with fortified pathways that led to the next neighborhood. The walls were still being finished, and where their construction had been suspended, tall fences were erected. Those were being additionally fortified with what looked like big cardboard boxes surrounded by a steel mesh. The workers were dumping soil into each box. 

    “What are those containers?” Sinclair asked. 

    “Those are HESCO barriers,” Victor said. “Used by the military for reinforcing revetments and the like. Also useful for things like flood control or making mindless zombies go where you want them to go.” 

    “Is that so?” 

    “That’s the plan,” Victor said. Even while speaking, he kept his eyes out, scanning the neighborhood. 

    It was late afternoon, but there was a hint of chill in the air. While jackets weren’t yet required during the day, a long-sleeved shirt was a great idea. Victor wore a police uniform with Single Tree PD patches on the shoulder, but on his breast was a reservation tribal pin. Sinclair was curious about that. 

    “Say, mate, could I interview you?” Sinclair asked. 

    “Sure,” Victor said. 

    Sinclair turned his camera toward the broad-shouldered man and worked on the focus a bit. “How does it feel, serving two masters?” 

    “Sorry?” 

    Sinclair jerked a thumb toward Victor’s uniform. “You’re wearing a Single Tree police department uniform, but you have some insignia that looks tribal to me. Is there more to that?” 

    “I represent the people of Single Tree in law enforcement matters during the crisis, since the death of the previous police chief,” Victor said. “At the same time, I’m also chief of the tribal police from the reservation. I don’t view it was having two masters. We’re the same people, trapped in the same boat.” 

    “Which do you give greater priority?” 

    “Like I said, Mr. Sinclair, we’re in this together. My approach is to treat everyone equally.” 

    “Does that include Barry Corbett?” 

    Victor looked over and gave him a small smile. He looked only at Sinclair, not the camera. He’d obviously had some training. “Didn’t take you long to go there, Sinclair,” he said. 

    “Well, he is calling the shots, isn’t he?” 

    Victor faced forward and slowed as he steered around a crew filling HESCOs. It looked like back-breaking work, hauling soil from loaded wheelbarrows and dumping them into the waiting containers. Since there was a moratorium on engine noise, everything had to be done by hand, which meant everything took twenty times longer.  

    Victor called out to some of the workers and thanked them for their hard labor. There was a mayoral presence to the Native American, something solid and calming. Sinclair wondered if that would show up on camera. 

    Pulling away from the work site, Victor guided the golf cart down one of the narrow thoroughfares that led to another walled neighborhood. All the homes were neat and well-tended. Several were two-story affairs, though the lawns were starting to go to seed. Some enterprising individuals had even started fortifying their own residences, as if they could somehow survive a zombie invasion by sheltering in place. 

    “Yes, Barry is calling the shots,” Victor said. “But he doesn’t hold himself above anyone. We’re all in this together. He might have some guys around to provide personal protection, but their families are here too, so it remains to be seen how long they’ll stick around for him.” 

    “Didn’t he give you your job?” Sinclair asked. 

    “In a roundabout way, I suppose. Barry and I have known each other for over forty years. As we grew older, we found we actually enjoyed each other’s company on occasion. But the fact of the matter is, I’m already a federally trained law enforcement officer. I’m senior in grade, and even though Single Tree’s top cop is an elected post, I’m serving only in an interim capacity. There’s not a lot of nepotism going on here. I’m a bit of a known entity in town, and since I already represent the residents of the reservation who had relocated here, I really was the logical choice.” 

    “You seem quite sure of yourself, if I might say that,” Sinclair said. 

    “I’m sure of the circumstances that led to me wearing this uniform, Sinclair. That’s all.” Victor glanced at him again, and there was a coldness about the set of his mouth.  

    Sinclair realized that he had overplayed his hand. He was about to apologize, when he noticed a small tendril of smoke curling into the air from the next street. “Excuse me, but is that smoke?” He pointed in that direction. 

    Victor turned and looked, then brought the golf cart to a halt. “Huh. It sure is.” He scanned the quiet street as if getting his bearings then took off again. “Well, if my memory serves, that would be your friend’s residence.” 

    Sinclair frowned. “My friend?” 

    “Hector Aguilar,” Victor said with another small smile. “You don’t think we didn’t know the two of you would lift a bottle every now and then, do you?” 

    “Oh, well. He’s hardly a friend—” 

    “Good. Then I expect you won’t interfere when I stop to arrest him.” 

    “Arrest him? Whatever for?” 

    Victor sighed. “I realize you come from a culture where people prepare your food for you, Sinclair. But over here, folks can pretty much recognize grill smoke when they see it. Hector’s cooking.” 

    On the next street, Victor brought the golf cart to a stop in front of a neat, two-story Spanish villa-style home. It was one of the nicer houses on the street, and it pretty much took up all the corner lot. Victor climbed out of the cart and walked up the driveway, and Sinclair hurried to keep up, keeping the camera focused on the acting police chief’s back. Instead of going for the door, Victor walked around the garage, to the back gate. 

    “Are you going to just walk in, uninvited?” Sinclair asked. “Don’t you need a warrant or something?” 

    “The smoke is probable cause,” Victor said. “But you can bet that, with or without a warrant, Hector’s going to cry like a baby about me violating his civil rights.” 

    “Well, you are, aren’t you?” 

    Victor stopped. “Look, you want to go wait in the cart?” 

    “Well, no, I should document this,” Sinclair said. “For the record.” 

    “Then be quiet and document.” Victor pushed open the wooden gate.  

    The backyard was nicely landscaped, but the grass was turning dusty brown from lack of water. Sinclair followed Victor around the house to the patio in the rear. Sure enough, Hector Aguilar, Sinclair’s barroom confidant, was standing over a grill that held a sizzling steak. The scent of cooking meat hit him, and saliva pooled in Sinclair’s mouth, making him feel like one of Pavlov’s dogs. 

    “Smells great, Hector. What cut is that?” Victor asked. 

    Aguilar looked up, a big grill fork in one hand. His dark-rimmed glasses made his eyes appear owlish as they widened in surprise. “What are you doing back here?” he snapped, taking a step back. “This is private property!” 

    Sinclair looked around the camera at Aguilar. The man seemed little afraid. Sinclair wondered what that was all about, but he wasn’t too surprised. He’d developed the strong impression during their conversations that the pharmacy owner wasn’t exactly the bravest of souls. 

    “I’m here because you’re breaking the law, Hector,” Victor said. “You know there’s a ban on open-air cooking.” 

    Aguilar sneered. “We voted on no such ordinance!” 

    “No vote required. It was made in the interest of public safety, which is well inside the scope of authority of the Single Tree police department,” Victor said. 

    “But you aren’t a legal representative of the law here! Your jurisdiction is on the res, not in Single Tree!” 

    Victor sighed. “Hector, that was decided a long time ago. We need to put that fire out.” He pointed at the grill. “Like, right now.” 

    “No.” Aguilar’s face took on a hard set that looked so ridiculous that Sinclair almost laughed out loud. Try as he may, it was impossible for the pharmacy owner to hide the fact that Victor Kuruk intimidated him furiously. “No, I’m not going to do that.” 

    Victor put his hands on his hips. “Hector, you do what I tell you to do, or you’re going to pass out in front of me again.” 

    Aguilar’s eyes widened even more, and he turned to Sinclair with a beseeching look. “You see he’s threatening me, don’t you? Here on my own property, without me having committed any crime whatsoever.” 

    “Well, listen, mate. You can save yourself some trouble by taking the steak inside, right?” Sinclair offered. 

    Aguilar scowled and pointed at Victor with the grill fork. “This is my property! You can’t stop me from doing whatever I want on my property!” He made jabbing motions with the fork as he spoke, and Victor stepped back.  

    Sinclair followed suit, just in case. “Calm down, Hector,” he said. “It’s not a big deal now, is it?” 

    “It is a big deal!” Aguilar shouted. “This is my house! My land! Mine! Not Barry Corbett’s, mine!” 

    “Hector, let’s start with you putting the fork down,” Victor said evenly. “I’m too old to start throwing punches, but you’re about to get my dander up.” 

    Aguilar made a strangled noise and tossed the fork. Right at Victor. Victor jumped to one side, and the implement missed him by a wide margin, but Sinclair could see the useless attack infuriated the lawman to no end. 

    “Hector, come on now!” Sinclair said. 

    “Fuck you! Fuck you, Victor!” Aguilar screamed, his voice high and strangled. He bent down, scooped up the can of lighter fluid, and hurled it at Victor’s head.  

    Victor batted the can away, and it flew past Sinclair and tumbled right into the grill. 

    “Oh my,” Sinclair said. He started for the grill, but Aguilar shrieked and pushed him aside as he lurched toward Victor, his arms held straight out like Frankenstein’s monster. 

    What manner of lunacy is this? Trying to regain his footing, Sinclair came perilously close to dropping the Canon EOS camera, but he managed to hold onto it even as he tottered around the patio like a man on a drunken bender. From the corner of his eye, he saw a bright weal of flame rise from the grill. “The grill!” he shouted. 

    Aguilar reached the officer and tried to slip his hands around the Indian’s neck. Victor lashed out with one punch, a solid left to Aguilar’s forehead. The pharmacist collapsed to the ground, his breath leaving him in a rush. 

    “I told you you’d be passing out again,” Victor said, looking down at Aguilar’s supine form. 

    “The grill!” Sinclair shouted again, torn between trying to do something and running away. 

    As Victor turned to look, the can of lighter fluid exploded, sending flaming liquid flying everywhere. 

     

    ### 

     

    The sound rippled through the still air like a small thunderclap. Without any ambient noise to mask it, the explosion—even though quite small—attracted the mass of dead outside the town walls like a clarion call. Thousands of carnivorous corpses paused in their shuffle past the fortified community and regarded the wall with equally blank stares. The muted detonation had captured their attention, though on the whole, the zombie horde did not know why. 

    When black smoke curled into the air, the town’s fate was sealed. To the dead, smoke and sound meant life, and life meant food. 

    The horde shambled toward the walls, clambering over the various barriers and impediments that lay in their path. It surrounded the town from all directions, pushing against the walls. Climbing over each other, the dead mindlessly formed tall, undulating mounds. 

     

    ### 

     

    Corbett’s radio crackled with the panicked message, “They’re coming over the walls!”  

    The speaker went on to repeat the message several times, cutting off other transmissions on the same frequency until the cool voice of Walter Lennon managed to jump in. Lennon instructed the personnel manning the towers to prepare to fire on the horde with the miniguns. 

    At the moment, Corbett was alone in his house, sitting at the dining room table. His tepid cup of coffee was cooling in the light breeze that entered through the open sliding-glass door. With a heavy sigh, he pushed back in his chair and got to his feet. His right hand drifted down to the .45-caliber pistol on his hip. He would soon be needing it. 

    “Damn it,” he muttered, listening to the talk on the radio. He stepped closer to the open door and peered out into his backyard. He’d thought about having his coffee out on his patio, but the sun was sliding toward the western horizon, and the air was a bit too cold to suit his old bones. He realized that he should have toughed it out, because he’d probably never again have the opportunity to grab a few minutes of peace in the tranquil environment he’d had constructed just for him. 

    How long can we hold out? How long before the zombies overrun the entire town? 

    There was more chatter over the radio as Corbett’s security people asserted themselves and began taking control of the situation. He didn’t hear any firing yet, which meant the reports of zombies coming over the walls was still being assessed. But he did hear engines firing up, so stealth was being sacrificed for speed. So the reports were probably true, and it didn’t surprise him, given the explosion that had rung out minutes ago. 

    Time to give it all up, old man. He returned to the table and picked up his coffee cup to finish the cooling Kenyan brew. No sense in letting it go to waste. Afterward, he took the empty cup to the kitchen, rinsed it out, and put it in the dishwasher. That made him pause for a moment. Why am I putting it in the dishwasher? he asked himself. Do I plan on running it ever again? He returned to the living room, grabbing the keys to his pickup from the hook on the wall along the way. He pulled on a jacket and a cap, grabbed his carbine and radio, and headed for the garage. 

     

    ### 

     

    “For God’s sakes, Sinclair, help me with this!” Victor snapped as he tore off his jacket. He used it to beat at the flames that threatened to engulf Hector Aguilar’s shirt.  

    Sinclair stood where he was, pointing the camera at the pools of flame that dotted the patio area. Of Aguilar’s much-anticipated steak, there was no sign, and the grill had fallen onto its side, scattering its load of hot coals across the cement courtyard. As he quickly panned the camera around, taking in the entire scene and rather artfully capturing Victor assisting the apparently unconscious Aguilar, he noticed dark tendrils of smoke rising from the house’s roof. 

    “My goodness,” Sinclair muttered. He put down the camera and ran over to the garden hose. He unspooled the hose and switched on the water. Aiming the nozzle upward, he squeezed the trigger, dousing the flames on the roof. Next, he hit the coals with a few spurts for good measure. Greasy, gray smoke rose into the air. Last, he turned the hose on Aguilar and sprayed him down. The man’s pants and shirt were smoldering, but he seemed otherwise unharmed. 

    Aguilar came to, flailing about on the wet concrete. “What! What!” he cried, confused and blinking myopically. His glasses lay beside him, broken in two at the nose piece from Victor’s solid punch. 

    “You idiot!” Victor shouted at Aguilar. “You idiot, now they know we’re here!” 

    “Who knows we’re here?” Aguilar gasped as the police chief dragged him to his feet by his lapels.  

    A harsh buzzing noise ripped through the air, and all three of them looked south, listening as the sound echoed off the houses. A similar sound erupted from the north, then another came from the west. 

    “The zombies, you twat,” Victor said. “Those are the miniguns in the towers. The zombies are coming over the walls!” 

    “That’s not my fault!” Aguilar shouted. “I was just making a steak!” 

    Sinclair sighed. “Oh, sod off!” He lifted the hose and shot a powerful stream of water right into Aguilar’s face, making him sputter and choke as he stumbled backward, arms pinwheeling. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Okay, I have to get to the southern wall,” Danielle said, slinging her rifle.  

    She wore a tactical vest festooned with a vast amount of rifle and pistol magazines. Norton knew it was heavy because he’d picked it up to hand it to her, but she had swung into it as if its weight was of no consequence. The knapsack over her shoulder held even more ammunition. The muscles in her arms moved like serpents beneath her tan skin.  

    They had just started making love when the explosion rang out. Both of them froze in mid-caress, wondering what had happened. 

    “So, was it as good for you as it was for me?” he asked jokingly. 

    Having none of that, she wriggled out from beneath him and reached for her prosthesis. The loss of her limb didn’t slow her in the slightest. She had been dressed and ready to go before he was. 

    “How are you going to get there?” Norton asked. “You want me to drive you?” 

    “Truck should roll up to the corner of Main and Bush,” she said. “Can you give me a ride there?” 

    “Well, we’re not supposed to use any motor vehicles,” Norton said. 

    A sudden ripping sound came as first one, then several miniguns opened up.  

    Danielle shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.” 

    “Well, damn! I guess not!” Norton found his Shield in its holster and stuffed it into his belt. “Maybe I should just run you all the way to the wall.” 

    Danielle shook her head. “You have your parents to look after. But if you have time, maybe you could go over to my place and get my father? I mean, just look in on him. Make sure he’s okay. He really doesn’t have a role to play in all of this.”  

    Those who weren’t in any real shape to wage combat against the dead had been cautioned to remain in their homes and await further instructions. Single Tree had a fair population of elderly, and while Martin Kennedy was still good to go when it came to running his gas station, getting into gun battles was a little outside his scope of capability. 

    Funny how his one-legged daughter doesn’t have that problem… Norton nodded. “Yeah, sure. I’ll bring him over here.” 

    “That would be great. Make sure he gets his go bag, all right?” Danielle began patting down her vest, checking to make sure everything was where she needed it. “It’s going to be night soon. He might be with you for a while, so I want to make sure he has whatever he needs, in case he can’t go back to the house.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Do you have yours?” she asked, glancing up at him.  

    “Yeah, I have two, actually. One in my Jeep, the other in the kitchen.” 

    She checked her rifle then the Smith & Wesson pistol at her hip. “Why do you have two?” 

    “Well, in case you needed one, actually.” 

    Danielle looked up at him again and smiled. She stepped over and threw her arms around his neck, hugging him close. It was an awkward embrace because of all her gear, but that didn’t bother Norton in the slightest as he put his arms around her.  

    She kissed him gently on the lips. “I have two things to say to you,” she said. 

    “What’s that?” 

    “One, thanks for looking after my dad. Two, thanks for being with me. You could have had any girl you wanted. I’m amazed you wound up with me.” 

    “I did get the girl I want.” He raised his eyebrows. “Or am I counting my chickens before they hatch?” 

    She kissed him again. “You’re not, if I’m what you really want.”  

    More gunfire rippled through the air. A second later, a fusillade of rifle fire was added to the mix.  

    Danielle rested her head against Norton’s chest. “Damn, I hate the zombie apocalypse. It’s so inconvenient. I wanted you to pound me all night.” 

    “Ah, I’m approaching fifty, so you’d be lucky to get two to three minutes of ‘poundage’ before I’d need to be taken to the hospital, young lady.” 

    “Hold that thought, old guy. I want to circle back to where we are right now, minus the guns and stuff.” She pulled away. “But I think I need to go now. Do you have a duty position?” 

    Norton shook his head. “Corbett doesn’t want me getting engaged with the dead. If things go sideways, he has this vision of me flying a load of people out of here. I’m thinking maybe you, your dad, and my parents—and maybe Corbett, if he doesn’t mind getting stuffed into the restroom area. There’s a seat belt for the toilet.” 

    “That’s all?” 

    “Plane only seats six, babe, seven if you count the john, which would be King Barry’s throne. Presuming he doesn’t get on his own big jetliner and take off.” 

    Danielle narrowed her eyes. “Is there seriously a plan for you guys to fly out of here?” 

    Norton nodded. “There is a bare-bones sketch of a plan, but it hasn’t been fully fleshed out yet. Or if it has, no one’s given me any details.” 

    “Find out more about that. I’m kind of thinking there are more people in Single Tree than two airplanes can carry.” 

    Norton nodded slowly. She was right. Even Corbett’s plane could only carry twenty or so people, unless the billionaire was going to pull out all the seats. That was something he hadn’t considered, but at the same time, he also hadn’t considered leaving town to be anything other than a contingency plan that would gather dust. 

    “I will,” he said, wondering what Corbett had in mind. 

     

    ### 

     

    Most of the action was occurring in the south, where the dead were beginning to pile up against the wall. From what Corbett had been told, the overflow was creeping up the sides of the town’s outer perimeter. Those stenches that had gone past the town were slowly turning back, but they were farther away from the activity. A good number of them might continue their northerly advance, having forgotten all about Single Tree. Corbett wasn’t counting on that, but he considered it to be small nugget of good news in the middle of what was quickly becoming a large shit sandwich. 

    Corbett drove up to the southern wall in his massive pickup. Both towers were actively firing, sending expended cartridges raining down to the ground below. Most of the security personnel were aiming outward, but some seemed to be firing straight down. Corbett wondered what that was all about, but he had a good idea. The stenches were mounding against the wall.  

    Even while seated inside the cab of his F-350 with the windows rolled up, he could tell the din was already extreme. He tucked his foam hearing protectors into his ears before opening the door and stepping outside. He pulled out the rifle then slammed the door.  

    Police officers, his security teams, and townspeople were all surging into the area. Several Native Americans were joining the fray as well, rolling up on ATVs or in old pickup trucks. While the townspeople parked their vehicles and climbed out, the drivers from the reservation unloaded their people and drove off. Corbett thought that was a good idea. The plan saved the vehicles and left the engagement area uncongested. 

    The miniguns in the guard towers continued blazing away as cans of ammo were pulled up by ropes. The big guns would run dry quickly due to their high cyclic rate, but they weren’t of much use in keeping the walls clear. They were positioned for firing at more distant targets. It was up to the troops on the walls to ensure there were no breakthroughs. 

    Corbett walked over to the tactical operations center, an area of sandbagged revetments where Walt Lennon and his merry band of fighters would marshal the initial engagements. Several people were already there, including Lennon, who had just arrived from the looks of it. 

    “Old man, what are you doing here?” Lennon asked. 

    “Just taking a temperature check,” Corbett said. “Don’t mind me.” 

    “You shouldn’t be here.” 

    “Like I said, don’t worry about me, Walt. Defend the town, and I’ll get along nicely.” 

    Lennon cocked his head. “Listen, I really don’t want you here. It would be better if you were to fall back to at least the first contingency wall.” Pointing up Main Street, Lennon indicated the first of several secondary barriers that had been erected. That one had a sliding gate built into it to allow traffic to move in and out of the southern engagement area. 

    “I’ll be moving along shortly,” Corbett said. “I just wanted to put eyes on target myself, make sure everything is coming along.” He motioned toward the group standing with Lennon. “Get back to work, Walt. I’ll be gone in a minute.” 

    Lennon eyed Corbett for a few seconds then turned back to his reports. Corbett left the revetments and walked toward the wall. A row of HESCOs stood between it and him, angled inward to form a narrowing funnel. If the dead managed to come across the wall in sufficient numbers, then the thinking was the barrier would push them into a kill zone so that troops on the second wall could service them. At least, that was the theory. 

    A van pulled up and disgorged more fighters. Corbett recognized a few faces. Danielle Kennedy was among them.  

    He ambled toward her, one hand on his rifle. “Hello, Dani,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the gunfire. 

    She turned and said something he didn’t hear because one of the miniguns opened up at the same time.  

    He stepped closer. “What?” 

    “I said, what’s this about the planes?” she asked. 

    “Planes?” 

    “Yeah. Gary told me there’s a plan to fly out in the airplanes if the town gets overrun.” 

    “Oh. Well, it’s no big secret. It’s our final option if things go totally south. Don’t worry. You’ll have a seat, Dani. I guarantee it.” 

    She arched one eyebrow. “Never thought you’d be one to cut and run, Marine.” 

    Corbett shook his head. “I’m not, but I’m not against a tactical retreat if necessary.” 

    “How many can go?” 

    That wasn’t a question Corbett was prepared to answer, so he stalled. “What?” 

    “I said, how many can go?” 

    “Don’t worry, Dani. You and your dad will get seats. I promise.”  

    Behind him, the firing rate picked up. Fugazi, he thought, recalling a distant term from his days in Vietnam, back when he was still young, dumb, and bulletproof. Shit’s going fugazi. 

    He turned back to the wall just in time to see several stenches fall over it, ignoring the bullets that tore through their bodies. They crashed onto the walkway on the town side. A few bounced and fell to the ground, landing out of sight behind the HESCO barriers. The miniguns were firing constantly, and the troops on the wall tried to dispatch the zombies coming over it. But more dead clambered over the steel escarpment in different locations.  

    Corbett pulled his rifle off his shoulder as one defender was taken down from behind by three zombies. The man struggled, and all four bodies fell off the ledge. Totally unfazed by the sudden descent, the zombies held onto the man during the entire ride down. 

    The gunners on the walls were besieged by the emerging dead that suddenly came across the top of the wall in different places. The miniguns couldn’t depress enough to rake across them, and there weren’t enough people in position to add sufficient firepower.  

    Corbett raised his rifle and peered through the sight. At three hundred yards, it wasn’t going to be an easy shot while standing unbraced. He fired. Dropped one. Fired again. Missed. His follow-up shot took down the target. Hot brass cartridges hit the ground. Around him, other shooters opened up.  

    From the corner of his eye, he caught Danielle moving ahead, rifle shouldered but held at low ready, attacking forward, like any good Marine should do. Corbett started to follow her, but hands grabbed him from behind and yanked him back.  

    “Oh, no you don’t, old man!” Lennon shouted. “Get the fuck out of here! Now!” 

    “Everyone has to fight!” Corbett yelled, furious. 

    “Not you! Not yet!” Lennon pushed Corbett in the general direction of his truck. “Go home! Wait for us there. We’ll be in contact! Go on!” 

    “You need every gun you can get, Walt!” 

    “Later! We don’t have control here. You’ll get your chance later! Don’t make me cold-cock you, you son of a bitch. Get gone!” Lennon looked over his shoulder at a solid Latino standing nearby. “Garcia, get this man to his truck and make sure he leaves. If you have to, put him in a headlock and toss him into the back of his truck and hog-tie him. Just make sure he goes!” 

    Garcia nodded. “Okay, Walt. Whatever you say, man.” 

    More gunfire erupted from around the HESCOs. Corbett looked over and saw Danielle leading a group of townspeople into the fray, firing at the few zombies that crawled about on the ground, their limbs shattered after their tumble from the wall. From the secondary wall behind him, Corbett heard more gunfire, erratic at first but becoming more purposeful as additional gunners moved into position. Bodies began to fall from the wall as zombies were taken out, but more and more grotesque corpses slid over the barrier. For every one killed, three more took its place.  

    Lennon looked back at Garcia and pointed at Corbett. “Get him out of here!” he shouted then ran forward with the rest of his men. 

    “Come on, Mr. Corbett,” Garcia said, grabbing Corbett’s arm in a steely grip. 

    “You go on,” Corbett said. “I don’t want to be taking a gun out of the fight.” 

    “Then get in your truck and drive back before they close the interior gate. Do it now, so I can get to business, sir.” 

    Corbett grunted, a sound that was probably audible only to him. He retreated to his truck, glancing over his shoulder a couple of times. Garcia was watching him, face impassive despite all the commotion going on behind him. Corbett climbed into his truck, started it, and pulled away. 

     

    ### 

     

    Danielle led four men down the line of angled HESCO barriers. She couldn’t see over the barriers, but it wasn’t necessary to maintain a full field of view. The zombies weren’t armed, and they didn’t have very many tricks up their sleeves. They would attack wherever they could, without any degree of guile or deception. Basically, they would launch frontal assaults until they were stopped. 

    Several were already crawling on the far side the barrier, limbs shattered from falling off the wall. Two clumps of undulating dead surrounded people who they had taken down, and as Danielle watched, they tore into the still-living gunners with their teeth. A bright splash of arterial blood spurted into the air. The man was screaming beneath the pile of corpses, but she couldn’t see who it was. Danielle raised her rifle and fired into the mass, not to kill the zombies, but to put the man beneath them out of his misery. The screaming stopped short. Either she had hit her mark, or death had claimed him independently of her actions. 

    Something hissed to her right, and she looked over to see a ghoul crawling toward her. The creature was covered with dust from its trek across the desert, and its clothing was only a mass of tattered rags. Danielle put a bullet in its head, and the corpse collapsed into a motionless heap. Beyond that one, more dead were trying to walk or crawl toward her, despite broken arms, shattered legs, and damaged spines. Zombies fell from the wall, arms outstretched, reaching toward her even as they slammed to the ground. The impacts did nothing to deter them. As soon as they stopped their descent, they began inching toward the living. 

    “Don’t get too close to the wall, Dani,” said a lanky, pimple-faced boy beside her. Jason Donner was a short-order cook at the diner. While he hadn’t served in the military, he had been a bit of a paintball fanatic, and he took to shooting real rifles like a natural. He nodded toward another zombie as it stepped off the walkway and plummeted to the ground. “It’s like they’re trying to get to us, even though they’re all the way up there!” 

    “Start killing them,” Dani said. She shouldered her rifle and fired, dropping the stench closest to her. When it stopped moving, she turned her sights onto another target and dispatched it as well.  

    Jason did the same, firing accurately. One shot equaled one kill. From overhead, the gunfire grew more ragged, less intense, as the gunners manning the wall were either overwhelmed, ran out of ammunition, or retreated to the ladders that led to comparative safety. The miniguns still ripped their thunder, and over the din, Dani heard dozens of 5.56-millimeter cartridges raining down from the towers like metallic waterfalls, twinkling and spiraling in the sunlight as they fell. 

    “Are we going up top?” Jason screamed. He sounded terrified, but the expression on his face was one of pure joy, like that of a kid who had spent his short life killing things on an Xbox and finally had the opportunity to do it all in real life. 

    Before she could tell him she didn’t know, Walter Lennon and a band of his men pushed past them.  

    “Coming up!” Lennon shouted over the gunfire. They ran for the ladders, weaving around the writhing dead on the ground at the base of the wall. Some of the men stayed back, aiming their rifles upward. They began shooting the dead with a mechanical precision, clearing the walkways around the ladders. Dani raised her rifle and joined in the fun.  

    Lennon started waving at her. “No, no! Kill the ones on the ground!” 

    The cluster of ghouls that had covered the man Dani had shot broke up and started crawling toward Lennon and his men. Dani hurried over, moving with a commanding agility despite her leg. The new prosthesis worked like a charm. She walked right up on them and began shooting, blasting each corpse in the skull as they swung her way.  

    She was surprised to see the man on the bottom of the pile sit up as well, his skin pallid and pale. She recognized Officer Whitter of the Single Tree police department. He was severely torn up, and his shirt and most of his pants had been ripped away. His flesh had been torn open, and for a moment, she thought the man looked like a present that had been ripped open by some overeager kid on Christmas morning. He had two bullet holes in his chest, but like the other zombies, he was trying to make his way toward her. In life, he had been a sour, authoritarian sort. In death, he wasn’t much better. Dani shot the corpse in the face, and it fell back to the ground and lay still. 

    Something tugged on her prosthesis, and she looked down. A small female zombie had managed to slither up next to her, probably while she was staring at Whitter’s body. It tried to sink its teeth into her shoe as it grabbed onto the titanium spar that served as her ankle. 

    Dani raised her leg and brought the prosthetic foot down on the corpse’s head. Bone cracked, and the ghoul’s grasp on the prosthesis weakened. She stepped back, lowered the barrel of her rifle, and fired a round into the zombie’s now-misshaped head. It stopped moving without even a twitch. 

    “Dudette, that was totally hard-core!” Jason said, sidling over to her. 

    “Keep shooting!” Danielle realized her magazine was empty. She pulled a fresh one from her tactical vest and hit the mag release on the rifle. The empty slipped out of the well and clattered to the ground. She slapped in the fresh mag, hit the bolt release, and was back in business. 

    As she raised her weapon to aim, a horde of zombies boiled over the wall and came crashing down all around Lennon and his men. And her. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Sounds like some badass shit is going down,” Shaliq said. 

    “Yeah,” Doddridge said, as he listened to the thunderous gunfire that seemed to be coming from every direction. It wasn’t right outside the police station, but it was close enough to set him on edge. He knew what was going on, and he wondered how long it would last. 

    “What, you fucking scared?” Auto asked. He was lying on his bunk in the next cell with his arms folded behind his head. He had the cell to himself because the townie cops hadn’t wanted to put a white convict in the same pen with two blacks. Doddridge thought that was wise. Somebody would have wound up dead otherwise. 

    “Aren’t you?” Shaliq asked. 

    Auto snorted. “What, you think the zombies can get to us?” 

    “No,” Shaliq said. “But they can get to the people who feed us. And if that happens, we dead, man.” 

    “We’re dead anyway,” Doddridge said. Like Auto, he was lying on his bunk, which was separated from Shaliq’s by a sink and the toilet. “These people ain’t gonna look out for us. Once those things get inside, they’re gonna leave us in here to rot.” 

    “I don’t know, man. These people, they’re not like the guys who run penitentiaries,” Shaliq said. “They’re all country boys. You know, America, Mom, and apple pie and shit. I don’t think they’ll be leaving us in here if they can avoid it.” 

    Doddridge chuckled. “Boy, you think a buncha rednecks and spics are gonna give a shit about us? And they even got fucking Indians here, man. You think those people are gonna stop runnin’ and say, ‘Hey, what about the two niggers in the jail cell?’ We ain’t from their town or their tribe. Hell, you ain’t even from their state.” 

    Shaliq said nothing, just looked across the cell at Doddridge with empty eyes.  

    “Don’t you be eyin’ me, boy,” Doddridge rumbled. 

    Shaliq looked away. 

    Auto chuckled. “Heh, every cell block has its bitch.” 

    The door to the prisoner area opened, and Lasher appeared with an owlish Latino in tow. The Hispanic guy sported a thick porno mustache and thinning hair that was beginning to go silver. The new prisoner had his hands cuffed behind his back, and he looked terrified. He squinted and blinked, and Doddridge thought the guy needed glasses and wondered why he wasn’t wearing them. 

    “Is this really necessary?” the man asked with a quaver in his voice. 

    “Well, yes, Hector. It is,” Lasher said. “You broke the law, and this is your reward.” 

    “I was just cooking a steak!” 

    “Well, I hope it tasted good.” Lasher steered him over to Auto’s cell. 

    “I didn’t get to eat it,” Hector said. 

    “Life is full of bitter disappointments.” Lasher pointed at Auto. “Get up, big guy. You need to lean against the bars and put your hands through them so I can cuff you.” 

    “Fuck you, Barney Fife,” Auto said. 

    “Now, now. Don’t be so rude, or I’ll pepper spray all of you. Or maybe I’ll go and get a taser, and we can have a little chat while you’re lying on the floor, pissing yourself. Your call.” Lasher’s tone was easy and conversational, as if he were offering Auto the choice between a cheeseburger or Chinese food. 

    “Tase him, man,” Shaliq said. 

    Auto sighed and slowly rolled off the bunk. The bruises on his face were fading, but he still looked like hell. He walked over to Lasher, turned around, and extended his big hands through the bars.  

    Lasher cuffed him quickly and efficiently. “I do so appreciate the cooperation.” Lasher unlocked the cell door and pushed Hector inside. 

    “Really, Officer, I think this is a little much,” the paunchy Latino said. 

    “Well, it’s what Chief Kuruk wants. And he’s the boss, Hector.” 

    “But I haven’t done anything!” 

    Shaliq chuckled. “Yeah, we all say that.” 

    Lasher removed the Latino’s handcuffs and pointed to the second bunk. “Sit down over there and keep to yourself until we can figure out what we’re going to do with you over the long term. As you can see, the accommodations are the finest in the land. Bunk, sink, and shitter. Try not to get them confused with each other, and you’ll get along just fine.” 

    “But—” 

    “But nothing, Hector. Enjoy your stay with us. I hope it’ll be comfortable.” The fat cop closed the cell door then uncuffed Auto. “Try not to make any trouble, boys.” 

    “Hey,” Doddridge called out as the cop turned to leave, “what’s going down out there?” 

    “Usual shit. Zombies trying to storm the castle. No need to worry, though, they’re not even on this block yet. You’ll be fine. I’ll be back with some food. In fact, I even have a kosher MRE for you tonight, Shaliq. Guaranteed pork free.” 

    After Lasher left the block, Auto stepped toward his bunk.  

    The Latino looked up at him with a horrified expression. “Hello,” he said, his voice trembling. 

    “Shut the fuck up and get out of my way, or I’ll break your fucking jaw,” Auto said. “Don’t fucking talk to me. I hate spics as much as I hate niggers.” 

    “Oh.” the Latino practically jumped onto the next bunk.  

    Auto stretched out on his bunk and clasped his hands behind his head. 

    “Hey, Mr. Magoo,” Doddridge said. “What did you do out in the world?” 

    “I run the town pharmacy,” Hector said. 

    “Pharmacy? What, they find you out there cookin’ up some meth?” 

    The Latino blinked at him. “No. No, I was just cooking a steak!” 

    “Cooking a fucking steak got you in here? Shit, man. I know guys who cooked babies and they’re still free.” Doddridge shook his head. “Well, whatever you did, man, it musta been pretty hard-core for a pussy like you to wind up here.” 

    “I don’t want any trouble,” the Latino said. He looked at Auto. “My name’s Hector Aguilar. What’s your name?” 

    Auto slowly turned his head toward the man. “The name’s Death,” Auto said, “and I only talk to people I intend to kill.” 

    Aguilar’s eyes practically bugged out of his skull. 

    Doddridge laughed. Even in the middle of the zombie apocalypse, funny shit still happened. 

     

    ### 

     

    “So really, why are we here again?” Sinclair asked when Victor stopped the golf cart on the side of Main, just down the street from the roach motel.  

    People atop the nearby wall were firing at whatever lurked on the other side. The gate in the middle was still open, and it was guarded by men in paramilitary gear. 

    “Well, you want to document what happens, right?” Victor said airily as he stepped out of the golf cart. “Here’s your chance, because what’s happening is right across the way.” 

    “Yes, but what is happening?” Sinclair asked. Sweat broke out across his brow. The din from all the gunfire was horrendous, and he felt weak and queasy as he fumbled with the camera. 

    “Life. Death. The usual. Listen, why don’t you get up on the wall? You’ll be able to get some great pictures from there.” Victor turned and waved to someone.  

    Sinclair climbed out of the golf cart and saw that the police chief was hailing Barry Corbett. He didn’t look to be in a particularly welcoming mood, but Sinclair took the chance and filmed his approach, anyway. 

    “Victor, about time you showed up,” Corbett snapped.  

    “What brings you up here, old man?” Victor asked. “Thinking if you fart enough dust, the zombies will go back to being the normal dearly departed?” 

    “Why is everyone calling me ‘old man’ all of a sudden?” Corbett asked. Sinclair was impressed that his gravelly voice was clearly audible over the roar of gunfire. 

    “Because you’re older than the desert?” Victor offered. 

    “Sinclair, are you taping me?” Corbett asked, looking directly in the camera. 

    “Well, it is part of what I’m here for,” Sinclair said. “Barry, might I be able to interview you?” 

    “You may not, you useless idiot. Get up on the wall. Tape your wife while she kills zombies. I don’t know how you managed it, Sinclair, but you actually wound up with someone in your life who can actually do something. That must’ve been a mistake. I know you hate hanging around people who are more capable than yourself.” 

    Sinclair stiffened, despite the fear building inside him. “Very well,” he said. “How do I get to the top of the second wall?” 

    Corbett pointed at a ladder a few feet away. “Right there.” 

    Switching off the camera, Sinclair marched over to the ladder. He put a pair of earbuds in his ears because the noise of combat bordered on deafening, and getting closer to it would leave his ears ringing for hours, if not days. Sinclair slowly ascended. His limbs felt numb and heavy even as fear-driven adrenaline coursed through his body. He didn’t know how long he would be able to last on the wall, but he had to try to get as much footage as he could. When he got to the top, clumsy with fear, he grabbed the edge of the wall and held onto it tightly as he looked out onto hell. 

    Men and women were firing rifles across the gap between the two walls. Dozens of zombies were piling up on the other side of the main wall, limbs flailing as they formed grotesque mounds over which more ghouls would clamber until they became part of the mound or made it to the top and over the wall. Almost all the defenders that had been positioned on the first wall were gone, and Sinclair didn’t know if they had been killed or if they had retreated. While he was no student of matters military, even Sinclair could see there just wasn’t enough firepower. Despite the towers and their hideous Gatling guns, which continued to bellow in the early evening hours, the dead kept coming. 

    Dear God, I’ve got to catch this! Sinclair grabbed his camera, switched it on, and pointed it at the violence below. There were scores of zombies on the ground inside the wall. The fighters down there were shooting them as quickly as they could, and for a minute or two, Sinclair thought everything might be okay.  

    Then, a huge wave of bodies spilled over the wall, raining down on the town side. Most were so damaged by the impact that they could only crawl, but several landed on softer bodies, and they were still able to get up and hobble toward the line of defenders. More and more zombies came across. One of the Gatling guns in the towers suddenly went silent. Sinclair turned his camera in that direction in time to see the crew lean out from the gun nest and begin firing with rifles. He zoomed in on the base of the tower. Zombies milled around there, looking up at the defenders as if waiting for them to try to escape. 

    If those guys don’t get out soon, they won’t have a chance later, Sinclair thought. 

    The defenders on the ground were slowly being pushed back by the more ambulatory attackers. Through the camera, Sinclair spotted a young woman he’d seen before, a veteran Marine who had fought in the Middle East. He had wanted to interview her but hadn’t found time to contact her. He’d heard she was disabled, but if that was the case, it didn’t seem to matter. He watched her stomp a zombie’s skull then shoot it at point-blank range. 

    Then several waves of hundreds of zombies poured over the wall. 

    “Good God!” Sinclair said, and he found he couldn’t even hear his own voice over all the frantic firing around him. 

     

    ### 

     

    The zombies came over the walls like a gray, rotting waterfall. They slammed into the ground almost as a single mass, cutting off Danielle and her team from Lennon and the others. One of the guns in the towers had sputtered its last. It was out of ammunition, and there was no chance of resupply. The new tide of stenches surprised everyone, including her. Bodies fell on top of bodies, and while those at the bottom of the piles were pretty severely smashed up and not an immediate threat, those that had softer landings were still plenty mobile.  

    She paused to do a quick assessment. There were thirteen shooters on the ground and a few more still on the wall. More stenches were coming over the top, virtually an unending stream. And not just in her immediate location. There were additional breaches to her left and to her right. What had been a relatively leisurely shoot with about thirty to forty zombies had just gone to three to four hundred, with at least twenty-five percent of that force mobile and looking for a meal. 

    “Fall back!” she shouted. “Bring them into the kill zone!”  

    Most of the defenders couldn’t hear her, so in between gunning down stenches that got too close, she started motioning the shooters back with hand signals. At the far end of their formation, one of the gunners was taken down by a stench that had sprinted right at him, bare feet slapping the pavement of Main Street like two dead fish. A couple of the other shooters ran over and tried to kick and pull the thing off the struggling man, but the zombie held on tight, head snapping back and forth as it tried to find a good place to bite.  

    Danielle didn’t see what happened next because she had to turn her attention to a throng of dusty corpses shuffling toward her. She raised her rifle and drilled each one through the head. When she checked back to the left, she saw the shooter who had been taken down was free, but he was bleeding from a large gash in his shoulder. Danielle realized she was looking at a future dead man. 

    She turned back to where she had seen Lennon and his men head for one of the ladders that led to the top of the wall. She heard gunfire from that direction, so the men were still alive, but she couldn’t see them from where she stood.  

    She made her way to the row of HESCOs and grabbed the wire mesh that surrounded one container. As she struggled to clamber up its surface, she realized that her prosthesis was actually doing more harm than good. It was configured for walking, not for climbing. The knee joint wasn’t bending quite far enough, and the socket that covered the stump of her thigh was coming loose, pulling away from the sock. It made her slow to climb, which gave the stenches time to close the gap between them. The rifle was useless, as she would have to unsling it and transfer it to her left hand. Instead, she drew the pistol at her hip and fired left-handed. The big .45 slug hit the first ghoul in the face, knocking it back like a bowling pin so that it took out two others.  

    Danielle put the pistol on top of the HESCO and hauled herself up. Atop the container, she put weight on her prosthesis, snapping the socket back into place over her stump. Bullets whizzed past like angry bees from the secondary wall behind her. Some of the gunners up there were trying to engage the dead on the ground. At first, Danielle thought that was pretty dumb, but then she saw Lennon and his group were pretty much encircled by the dead at the base of the ladder. A few guys had apparently gone up, but they were climbing back down. The walkway overhead was full of moving corpses, and from where she stood, Danielle could see there was no way to take the wall back from the enemy.  

    She raised her rifle and started shooting the ghouls surrounding Team Lennon’s position, walking rounds from the outside of the formation toward the inner edges. She had to take care so her bullets wouldn’t travel through a zombie and strike one of Lennon’s men, which meant she fired more slowly than normal. However, she racked up a pretty good number by the time she had exhausted her magazine. 

    While reloading, she noticed more of the dead had made it to the HESCO barrier, and they were crowding around her position. The rest of her team had fallen back, but they continued firing as they retreated, leaving a trail of bodies in their wake. 

    Stepping away from the cluster of dead reaching toward her, she resumed firing on the ring of corpses around Lennon’s team. As the bodies fell, Lennon pulled something from his vest. He shouted something, but the words never made it to her ears. Then he hurled an object at the zombies. 

    “Grenade!” she shouted then flattened herself against the top layer of soil in the HESCO. The dead around the container reached toward her, but they weren’t close enough to grab her… yet. 

    The grenade exploded with a thunderous boom that echoed off the walls. Danielle thought she could hear fragments slapping against the sides of the HESCOs, but she was certain that wasn’t the case. It was just too loud for her to hear any noises on that scale.  

    She rose and shouldered her rifle. Swinging its barrel back to Lennon’s team, she saw that the grenade had blown a large hole in the zombies’ formation. Lennon was leading his team through the opening, firing on the move. Danielle added her fire to the mix, dropping stenches as fast as she could. One of them suddenly went down. He was covered instantly by writhing zombies. Danielle found herself once again firing into a mound of bodies, not to kill them, but to spare the human being beneath some final moments of agony. 

    A fusillade of fire hit the stenches surrounding her position atop the HESCO. Danielle looked down as Lennon’s team rolled up, and the narrow-faced leader gestured the open gate in the second wall with one knife-handed motion. 

    “Kennedy, move your ass!” Lennon shouted. 

    Danielle moved along the top of the HESCOs, slipping and sliding in the exposed soil. Her prosthesis made her movements awkward and ungainly, but she had mastered running on it months ago. Despite the uneven footing and her inelegant flight, she still made better time than the men below. By the time they made it to the gate, she was climbing down the last HESCO. Her prosthesis was still tight against her stump, so she was able to turn and get right into the fight. Several dozen zombies were surging after Lennon and his men, and she wasted no time in dropping them. 

    “Get inside the wall!” Lennon shouted at her as he ran up. “Come on, Jane Wayne. Move it!” 

    Danielle loped toward the open gate on the other side of the layers of razor-wire fences. She headed straight for a small opening between the emplacements that was just big enough for two people to pass through side by side. More fighters were on the other side, and from behind the razor-wire barriers, they opened up. Bullets zipped past her and thudded into the dead flesh of the monstrosities behind her. The zombies were still coming, still surging forward, shambling after her despite the punishment they were taking. She heard someone scream, the shriek loud and piercing over the gunfire, and she slowed. As she started to turn, rough hands pushed her forward. 

    “Keep going, Marine!” Lennon bellowed in her ear. 

    Danielle practically fell through the opening in the razor wire, and uniformed cops from the reservation police caught her before she hit the ground and dragged her through. Lennon and the rest of his people bolted through next, then some of the cops slammed the razor-wire gate closed.  

    A second later, a gaggle of zombies blundered into the razor wire’s embrace, ignoring the slashing metal as they tried to push through it. As the stenches piled into the obstruction, Danielle looked past them and saw an undulating mound of dead thirty feet away. One of Lennon’s troops had been taken down, only seconds from safety. 

    Beside her, Lennon raised his rifle and fired into the mass, ripping through a magazine in record time. Bodies jerked and twitched as the 5.56-millimeter rounds slapped into them, but none of them were killing shots. Danielle wondered what Lennon was up to, as he struck her as far too disciplined to waste ammunition like that.  

    As Lennon inserted a fresh mag into his rifle, another former Marine put a hand on his shoulder. “Forget it, Walt. He’s already gone, man. He’s dead, and you know it.” 

    “Fuck,” Lennon said. It was a simple statement of defeat. 

    Danielle bent over to adjust her prosthesis. It was threatening to come loose from the stub of her leg again. While Corbett had bought her the best leg money could buy, it was still fake. It wasn’t designed take that kind of punishment she’d just put it through, but it had to hold up. Otherwise, she’d be meat for the dead. 

    Not happening, she told herself, and she was surprised to discover her thoughts were less of herself and more of Gary Norton. Girl, that man doesn’t need you to take care of him. 

    The dead continued to throw themselves against the rows of razor-wire fencing. On the secondary wall, defenders fired into the mass of stenches. The thunder of gunfire was never ending, just as intense as she’d ever heard it in Iraq, only it was arrayed against an enemy that was indefatigable. As if to prove that point, the first layer of razor wire bowed inward, sagging against the mounting weight of the dead. Danielle raised her rifle and started taking them out at ground level, but in a way, that just made it worse. Dead zombies slumped in the wire, and their weight served to make it sag even more. 

    “Pull back!” Lennon shouted. “This shit wasn’t meant to hold forever. Get behind the wall!” 

    The defenders behind the row of razor-wire fencing began retreating to the secondary wall. Danielle hung back, covering them, along with Lennon and his hard-core fighters.  

    When the older man noticed she was still with them, he gave her a curt nod. “You fight pretty good for a girl,” he said. 

    “You fight pretty good for an old man,” she responded. 

    Lennon snorted. “At least I’m younger than your boyfriend, lady.” 

    Danielle swapped a depleted magazine for a fresh one. “Jealous?” 

    Lennon smiled sardonically and shook his head. “Fall back, Marine.” 

     

    ### 

     

    The battle continued through the night. Breaches appeared in the northern and western walls as well, where the dead mounded over the barriers and tumbled over the perimeter walls. Fighting at night was a difficult proposition, but the darkness gave a small advantage to the defenders. The stenches were dumb to begin with, and night blindness didn’t make them any more adept. They fell into trenches, were bottled up behind HESCOs, and blundered into razor- and tanglefoot-wire traps where they could be killed quickly and efficiently. Unfortunately, their numbers were massive. While the defenders were well-armed and mostly disciplined in their combat, the vast number of enemy combatants gave the zombies an edge. And since Corbett hadn’t thought he’d need a squadron of B-52s and four batteries of artillery on hand, that mass meant Single Tree would fall. 

    By dawn the next day, Corbett realized it was hopeless. They could hold back the dead for a few hours, but as the minutes ticked by, the defenders became more exhausted. Weapons malfunctioned, or those holding them simply became less accurate. Reloading took time, and in some instances, defenders were without ammunition for several minutes. Corbett and his people had underestimated the demand. They had over fifty years of military experience, and all had fought in intense battles, but the dead didn’t pause to reconstitute forces or to rest and refit. They just kept coming. In the end, Single Tree had as much chance of stopping them as New Orleans had had at stopping Hurricane Katrina. 

    Corbett met with Lennon, Victor, and Max Booker in a trailer near the high school. Lennon brought Jock Sinclair with him at Corbett’s request. For once, Sinclair didn’t look like a puffed-up English dandy. He was filthy, and his normally perfect hair was in disarray. Gray-speckled razor stubble dotted his chin and cheeks. He looked as worn down and drawn out as the rest of the people sitting in the trailer’s small parlor did. Outside, gunfire continued to roar, and dire reports issued forth over the walkie-talkies. 

    “How much of the town have we lost?” Corbett asked.  

    “About twenty percent,” Lennon said. “Most of it’s in the south, but the masses in the north are starting to squeeze in. We’re having a bit of trouble rotating people in and out to reinforce them because the incursion from the west is giving us problems. East is still clear, though it’s heating up. The only places completely good right now are the airport and the conduit.”  

    The conduit was the relatively narrow walled stretch that connected the town to the airport. Corbett wasn’t surprised. With only Rod Cranston—the airport manager—and some staffers who had remained on-site, there wasn’t enough meat to draw the dead.  

    “Fatalities?” Corbett asked. 

    “Seventeen so far,” Victor said. “With another fifty-three wounded. Several of those are infected and will turn when they die.” 

    “Some already have,” Lennon said. 

    Corbett looked across the dinette table at him. “And?” 

    “And they were killed,” Lennon said flatly. 

    Corbett started to ask who had been killed, then he decided he didn’t really want to know. A lot more people would die, and he would know a great many of them. In fact, he would probably be one of them. 

    Lennon continued, “With the surge from the west, we’re in danger of the town getting cut in half. It’s going to be tough to get it under control, but if we don’t, then anyone caught up north is going to have to shelter in place or just die. Those are the only two options.” 

    “They’re coming over the walls?” Corbett asked. 

    “Where there are walls,” Victor said. “In some places, there’s just fencing. Maybe HESCOs. But those aren’t enough to hold them back for very long, not when they know there are people in the area. And we can’t kill enough of them.” 

    “The security situation is deteriorating pretty quickly,” Lennon added. “We might need to start looking at other options.” 

    Sinclair spoke from behind his camera. “What other options?” 

    Corbett turned toward him. “You’ll find out in due time, Mister Sinclair. In due time.” 

    Sinclair grunted. “So much for an ‘official record,’ right?” 

    Corbett ignored him and asked Lennon, “You have the A team ready?” 

    “They are.” 

    Corbett looked at Victor. “Any idea where Norton is?” 

    Victor raised one eyebrow. “I believe he’s at his house, where you told him to stay, though he won’t be there for much longer, I would guess. He’s about to get a bunch of hungry dead people for company. Are you going to make the fall of Single Tree into a TV series? If so, he’s your man, but word is he doesn’t come cheap.” 

    “I’ll need to speak to him. Can we get him here?” Corbett asked Lennon. 

    “When?” 

    “Soon, Walt. Soon.” 

    “I’ll see to it.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton arrived in his Jeep fifteen minutes later, along with his parents. Corbett grinned when he saw Beatrice Norton step out of the vehicle. She wore a peach-colored pantsuit and matching wide-brim hat. Her eyes were hidden behind sunglasses so gigantic they wouldn’t have been considered fashionable even back in the 1970s. Arthur Norton had on jeans, a sweater over a collared shirt, and a bulky barn jacket. He also carried a black LWRC rifle, and when his coat parted, Corbett caught a glimpse of a Smith & Wesson pistol at his hip. While Arthur Norton didn’t handle the rifle like a seasoned pro, he obviously had enough respect for the weapon to ensure its business end wasn’t pointed at anything but the ground. In counterpoint, Beatrice held a large tan purse. Corbett shook his head at the duality of the picture. 

    Gary Norton climbed out from behind the wheel. Toting the Heckler & Koch AR that he apparently favored over the LWRC, he wore a tactical vest full of mags for both rifle and pistol. His eyes were unreadable behind his sunglasses when he looked toward Corbett standing next to the trailer.  

    Corbett waved at him. Norton slung his rifle and strode over, his parents trailing along behind them. Beatrice was obviously frightened by the incessant gunfire, but Arthur kept his eyes out, scanning the area. 

    “Yassah, boss,” Norton said, doing his Winchester impression from the old Jack Benny show. 

    “We should have a quick chat,” Corbett said. “You have some time?” 

    “Gee, I don’t know. I was hoping to be able to get in a quick nine holes of golf today then maybe hit a spa for a massage. What’s up?” 

    Corbett led him out of earshot of his parents. “Your boat,” he said in a low voice when they were a few feet away. “It’s in good shape, right? Eighty-five-foot Pacific Mariner?” 

    Norton pushed his sunglasses up on his forehead and looked at Corbett with narrowed eyes. “It was when I left it, yeah. I always fill the tanks after every trip, and I hadn’t received any alerts that it was sinking before cell service went out. Odd questions to be asking, given that we’re out in the middle of the desert and the boat’s in Ventura County.” 

    “How long would it take you to get it out of the marina?” 

    “Usually, thirty to forty minutes. She’s been idle for a while, so I’d need to do all sorts of checks. She’s end-tied because of her length, so depending on the tide, getting out into the channel isn’t that tough. But she’s not the kind of boat one guy can handle.” 

    “You don’t have to worry about manpower,” Corbett said. “How many people can she take on?” 

    “Legally? Eighteen.” 

    “Norton, I don’t expect the Coast Guard to be checking your load. How many?” 

    “Thirty, maybe forty. Won’t be comfortable, and I wouldn’t want to be hauling that many souls through heavy seas, but it’s an expedition yacht. It can take some nasty stuff.” Norton glanced back at his parents. “So I guess we’re already at that point where contingency plans are about to be considered more seriously, huh?” 

    Corbett nodded. “We have multiple incursions. The town’s about to be split in two. We can’t hold the stenches back. So that’s the straight shit. I need you to fly five of my guys to Oxnard, take a vehicle we have there, and get to your boat. You have provisions aboard? You must have satellite communications and high-frequency radios, right?” 

    “You know I do,” Norton said. “But my plane only carries six folks, and that’s without full fuel. If I’m carrying five, what about my parents? And… and Danielle? And her dad?” 

    Corbett snorted. “Why, Norton, I didn’t know you cared.” When he saw anger flash in Norton’s eyes, he raised his hands. “Easy there, pal. I was only kidding. Obviously, none of them are going with you, but they’ll be following soon enough. Trust me on that.” 

    Norton cocked his head. “Sorry, you’re asking me to trust you with the lives of my family?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Oh, really? Maybe you can answer some questions, then. How many people do you expect to be able to get on your Gulfstream, Barry? And what happens if the airport is closed or just overcome with zombies? What if the fucking Air Force shoots you out of the sky?” 

    “Listen, Norton. You don’t have to do this. I have other pilots who can fly your fucking plane,” Corbett snapped. 

    “I’m sure you do, Barry. But how many of them know the security code to get into the boat?” Norton asked. “That’s a six-million-dollar yacht. You think I didn’t add enough security to prevent it from being stolen?” 

    Corbett sighed. “Okay. Listen. I’ll make sure your parents and Danielle are on my jet, and Martin, if you really want him along. I’ll give them the best shot I can. But in order for that to happen, I need you to take a team over to Oxnard and secure the boat. Get it out to sea, broadcast your position, and wait there.” 

    “What am I waiting for, exactly?” 

    Corbett smiled tightly. “For about thirty folks packed tight into my jet as it ditches right beside your Pacific Mariner.” 
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    The zombies came over the walls in a putrid deluge, a tidal wave of necrotic flesh animated only by a mindless directive to feed. Without reason, intellect, or fear, the hordes ignored everything but their desire to rend the flesh from the bones of the living. There was no parlay, no chance at negotiation. The gates of Hell had been opened, and it seemed that Satan himself was intent on claiming Single Tree as his next domain. 

    Gary Norton looked up at Barry Corbett and saw his own reflection in the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses. “Take off your damn sunglasses!” he snapped. 

    With a thin smile, Corbett pulled off the sunglasses. His blue eyes gleamed brilliantly in the light of the day. “Sure thing, though I’m surprised you want to stare lovingly into my eyes. But you’re one of those Hollywood types, so you’re at least partially effeminate. Happy now?” 

    Norton glared up at the billionaire. “Repeat what you just said.” 

    Corbett blinked. “What, about you being effeminate?” 

    “About your fucking plane, you patrician prick!” 

    Another volley of gunfire cut off any further reply. Norton turned and scanned the area. The defenders atop the inner wall were working overtime, hammering at another growing mound of zombies. Metal twinkled in the sunlight as cartridges rained down from the fighting positions overhead. Thousands of them already littered the ground at the base of the wall. 

    “Oh, that,” Corbett said, raising his rough voice over the din. “Yeah, it’s not the most elegant solution, but I didn’t have time to plan for something more elaborate. It’s the best I can do.” 

    “You call ditching your jet in the Pacific a solution?” Norton shot back. “I thought you were smart. Guess I got played just like everyone else in this town. You’re super rich, but you’re dumb as a fucking post, aren’t you?” 

    “Look, Norton—” 

    “Look, Corbett, how many people are going to survive a ditch in the ocean?” Norton was on a tear. “What’s a G650’s stall speed—a hundred fifty knots? That’ll be like driving it right into a brick wall! I know Gulfstream builds top-shelf product, but it’s a fucking airplane, not a tank—aluminum, titanium, all that lightweight composite? Yeah, it’ll hold up just fucking great once it hits the first wave, then disintegrate as it rolls across the wave tops. I’ll just be fishing bodies out of the water, unless your pilot’s name is Chesley Sullenberger!” 

    Norton was frightened, more than he’d ever been in his entire life, but he was also furious, not only with Corbett but with himself for believing that the billionaire could save the town. They’d been in contact with the dead for only a few hours, and already, everything was going to hell in a handbasket. Norton had helped sell the original strategy to the entire town, and it turned out Corbett’s contingency plan was to load up a sixty-five-million-dollar plane with people and ditch it in the Pacific, presumably somewhere near Norton’s yacht. About a twelve on the what-the-fuck scale.  

    Lennon tensed up beside him, and that fool Sinclair was recording the entire thing on Norton’s own camera, smiling as he peered through the viewfinder.  

    “Norton, calm down,” Corbett said. 

    Norton pointed at his parents. “You want me to entrust you with their lives? What the hell, Barry, you overdose on Viagra?” 

    “Norton!” Corbett reached for Norton’s shoulder.  

    Norton snatched the man’s hand in a perfect aikido wrist lock, twisting just hard enough to make Corbett’s eyes widen in shock and pain. Lennon put out a hand, and Norton stepped toward him, pulling Corbett with him. Norton snapped out with his free hand, slamming Lennon in the center of his chest protector with a quick Iron Hand technique.  

    Lennon floundered backward a couple of steps but recovered quickly. His face was all hard angles as he reached for the pistol at his side. 

    “Tell your pet dog to go fuck himself, or I’ll break your wrist,” Norton snarled at Corbett. 

    Corbett looked at Lennon. “Walt, I think he probably means it. Stand down.” 

    “Like hell,” Lennon said. “We have other pilots.” He pulled his pistol and pointed it at Norton’s head. 

    “Gary!” Norton’s mother shouted, as his father fumbled with his rifle. 

    “Everyone calm down!” Corbett roared. “Lennon, do as I tell you!” 

    The ground erupted all around Lennon as a rifle rolled a rapid cadence. Norton’s parents screamed, but Lennon remained motionless while he was pelted by dry soil and dust. Danielle Kennedy stood twenty feet away, rifle at her shoulder. Her dark hair was matted with sweat and grime, and dust and expended gunpowder speckled her face. Norton thought she was beautiful.  

    “Lennon, you pull that trigger,” she shouted, “your body’s going to be the second one to hit the deck. I’ll make sure to tell your wife you died like a pussy, gunning down a man who wasn’t even holding a weapon.” 

    “Little gimp girl, you think you have what it takes?” Lennon said, his eyes never leaving Norton. 

    Danielle fired again. The round struck Lennon’s pistol with a pale ping. Norton gasped as the weapon was ripped out of his hand and sent clattering across the pavement. It was a true trick shot, something Norton had seen in countless movies, though he’d been told by plenty of professionals that such shots were worthless in the real world. 

    “Yup,” Danielle said. “That’s pretty much my man there, so the next one’s in your head.” 

    “Stop it!” Corbett roared. “Everyone, just stop it!” He glared at Norton. “You’ve made your point. Now let go of me.” 

    Norton released his hold and stepped back.  

    Corbett massaged his wrist for a second then favored Norton with a grudging grin. “Didn’t expect that from you, Norton. You almost broke my wrist. Guess you’re not such a Hollywood pussy after all.” 

    “You’re not winning me over, old man,” Norton said. 

    They all turned toward Danielle. She still held her weapon on Lennon. Her dark eyes were steely and blank, like the eyes of a doll. Or a killer. Norton had suspected she was made of strong stuff, but he hadn’t known just how strong until right then. She was willing to kill another man... for him. Norton didn’t feel worthy of such effort, such sacrifice. 

    “Dani, stand down!” Corbett said, iron in his voice. 

    “Sorry, Barry,” she replied. “I know what guys like Lennon can do.” 

    “Dani, lower the rifle. I’m good,” Norton said. 

    “Yeah, but no,” Danielle said. “You guys go ahead and have your talk. I’ll just keep my sights on Lennon for a little while longer. You okay with that, Walt?” 

    “Knock yourself out, Marine,” Lennon said. 

    “Cool. Don’t move, and don’t wave any of your guys over, and you’ll be just fine.” 

    Corbett shook his head. “Fucking madness.” 

    “You mean like all the zombies attacking the town?” Norton asked. “Barry, are you serious about ditching the plane?” 

    “It’s all I got,” Corbett said. “You in?” 

    “My parents? Dani and her dad?” 

    “Already told you I’d take care of them,” Corbett said. 

    “Yeah, about that… you also said you’d defend the town.” 

    Corbett sighed. “Damn it, Norton. I’m doing the best I can. I prepared as well as I could in the time I had. Can’t you see that?” 

    Norton didn’t doubt Corbett’s desire to save the town. That it was falling so soon must have cut into what was left of the old man’s soul like a hot knife through butter. “That still doesn’t explain why you think ditching a G650 full of people in the Pacific is a cool idea,” he said. 

    “You have to trust me on that,” Corbett said. “Like I told you, it’s all I’ve got right now.” 

    “Bullshit.” 

    Corbett cocked his head. He was still rubbing his wrist. “You think I’ve got something up my sleeve?” 

    “Hell, yes.” 

    “I need your boat, Norton. It’s big enough. It’s tough enough. And you keep it in good shape. This is my final contingency, and it all hinges on you.” He jerked his craggy chin toward Norton’s parents and Danielle. “You want to see them safe and sound? I’m doing my best, but your yacht has to come into the picture. You do your part, and I do mine. Otherwise, we’re all going to die here.” 

    “Who else lives, Corbett?” As Norton asked the question, he felt his guts reel. Who could make that kind of choice? Inside, Norton realized he couldn’t. He couldn’t pick and choose when it came to lives. There were more children in Single Tree than could fit in Corbett’s jet, and the thought of leaving any of them to die rocked him. 

    Corbett’s eyes were clear when he answered. “Whoever’s left when it’s time to leave,” he said, and the gunfire conspired to make his voice small. 

    Norton nodded. “So you want me to take a team of your guys with me to Ventura County and get my boat. What if it’s not there? What if someone’s managed to steal it? What if it sank? What if there are too many zombies to get to the marina?” 

    “Then we’re fucked,” Corbett said, “and we all die here.” 

    “You must be joking,” Sinclair said.  

    Everyone turned to look at him, except for Danielle. She still had her rifle trained on Lennon. 

    Corbett faced Sinclair and his camera directly. “No, Mr. Sinclair. I am not joking. This is it for us.” 

    As he spoke, a zombie managed to clamber over the inner wall. It fell to the ground on the other side, striking the hard-packed desert floor, sending up a mushroom cloud of dust. The impact was powerful enough to shatter bone, but still, the grotesquerie tried to crawl toward them. Danielle took her sights off Lennon long enough to fire a single round through its head. 

    Corbett turned back to Norton. “So, we done with the dramatics for the moment?” 

    Norton nodded. “Yeah.” 

    “You need to get to the airfield. Walt will take you.” Corbett swung toward Lennon. “We going to have any further friction here, Walt?” 

    “No, sir.” 

    Corbett grunted and told Norton, “You need to be wheels up in an hour. Can you do that?” 

    “Hell, yes. But you need to fill me in on the details.” 

    “Okay, Norton. Okay.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Hailey couldn’t believe the number of zombies pouring over the walls. They were everywhere, and they showed no sign of stopping. In the kill zone between the first and secondary walls, thousands of bodies lay motionless on the ground, while thousands more thrashed and struggled against grievous injuries that had halted their forward momentum. Those that could crawl over the bodies of their terminated brethren did just that, but they didn’t get far. They were eventually trampled into goo by the rising herd that followed them, roiling over the first walls and collapsing into the kill zone.  

    Hailey fired as quickly and as accurately as possible, taking out one zombie every couple of seconds. The less skilled shooters on the wall beside him burned through their magazines at an alarming rate without racking up even a quarter of the kills Hailey had. That was going to be a problem because, unless they calmed down and started shooting straight, the stenches would form another mound. And if the zombies penetrated the second wall, then it would only be a matter of time before they managed to overwhelm the deeper defenses, many of which were still being erected. Yeah, a little late for that. 

    So Hailey kept at it, hammering the dead as efficiently as he could. Beside him, Suzy did the same, leaning into her rifle and sending projectiles into the kill zone in a controlled manner. Most shots resulted in a kill. The area was beginning to look like a zombie mosh pit, and the targeting was becoming tricky as the zombies tripped and stumbled across the field of fallen dead. Even Hailey missed a few shots every now and then when his target suddenly fell just as he pulled the trigger. And despite his best efforts, it was becoming a more regular occurrence. 

    The miniguns in the towers had fallen silent, and he wondered what would happen to their crews. They had their personal weapons, but if they used up their combat loads trying to help stem the tide, they’d be out of luck. And if the stenches somehow managed to start climbing the ladders to the towers, then it would be hand-to-hand combat. No one in their right mind would want to fight the dead mano a mano, especially since zombies didn’t get tired. They just kept coming. 

    “Mike, they’re mounding up to your right!” Suzy shouted over the gunfire.  

    Hailey didn’t quite understand what she said at first—Did she just say, “Mike, they’re pounding up a fight”? He leaned forward and looked down the length of the wall. Enough stenches were over there to coalesce into a mound if the shooters allowed it to happen. He slant-fired across the kill zone and took out several, causing the nascent mound to collapse in a flurry of flailing pale limbs and tattered clothing. They wouldn’t take long to reorganize and make another attempt. And the mounding would eventually be successful because the available firepower on the secondary wall was much less than what had been stationed on the primary walls. There were only so many fighting positions, and with all the targets vying for attention, the defenders on the wall couldn’t keep up. 

    Hailey tuned out everything but shooting stenches in the face. Runners kept dropping off fresh magazines behind each shooter. But every time Hailey turned to pick up a full mag, another few hundred zombies appeared in the shooting gallery below. More mounds were forming, and they were forming quickly. Dirty, dusty faces leered up at him, mouths open wide, teeth glinting in the sun. Hailey stopped trying to shoot the zombies tottering toward the wall, and instead, he leaned forward and began popping off the ones at the base. There was no stemming the tide coming across the primary walls, so the only thing left to do was try to prevent them from mounding over the secondary ones. 

    Hailey’s ears rang, and his eyes burned. Every now and then, one of the cartridges from Suzy’s rifle would bounce off him, and he prayed one of the hot projectiles didn’t find its way down the collar of his uniform shirt. 

    Hailey was slipping and sliding on a sea of expended cartridges, his nostrils ablaze from the expended gunpowder, when he saw a panicked flurry of movement to his left. The first mound of stenches had overwhelmed the wall. Several defenders were firing point-blank into the growing pile, sending ghoul after ghoul tumbling from its apex. Another mound began forming right below Hailey’s position, and its undulating peak was less than ten feet away. Hailey had no choice but to keep pounding it, since he was too far away from the action downrange to help the others. 

    “Suzy!” he shouted. “Check your left!” 

    “What?” 

    “Check left! Check left!” 

    From the corner of his eye, he saw her turn. She suddenly stepped back from the wall and began firing down the walkway. Hailey looked up and spotted several zombies pulling themselves over the ledge. One of the defenders was yanked into the mosh pit by several pale, filthy arms, even as he continued to fire. If the man screamed, Hailey didn’t hear it. He watched in abject horror as the poor guy slowly slid down the mound, being torn apart bit by bit as his body passed dozens of hungry mouths. His blood was brilliant in the bright light of the day. 

    The incursion caused a break in the line of defenders as they responded to the sudden threat. Hailey was torn, not knowing whether he should assist in fighting off the ones already topping the wall or return to pounding away at the mound forming below his feet. 

    The decision was made for him when another defender down the line was taken down by two stenches that tore into him. Pallid figures clambered over the wall, jerking and staggering as bullets ripped into them. When ashen hands reached for Suzy, Hailey grabbed the collar of her tribal reservation police shirt and yanked her back. As he did, she shot one of the ghouls right through the teeth, snapping its head back and sending it tumbling over the wall. The zombie was buoyed up again an instant later as the rising geyser of stenches continued boiling upward.  

    “We gotta get down from here!” he shouted at Suzy.  

    All around them, hands were reaching over the wall’s lip. The mounds were everywhere, and the dead were about to overrun the secondary wall. 

    “Let’s go! Let’s go!” Suzy ejected a spent mag from her rifle. “You lead, and I’ll hold them back!”  

    Hailey saw there were no fighters left at the far end of the wall. They’d been overcome by the tide of zombies, and pale faces turned toward them with a deep, ceaseless hunger in their dim, dust-coated eyes. 

    He led Suzy toward the ladder, blasting away at corpses as they appeared over the top of the wall. The zombies grunted and groaned, reaching for them as they ran past. One zombie managed to plant itself right in their path, and Hailey raised his rifle. The ghoul’s head suddenly deflated as a bullet tore through it. Surprised, Hailey looked down.  

    Victor Kuruk stood on the ground below them, his rifle shouldered. He frantically waved Hailey on then pivoted and fired up at the wall again. Several writhing bodies crawled toward Victor and his companions, trailing crushed and mutilated legs. 

    Hailey and Suzy made it to one of the ladders, and he stepped aside. “Go on, take it!” he said.  

    Several zombies shuffled toward them. He raised his rifle, stuck the barrel over Suzy’s right shoulder, and fired.  

    She winced and cried out, “Jesus, Mike!” 

    Hailey released her and continued dropping the stenches as fast as he could. “Go on! Get down!”  

    Bodies rolled off the walkway and tumbled to the ground. Hailey glanced over his shoulder, where another ladder had been built into the side of the wall. More defenders had gathered there, the ones who had been pushed back from the other side. The incursions at that end weren’t as numerous, so they’d had enough time to attempt an orderly retreat. Hailey and those few around him weren’t as lucky. They were sandwiched between several groups of zombies hauling themselves over the wall like clockwork. The stenches’ movements were slow and uncoordinated but hardly without zeal. When their flat, dead eyes locked onto Hailey, they moaned and flailed, trying to reach him. In many instances, they knocked fellow stenches off either side of the wall. The effect would have been almost comical if Hailey didn’t know how deadly they were. 

    Grunting, another zombie hauled itself over the wall right beside him. Hailey turned and fired a bullet into its head, then he snapped back and continued covering Suzy’s descent. Below, gunners were opening up, taking out zombies that shuffled toward him. More bodies fell, and the walkway at the top of the wall was becoming slick with black gore. 

    Halfway down, Suzy shouted, “Mike, come on!”  

    Her voice captured the attention of a zombie, and it launched itself off the wall, reaching for her as it fell. Its fingertips barely brushed her as it dropped past. It wound up spiking straight into the ground at the base of the ladder, forcing several townspeople there to scatter, then it lay still. 

    Hailey dropped the zombies closest to him then attempted to climb onto the ladder. But the zombies were too close, and even though they were uncoordinated, reaching for a guy mounting a ladder while he was simultaneously trying to shoot them was an easy play. Hailey had to stop with his feet on the ladder’s top rung and fire again, drilling two stenches through their chins. The rounds traveled through the soft tissues of their dry sinuses and exploded out the crowns of their skulls. One of the ghouls collapsed on top of him, and Hailey half-stepped, half-fell to the next rung. His rifle got hung up beneath the motionless corpse, and for an instant, he was trapped, held in place by the weapon’s strap. He pulled the strap over his head and left the weapon there.  

    Putting his feet on the ladder’s side rails, Hailey used his hands to lower himself down. He slid so quickly that he almost ran into Suzy as she stepped off at the bottom, forcing her to duck to one side. She stumbled over a corpse and fell on her ass with a squawk. Hailey landed a second later and started to apologize, but Victor grabbed his arm and yanked him away from her. 

    “Look out!” Victor shouted. 

    Zombies began crashing to the ground all around them. Hailey pulled his pistol and started shooting, the sweat pouring off his body as his heart hammered in his chest. He felt as if he couldn’t get enough air, and his limbs were suddenly shaky. It was happening fast, all too fast, and he couldn’t quite get to a space where he could deal with things. It’s a nightmare, a fucking nightmare— 

    He shot zombies on the ground as they writhed and crawled, sending heavy .45 caliber rounds through their skulls. He charged toward Suzy when Victor did, and they both grabbed her and pulled her away from the wall. One of the stenches, its body shattered from the forty-foot fall, managed to latch onto her ankle with one alabaster-white hand. It hissed and struggled as it was dragged along, trying to reach for Suzy’s leg with its other badly broken arm. Bone poked out of the skin of its forearm, glistening dully in the sunlight. Suzy shouted and kicked the grotesquerie in the head with her other foot, and her boot broke teeth and jaw. Still, the zombie held on, ignoring the damage. 

    Hailey and Victor got her twenty feet away before another defender put a bullet through the clingy ghoul’s brain. The zombie fell to the ground, animate no longer. 

    Overhead, dozens more zombies tumbled over the wall. They overwhelmed the remaining gunslingers up there and crested the barrier in a tsunami of rot. Men and women screamed as they fell victim to the horde. 

    Victor helped Suzy to her feet. “Are you hurt? Are you bitten?” He had to shout over the turmoil, and the usually stoic tribal chief’s eyes were full of fear and concern. 

    “I’m fine!” Suzy said. “Mike, what about you?” 

    “Good to go,” Hailey said. 

    Victor slapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks for covering my niece. Now, both of you, get the hell out of here. We have to fall back behind the next barrier.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder where a row of HESCOs had been erected. They weren’t even a quarter as high as the secondary wall, and Hailey wondered if they would serve as even a speed bump in the face of the zombie advance.  

    Behind that row was another line of HESCOs, then fencing and Jersey barriers. Beyond those was another wall, one that had been designed to channel the dead into a kill zone. Hailey pretty much knew it wasn’t going to work. If the zombies numbered in the hundreds or low thousands, maybe, but the coming horde contained tens of thousands. 

    “What about you, Chief?” Hailey asked. 

    “I’ll be right along. Don’t worry about me. You get my niece out of here.” Victor’s face hardened as he gripped his rifle with both hands. “Get moving! I’ll keep them off you!” He shouldered his LWRC and ripped off several shots. 

    “Uncle, come with us!” Suzy said. She squared off against the dead as well, adding her own rifle fire to the fray.  

    While the pair killed several stenches right away, more were coming over the wall, and some of the new arrivals were capable of pursuit. Their stand was attracting the dead’s attention, and the corpses shambled toward them, moaning through open mouths. The rest of the fighters were falling back. Some were retreating like soldiers, covering each other, but many were simply fleeing like frightened rabbits. In a short period of time, Victor, Hailey, and Suzy would be facing the horde alone. 

    Hailey grabbed her arm and pulled her after him. She dug in, and for such a small woman, she was damned strong.  

    He tugged harder. “Come on. We’re leaving! Your uncle will be right behind us!” 

    “You got that right!” Victor shouted then dropped three more stenches. “Get moving, girl!” 

     

     

    SANTA ROSA ISLAND, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Three weeks had passed since Reese and the rest of the cops had joined the elements of the LAPD that had staked a claim on Santa Rosa Island, a small body of land off the coast of Santa Barbara. The island had no transportation system, running water, or plumbing. Accessible only by boat or a small dirt airstrip, Santa Rosa wasn’t the most accessible place in the world, but it wasn’t as remote as the dark side of the moon, either. Despite the hardship conditions, hundreds of Californians had found their way to its rocky shores.  

    As the Harbor Patrol dive boat closed in on the isle, Reese wasn’t surprised to see scores of boats surrounding it, everything from sixteen-foot center consoles to seventy-plus-foot luxury yachts. While a small part of him was happy that at least a small slice of humanity had the fortitude to try and eke out an existence there, the larger part of him wondered how many of the survivors might already be infected from zombie bites received on the mainland. Fighting a horde on that small patch of rocky soil in the middle of the Pacific was the last thing he wanted to undertake. 

    The cops had created a fortified settlement a fair distance from the beach, atop one of the ridges overlooking Johnson’s Lee, near the westernmost side of the island. The water there was deep enough for the dive boat to safely anchor near the rough shoreline and remain visible to the settlement. Even though there was a crew aboard at all times, theft was a major concern. Without the large vessel, the cops and their families would be stranded.  

    The settlement, dubbed Fort Apache, was a collection of tents surrounded by four- and five-foot walls of sand bags. The only other protection came from the Torrey pine trees native to the area. Their stunted growths provided some minor cover from the wind as well as a bit of camouflage, not that the latter was of much help, since everyone on the island knew where the place was. As the cops had the most weapons, supplies, and organization, Reese figured that if life on the island went to hell, any survivors would make their way to Fort Apache.  

    Reese shared a tent with four other single cops. He slept in a military surplus sleeping bag that wasn’t all that bad. When the nights grew cold, the sleeping bag kept him surprisingly warm.  

    The commanding officer was a Lieutenant Robert Robbins from the LAPD’s Wilshire Division. He was also known as Button-down Bob due to his rather officious nature. Reese didn’t know him very well, and he was surprised to discover the well-coiffed officer was an avid outdoorsman. The Santa Rosa retreat had been his idea, and he’d looped in his buddies from Harbor Patrol because they had the muscle to move men and material aboard the big dive boat. Robbins was a short, slender man with sandy hair and perfectly tanned skin and matinee idol looks. His personality didn’t suit the package, however. He was generally sour in disposition, and Reese had heard that most of the cops who’d worked for him at Wilshire station kept their distance. Robbins had a reputation as an ass-chewer, and if that was true, then the end of the world was unlikely to buoy his spirits. 

    New arrivals appeared regularly during the first week. Many a fiberglass hull was dashed against the rocky shores, but everyone who made it to the Channel Islands survived. Some zombies had found their way to the island was well, either by floating in on the currents or by walking across the bottom of the Pacific. As soon as their presence was known, anyone with a firearm immediately went to the dead’s location and shot it. Everyone had learned their lesson. The reanimated had to be returned to death’s embrace as quickly as possible. 

    At the end of the second week, they decided that shore parties needed to begin assessing conditions in Santa Barbara. Reese didn’t think that was an awesome idea. Reconnaissance from the water had already shown that the dead had overrun the town, though not to the extent that they had taken Los Angeles. But even a few were bad enough, and just knowing they were in the town was enough to give him pause.  

    Robbins believed the cops would soon need to start launching foraging missions, and they would need to start operating on land to gather enough intel to better coordinate those trips. Reese spoke to some of the other cops about the wisdom of that. Bates was generally noncommittal, though the veteran street cop admitted that the plan was probably premature. Thanh, the wiry Vietnamese cop, agreed that it was way too soon to start upping the ante. Since Reese was a senior officer, equivalent in grade to a sergeant, he was elected to take their concerns to Robbins. Reese did so, but Button-down Bob wasn’t having any of it. The recon missions were going to happen, and if Reese didn’t like it, he could leave Fort Apache. That pretty much settled it. 

    The first recon took place just south of Stearns Wharf. The dive boat anchored a mile offshore and dispatched three rubber-hulled boats loaded with heavily armed police. The landing on the deserted beach was uneventful, but the team barely made it past East Cabrillo Boulevard before sighting a large contingent of zombies emerging from the buildings on the campus of Santa Barbara City College. Estimating the zombie herd numbered in the hundreds, the cops immediately retreated.  

    Robbins wasn’t deterred. He ordered additional recons of the beaches to the north. The teams would initially check the Douglas Family Preserve, a city-owned park surrounded by Elings Park to the east, the subdivisions of Campanil to the north, and West Mesa to the south. As one of the single guys, Reese was tapped to go ashore on the second recon.  

    “Kind of sucks you have to head out,” Bates said when Reese stepped into their tent.  

    Reese glanced at him then started gathering his gear. “I guess you’re not coming along?” 

    Bates smirked and held up his left hand to display his wedding ring. “I have other priorities, Detective.” 

    Reese snorted and began inspecting his rifle. He organized several topped-off Magpul magazines for it then ensured the spare mags for his pistol were in a similar condition. 

    “You know, you held it together pretty well out there, Reese. Back in LA,” Bates said. 

    Reese looked up from his work. “Praise from you, Bates? Pretty uncharacteristic, right?” 

    Bates shrugged. “I always had the impression you were a dilettante. You proved me wrong. Nothing wrong with admitting it.” 

    “Why bother?” 

    Bates favored Reese with his blank blue stare for a long moment, then finally smiled. “Eventually, one of us will run out of time. I like to try to leave things with a clean slate, wherever I can.” 

    “Don’t worry, Bates. I’m not going to wind up as zombie chow.” Reese went back to his firearms. “So I hear Manalo’s got the lead today. He’s pretty solid.” 

    “Roddy’s as good as they come. Hey, if it makes you feel better, First Sergeant Plosser is going on the trip,” Bates said. “He’s got his shit together. I’ve been talking to him over the past few days. He’s not just some weekend warrior. He’s the real deal. Full-time Guard after serving with the 101st in Iraq.” 

    “And how does that matter? Are we going to be fighting Saddam again?” 

    Bates cocked his head. “Detective, the skills he has are just as effective against the stenches as they were against Saddam’s Fedayeen. You stay close to him, you might be making it back. Remember, he was kind of useful when we were trying to get out of LA.” 

    “I remember,” Reese said. 

    “Gonzales is going too. She’s competent enough. Unfortunately, Marsh’ll be with you, so get ready for some vomit action.” 

    Reese winced. “Yeah, that’s hardly going to make things easier.” 

    Bates stepped closer. “You like him?” 

    “Who, Marsh? Not a damn bit. He’s a lazy fuck, the kind to always leave early to beat traffic. Like there is such a thing in Los Angeles.” 

    “Well, then… maybe having him along isn’t such a bad thing.” 

    Reese frowned. “I don’t follow.” 

    “You don’t like the guy and think he’s a boat anchor, right? So when things get hot, you can always shoot him in the leg and leave him for the stenches.” 

    Reese scoffed. “Shoot a fellow officer and leave him to die? You’re not serious.” 

    Bates merely cocked one eyebrow then turned and marched out of the tent. 

     

    ### 

     

    The team left just before dawn. The Pacific was choppy, and even inside the comparative shelter of Johnson’s Lee, it made the transfer from the small fiberglass center console boat to the sturdier aluminum-hulled dive boat a bit treacherous. Afterward, they immediately stepped into the boat’s heated salon area, which was only slightly illuminated by red lights. A good amount of fog hung over them, and it wouldn’t burn off for several hours yet, so Reese wondered if more light would be better. The dive boat’s bridge was raised a few steps at the end of a narrow gangway. The bridge was also lit by red lights, with the addition of the brighter output from the flat-panel navigation displays.  

    Reese trudged up the short gangway and stuck his head inside. “Hey, guys, what’s up with the lights? Tough to see back here.” 

    “Red lights don’t destroy your night vision,” one of the Harbor cops replied. “It’s going to be dark later, and you guys will probably want to be able to see the beach when you head out.” 

    Reese nodded. “Good point.” 

    “We got coffee down there,” the boat commander, a wiry man named Bay, said. “Grab a cup while you can. This isn’t a cruise ship, so no continental breakfast for you.” 

    “That’s fine. How’s the coffee?” 

    “It’ll kill you.” 

    “Sounds great. How long until we get to the coast?” 

    “We’ll take it slow because of the conditions. Not everything we can run into shows up on radar. Call it an hour.” 

    “Thanks.” Reese returned to the salon and sat down across from Renee Gonzalez in one of the four booths. Renee’s eyes were at half-mast, and she looked pale and exhausted. 

    Reese placed his backpack on the table. Aside from weapons and ammunition, he carried water, sport drinks, and three MREs. The rest of the team—all cops, at least ninety percent of them LAPD, with officers from the Port Police rounding it out—either sat or stood in the salon. The area had been designed for LAPP officers to man up in wetsuits before jumping off the back of the boat into the silt-filled, polluted waters of the Port of Los Angeles.  

    The big catamaran’s twin diesels came to life with a rumble. Detective Marsh, who was sitting in the next booth, appeared a little green around the gills. The bald detective had managed to hold down his breakfast during the thirty-second transfer to the dive boat, but the sound of the engines powering up seemed to have signaled that his brief spell of gastric fortitude was evaporating. Reese sighed and shook his head. He checked his watch. It was five minutes past five in the morning. He placed a mental bet that by five ten, Marsh would be spewing his guts into the boat’s wake. 

    First Sergeant Plosser dumped his pack on the table beside Reese’s and lowered his frame into the seat next to Renee. He looked over at Marsh. “Marsh, how are you hanging in?” he asked gruffly. 

    “Just fine,” Marsh said in a weak voice. 

    Plosser chuckled and turned to Reese. “What do you think, Reese? Two, three minutes until he starts puking his guts out?” 

    “I’m giving him five,” Reese said. 

    “I’ll do two. Bet?” 

    Reese considered it. “What’ve you got?” 

    Plosser opened his Army-issue pack and pulled out a bottle of Starbuck’s frappucino coffee drink. “How’s this?” 

    Reese was impressed. “Tasty. Where’d you get it?” 

    “Picked it up in LA before we bugged out. It’s been with me all this time. A shame to give it up, but I don’t think I’m going to lose this bet.” 

    “Fuck both of you,” Marsh said, but he was already gripping the table with both hands. 

    “I’ve got some Gatorade,” Reese told Plosser. “That’s about it.” 

    Plosser pointed at Reese’s bag. “Got some of that jalapeño cheese spread in any of your MREs?” 

    Reese groaned inwardly. Jalapeño cheese spread was quickly becoming the currency of the day, as it was by far the tastiest thing in a Meal, Ready-to-Eat. But it only came in some of them, and Reese had two MREs that did have it. “Yes,” he said. 

    “Two Gatorades and one jalapeño cheese spread. Deal?” 

    Reese nodded. “Deal.” 

    The dive boat rocked as it came off anchor and began powering out of Johnson’s Lee. As the vessel pushed away from the island, the twin bows began to gently rise and fall with the tide. Marsh had a choking noise, got up, and hurried for the door leading to the cockpit. He barely made it across the threshold before he let loose with a gurgling roar. The cops in the salon jeered. 

    “Attaboy, Marsh!” Plosser said. 

    Reese checked his watch. 5:07. He shook his head. Still the optimist. Marsh stumbled across the back of the boat, slipping in his own vomit. 

    Plosser held out his hand, smiling broadly. “You can give me the Gatorades later, but I’ll take the jalapeño spread now, Detective.” 

    Reese sighed and opened his backpack. I never was a betting man, and I should have kept it that way. 

     

    ### 

     

    The boat made it to the coastline in just under an hour. By the time the crew started scoping anchor lines, even Reese was feeling a bit nauseous. Marsh had pretty much puked up his own asshole, and he was lying on the floor of the cockpit. The Port Police crew had to step over him to work.  

    Reese kicked one of the man’s feet. “Come on, Marsh. Develop some testosterone. We’re here.” 

    “I can’t go,” Marsh said weakly. 

    “The fuck you’re can’t. If you don’t get up, I’ll throw you over the side and make you swim to shore, you lazy fuck.” Reese kicked him again. “Get up!” 

    “Stop that shit!” Marsh snapped, rolling over onto his side. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 

    “You going to open a case on me?” Reese asked. “Gonna file a report? With who? We have a job to do, so let’s get to it. Now, get up!” 

    Marsh glared up at him with half-lidded eyes. “You always were an asshole, Reese.” 

    “How’s that? I never did anything to you before.” 

    “I could just tell.” Marsh slowly started to climb to his feet.  

    The boat still rolled from side to side, even though it was anchored well outside the surf line. The day was gray and windy, and the sun was hidden behind the marine layer that hovered over the Pacific. The California coastline was dark and forbidding.  

    Reese regarded it from the boat’s cockpit with more than a little dread. He most definitely did not want to go back to where the stenches ruled. It was a potentially suicidal act for very little gain. He tore his eyes away from the landmass. “So you could just tell I was an asshole?” he asked the seasick detective. 

    “Yeah,” Marsh said. He retched again, a dry heave punctuated with a small burp. “I could just fucking tell.” 

    “So now you become a detective,” Reese snapped. “Great timing, asshole. Come on. We’re going ashore.” 

    “What the fuck for?” There was a note of resignation in Marsh’s voice, as if he had already given up the fight and was just going through the motions.  

    Reese felt pretty much the same way, but he had no meaningful answer to give. “We’re doing it because we were told to. And that’s all we need to know.” 

    On two rubber-hulled inflatables, the cops moved through the choppy Pacific surf toward land. Reese found he had to hold on for dear life against the stiff offshore breeze and the pounding waves. On more than one occasion, Reese watched as cavorting seals were attacked from below by sleek sharks that hurtled upward from the steely depths like gray torpedoes. More often than not, the sharks crashed back into the sea with writhing, bleeding seals clamped tight in their powerful jaws. Reese was hardly comforted by the display, which seemed like a bad omen. 

    When the blunted bows struck the rock-strewn shore of Hendry’s Beach, Reese and the others disembarked and dragged the inflatables out of the water. The beach was dark and deserted. The area hadn’t been particularly hospitable even before the “zompoc,” as some of the officers called it, so the lack of stenches wasn’t surprising. The beach was overlooked by silent bluffs. Reese regarded them as the breeze tugged at his clothing. He saw nothing moving up there, which was another good sign. 

    The element commander, an LAPD sergeant named Manalo, was a burly Filipino man. He had a shaved head and a round face with acne-scarred cheeks. He motioned for the cops to form up on him then set off down the beach. Reese trudged along after him, swinging his rifle into his hands. Plosser pushed past Reese, holding his own weapon in one hand as he fiddled with his helmet’s chin strap. The tall National Guard NCO’s eyes were alert as he scanned the bluffs to their left. 

    “Plosser, something up?” Reese asked. 

    “If they’re going to come, they’ll come from up there,” Plosser replied. “There’re houses up on the other side of the bluffs. Keep your eyes open.” 

    “You know it.” 

    Sergeant Manalo led them toward a stand of palm trees, their fronds swaying in the wind-driven gloom. Just beyond them were a parking lot and a dark commercial building. A small stone breakwater stood between the parking lot and the beach. Garbage was strewn everywhere; paper and plastic fluttered in the breeze. Reese caught a whiff of decomposition, and an instant later, he spotted some bones scattered amongst the refuse. Human bones. Hundreds, if not thousands of them. 

    The parking lot had been a kill zone. Apparently, it had been used as a rally site for the local community, and it had been overrun. As they stepped around the stone seawall, Reese saw the tattered remains of corpses lying all over the place. The bodies had been pulled apart and stripped clean. Amidst the carnage, some broken bodies stirred.  

    Plosser pointed at one. “Watch out for the zombtards.” 

    Once a corpse transitioned into a stench, the feeding ghouls would abandon it. But by that time, the zombie was so severely diminished that it couldn’t hunt on its own. Without limbs or enough remaining musculature to support its weight, all it could do was writhe and glare at the passing cops. The “zombtards” were silent, as their diaphragms had been torn away by the feasting horde, so they couldn’t even take in a breath to moan. That made them a little more dangerous, because until they moved, the cops wouldn’t know if they were truly dead or just waiting for a chance to grab a lucky bite. 

    Manalo led them past a boathouse that had been made into a restaurant. Its shattered windows seemed to leer at them like dark eyes. In the patio dining area, tattered blue umbrellas fluttered in the breeze. Plosser came to a halt in front of the building and shouldered his rifle as he stared into its dark recesses. Reese knew the Guardsman was waiting for something to emerge from the restaurant and attack them, but the only sounds coming from the structure were those made by the wind whistling through jagged glass. Seagulls perched on its roof, watching the cops file past with beady eyes.  

    Reese kept going with the others, looking back every now and then to check on Plosser. The tall soldier stood motionless, silhouetted against the gray sea. After a few minutes, he rejoined the formation. 

    The street at the end of the parking lot was lined with a residential neighborhood on the left and the shadowy expanse of the Douglas Family Preserve on the right. Between them and the park was a body of water called Arroyo Burro, according to the maps Reese had studied. Nothing moved amongst the trees and scrub. Abandoned cars and trucks filled the debris-strewn road, and silhouetted against the brightening sky to the east, houses crouched on the hilltops overlooking the street. The homes appeared to be abandoned. 

    Manalo came to a stop and raised one fist, signaling for the rest of the cops to halt. All the dead traffic and garbage served to make every sightline more complex. While Reese saw no movement, there was a bonanza of hiding places where hungry ghouls might lurk, and standing still made him nervous. 

    Reese heard something above the whisper of the sea breeze. Manalo must’ve heard it as well because he pulled his rifle tight against his shoulder as he turned his head, scanning the area. Reese looked toward the rear of the formation, searching for Plosser. The Guardsman was behind everyone and facing the parking lot, his rifle at low ready.  

    Reese heard the noise again, a dry, thin moan that came from the other side of a row of tall bushes separating a private residence from the street. It was joined a moment later by another, then another. The bushes rustled. 

    “Reese,” Renee said, her voice tight. 

    Manalo panned his AR-15 from side to side as he sought a target. When the brush began to part, he turned and sliced a hand toward the parking lot. “Boats! Boats!”  

    Dozens of stenches suddenly emerged from the line of bushes. As more zombies pushed aside the bushes, Reese saw dozens, possibly hundreds, of tottering shapes in the gloom on the other side. The first wave ran into a fence that ran through the vegetation. The ones behind them got tangled up, and the entire mess formed a knot of necrotic flesh with flailing limbs.  

    But over the din, Reese heard more moaning. On the hillsides and bluffs, more figures appeared, emerging from overrun houses. Most staggered toward the group. Some ran. 

    “We got runners!” Plosser yelled. 

    “Reese,” Renee said again, eyes wide as she raised her rifle. 

    “Forget about them, Renee. Run!” Reese pushed her back toward the way they had come.  

    Gunfire rang out, and Reese glanced over his shoulder. Marsh had opened up on the horde, firing into the mass piling up on the other side of the fence. Manalo almost ran into the lane of fire, and he jerked away with a curse. As he did, one of the stenches in the bushes reached out and managed to grab Manalo’s vest. The cop was hauled toward the bushes, where a flurry of pallid hands reached for him. Marsh stopped and stared, a dumbfounded expression on his face, then he lowered his rifle and extended a hand toward Manalo. Manalo grunted and reached for the proffered hand, but the gap was too far. 

    Reese shoved Marsh aside and sent him reeling into a nearby car. March bounced off it and collapsed to the street. Reese grabbed Manalo’s arm and tried to yank him free. More hands reached for the Filipino sergeant. 

    “Pull harder!” Manalo screamed. 

    Reese planted his feet and put his body weight behind the next pull. Another cop wrapped his arms around Reese’s waist and added his strength to the tug of war. Renee raised her rifle and started shooting. Several zombies fell to the ground, and Manalo popped free. A small child-zombie came with him, holding onto the collar of his shirt as it sank its teeth into the back of Manalo’s vest. Reese reached around, grabbed its neck, and ripped the diminutive stench away. It fell to the pavement with a hiss, beady eyes glaring at him. 

    “Come on! Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Manalo said. “The shooting’s going to bring them down on us like nobody’s business!” 

    “You bit?” Reese asked. 

    “Does it matter? Get going!” 

    Reese nodded and turned to leave. As he did, he spotted Marsh clambering to his feet. The detective was bleeding from a gash on his forehead.  

    Reese went over and hauled him the rest of the way up. “Let’s go, Marsh!” He pushed the cop ahead of him, and Marsh stumbled past Renee, who was still firing into the horde to buy them enough time to move past. Reese glanced at her as he slipped by. Her eyes were flat and expressionless. All she could do was kill zombies. Reese was good with that. 

    “You didn’t have to body-slam me,” Marsh said with a whimper. His gait was unsteady, as if he were trying to break into a trot but couldn’t quite make it happen. 

    “Marsh, move faster,” Reese said. 

    “I’m trying,” Marsh said. 

    Plosser appeared on Marsh’s other side and took him by the arm. “I got him. He looks like he has a concussion. Grab my pack and hold on, Marsh. Don’t let go.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Renee, let’s go!” Reese yelled over his shoulder then raised his rifle.  

    He drilled three stenches as they floundered through the bushes. Their fallen bodies served to break up the advance of their fellows, and Renee hustled over to him. She tried to shoot while moving but wound up missing. Reese cringed inwardly at the wasted ammunition. Even though he had seen the immense ammo cache back at the island, every round they wasted would be a round they might miss later. 

    “Stop shooting and run, damn it!” he snapped. 

    Renee lowered her weapon and broke into a sprint. She darted past him, her plump legs pumping hard. 

    Zombies were appearing everywhere, tumbling down the bluffs, creeping down driveways, and even pushing through the brush in the nature preserve to their left. Plosser had to practically drag Marsh, since the cop couldn’t move fast enough to suit the tall Guardsman. By the time the group made it back to the inflatables, a horde of at least a hundred stenches was on their trail. A few of the ghouls were still in good shape and moved closer than the rest. Reese killed one, while Manalo dropped the other two. As Reese turned back around, he spotted some blood on the Filipino sergeant’s neck. He wondered if Manalo knew he was a walking dead man. 

    Because of the endless waves, getting the boats back into the surf was much more difficult than bringing them in. The delay allowed the herd of stenches to creep that much closer. It seemed to take forever to get the small boats into the water and their engines started. High-stepping through the surf, one of the cops stumbled and went down. The zombies converged on him instantly. The rest of the cops opened up in a bid to save the man, but they were either in the bouncing boats or had been trying to clamber aboard.  

    Reese stood in thigh-deep water, and the cold waves ruined his aim as they slammed into him from behind. He caught a glimpse of the downed cop’s pale, panicked face. Snot was streaming from his nose, and his eyes were wide with fear. Seawater rushed over him, and he tried to swim away, pushing off into the waves. One of the stenches caught his ankle and held on, and that was all it took. The other ghouls tackled him like filthy linebackers, pinning him to the sandy floor of the surf line. There was no saving him. 

    An outboard engine roared, and one of the boats took off, its bow smashing through the waves. As the rest of the horde oriented on Reese, the cops in the second inflatable yelled for him to climb in. They fired over his head, but Reese knew that wasn’t going to work. The little boat made for a poor shooting platform.  

    He tossed his rifle into the boat and grabbed onto the side. “Go! Go!” he shouted. 

    The cop manning the outboard added some power, and the boat accelerated away, bouncing across the wave tops. Reese held on for dear life, the water pulling at his body. Renee reached over and grabbed one of his wrists. Her grip was like iron. Once the boat had moved deeper into the surf, it slowed, and Manalo and another guy pulled him in. 

    “You okay?” Manalo asked. 

    “Yeah,” Reese said. He coughed, and salt water burned his throat. 

    “Thanks for saving me back there, man,” Manalo said. 

    Reese pointed at Manalo’s neck. “You’re bleeding.” 

    Manalo nodded, but there was no emotion on his blunt, acne-scarred face. “Yeah, I know. It was the smaller one hanging on my back. It got a little chunk of me.” 

    Reese ducked his head and looked back at Hendry Beach. Ghouls were still streaming into the water, fighting against the waves as they tried to pursue the two inflatables. They had no chance of catching them, but logic was lost on the dead. They simply pushed deeper and deeper into the water until they disappeared beneath the waves. 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Like everyone in Single Tree, Rod Cranston had been elated when the walls started going up around the town, converting it into a sort of medieval fortress. He’d then become a bit depressed when those walls were extended to surround the airport because that meant he couldn’t stay at home, drinking Bud and whacking off to monster porn on his Kindle. Even with flesh-eating zombies threatening to take over the world, Cranston still had to go to work. The airport was pretty desolate with no flights scheduled, which made for a boring day. There wasn’t even regulatory paperwork to fill out since, as far as he knew, the FAA had ceased to exist. He’d even accompanied Enrico around the airport a few times to check the buildings, fuel supplies, and the maintenance area. He’d finally given up on that because Cranston didn’t like walking. 

    Corbett’s people would drop by and visit the airport on occasion. They were principally interested in their boss’s shiny Gulfstream, but they also went through the motions of verifying the defenses were in place. A few shooters were on station as well, but they kept out of sight in Corbett’s custom-built hangar. Cranston wasn’t allowed to go in there unless someone escorted him, which was fine with him. 

    Most of the time, Cranston just hung out in his office and read books on his Kindle. He’d even brought in some beer, since it was unlikely anyone was going to bust him for drinking on the job. He was smart enough to keep it hidden from Corbett’s goons, of course. Even if they didn’t report him, they’d likely confiscate it and drink it themselves. 

    When the zombies invaded and the shooting began, Cranston had been told that he and Enrico couldn’t leave the airport. At first, he didn’t care. The zombies weren’t interested in the airfield, and his small two-bedroom shack was too close to the action. So as much as he hated being at work, it was preferable to being trapped in his house while a horde of flesh-eating corpses encircled it. But as the battle continued, a sense of worry began to grow inside him. Every now and then, he would hear distant explosions, deep thuds that amped up his nervousness. To take the edge off, he drank beer, but he soon ran out. 

    Enrico appeared in the doorway to Cranston’s office. “Hey, Rod, those Army guys are opening up one of the hangars.” His tanned face was worn with worry. Enrico didn’t like the sounds of violence any more than Cranston did. 

    “You mean Corbett’s hangar, right?” 

    “Nope. The executive hangar.”  

    The executive hangar was where expensive airplanes were parked during special events, like the film festival the town put on every year. The only aircraft in it was Gary Norton’s little jet. Cranston frowned, wondering why they were in there. 

    He got up and walked past Enrico to the front of the office building. From there, he had a clear view of the hangar in question. Sure enough, the big bifold hangar door was open. And more interestingly, Corbett’s goons had unchocked the tires and hooked up the tow motor to the nose gear on Norton’s jet. 

    “Why are they pulling out Norton’s jet?” Cranston asked. 

    Enrico shrugged. “Maybe Mr. Norton’s leaving.” 

    Cranston had never liked Gary Norton, even when they were kids in school. “The hell he is,” he muttered, balling his hands into fists. 

     

    ### 

     

    They rode to the airport in golf carts, of all things. Norton had a backpack in his lap and his Heckler & Koch 416 rifle between his legs. He’d eschewed the new LWRC carbine for a weapon he knew fully, though he did wear Corbett’s gifted Smith & Wesson M&P45 pistol on his hip. The weapon was close enough in design and function to mirror his everyday carry weapon, the Shield, which was in an appendix holster at his waist. Aside from the clothes on his back and the sunglasses on his nose, he carried nothing else.  

    Walter Lennon drove, and two of his men sat in the rear-facing back seats. The electric-powered vehicle was followed by another that carried only two men and the rest of the team’s gear. So far, the trip had been smooth. The zombies were concentrating on the areas where they’d seen prey, and word was that the airport and the fortified approach to it were clear and secure. The golf carts weren’t silent, but they moved fast enough and quietly enough to avoid capturing the interest of the dead. 

    “Hey, how much does this gear you have weigh?” Norton asked. 

    “What does that matter?” Lennon asked. 

    Norton looked at the wiry man beside him. “I guess you weren’t in aviation in the Corps, huh?” 

    “Mr. Norton, I’m a little focused on what I’m doing right now. What do you need?” 

    “I just need to know how much the gear weighs for weight and balance calculations. Unless you want to try to take off without them, though I hear people have run out of runway in times like that.” 

    Lennon frowned. “Maybe three hundred pounds total. Is that too much?” 

    “With six guys who weigh about two hundred pounds each? Yeah, you’ll need to leave about two hundred pounds behind. The jet was fully fueled when I arrived.” 

    “Maybe you should have mentioned that before we left,” Lennon said, his voice tight. 

    “Maybe you guys should have looped me into your plan before the zombies attacked,” Norton retorted. 

    “Can you empty fuel from your plane?” 

    “I can, but it’s going to take some time. And if we can’t land at Oxnard Airport, we’ll have to hunt around for an alternate.” 

    Lennon shook his head. “No alternates. We have transportation at Oxnard. It’s either land there, or land at the marina where your boat is.” 

    “Uh, there’s no landing strip at the marina. It’s for boats, not airplanes.” 

    “Then I guess Corbett’s plane won’t be the first to ditch in the Pacific today,” Lennon said. “Hope you can swim. How long to offload the fuel?” 

    “Depends. It would usually be offloaded into a fuel truck which would take a few minutes, but that’s going to mean engine noise.” Norton thought about that for a moment. “Or we could tow the airplane to another location and open the sumps. Not the most ecologically sound solution, but it would work. That would take thirty or forty minutes. I’d have to offload five hundred pounds, just to be safe.” 

    “That’s a long time. How much noise would the truck make?” 

    Norton shrugged. “It’s a diesel with a compressor on it, man.” 

    Lennon grunted. “Okay. We’ll figure out how to play it when we get there.”  

    When they crossed into the airport, the gunfire was still clearly audible, Norton saw no signs of incursion. That wouldn’t last, of course. Once the Phenom’s engines started, the jet’s departure wouldn’t go unnoticed. He mentioned that to Lennon. 

    “We have a plan for that,” Lennon told him. “We’ll pour it on at the combat sites, and you’ll make a few low passes over the stenches. It might draw them off and make them forget all about the airport.” 

    “Pretty piss-poor plan,” Norton said. 

    Lennon set the golf cart’s parking brake. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.” 

    Before Norton could respond, Rod Cranston trotted over and asked, “What the hell is going on?” As usual, Cranston looked as though he’d just rolled out of bed. His denim shirt was wrinkled, and his wiry red hair was sticking up all over his head. Everyone knew the man liked his beer, and he had the belly to prove it.  

    The airport’s only lineman, Enrico, trailed behind Cranston. He nodded to Norton and gave him a tight smile. 

    Lennon stepped out of the cart. “Mr. Norton’s flying out a team, but we need to get his aircraft defueled so we can carry our gear. Can that be done immediately?” 

    “Flying out to where?” Cranston asked, glaring at Norton.  

    “It’s not your concern,” Lennon said. “Can the aircraft be defueled?” 

    “Well, sure,” Enrico said. “I can suck some out with the truck.” He turned and pointed at a fuel truck parked next to Corbett’s hangar. 

    “I want to know where you’re going!” Cranston demanded. 

    “Keep your voice down, please,” Lennon said calmly. 

    Cranston smirked. “You’re about to light up a jet airplane, and you’re worried about me being quiet?” 

    Norton saw his jet out in front of the hangar, still attached to the tow motor. “Lennon, you have this? I want to preflight.” 

    “Yes, go ahead,” Lennon said, waving him off. “Garcia, go with him.” 

    “Yes, sir,” said a short, stolid Latino man with a standard Marine haircut. 

    “He’s not going anywhere until I get some answers,” Cranston said. 

    “Yes, he is.” Lennon took a step forward and got right in Cranston’s face. “I don’t need a gun to kill you, sir. And if you don’t start doing what I ask, then I’ll do that. I have a family here, and their survival depends on Norton being able to get my team out of Single Tree. That’s all you need to know.” 

    Cranston looked as though he wanted to protest but thought better of it. He took a step back, glowering. 

    Norton grabbed his backpack and rifle then walked briskly toward the waiting Phenom with Garcia. When Norton opened the airplane’s door, the airstair descended on its struts, and the hand rails extended. He climbed inside and stowed his backpack. After doing a quick check of the instrument panel to ensure all the switches were in the off position, he headed back out to do the physical part of the preflight, starting with the nose gear. He removed the engine plugs and climbed up on the trailing edges of the wings to inspect the fan blades inside each engine. In the service bays, he checked for any leaks or fittings that might need attention. The pitot tubes were clear, and the angle of attack sensors were in perfect condition, moving easily when he touched them. There were no dings, dents, or scratches on the leading-edge surfaces of the wings, on the nose, or on the aircraft’s vertical and horizontal stabilizers, though they were so high up he couldn’t climb up and get a close look at them. All glass was clear and unscathed, and the tires were in good shape and properly inflated. The little jet was good to go, though he would still have to pull the locking pins on the landing gear. He wasn’t sure what the defueling situation would be, so if the airplane was going to be towed to another location, it was safer to leave them in place. 

    Norton opened the baggage compartment beneath the left engine and turned to Garcia, who had followed him all around like a loyal puppy. “You guys can put your shit in here. Anything that doesn’t fit can go in the cabin. There’s also a small compartment in the nose.” 

    “We’ll bring it inside with us,” Garcia said. “We may not have the time to offload the airplane, so we’ll need our gear where we can get to it in a hurry.” 

    Norton shrugged. “Okay. Just keep the cockpit area clear.” 

    Garcia motioned to the rest of his guys. Lennon walked toward the aircraft, leaving a fuming Cranston behind.  

    “Is there any chance we can burn off enough fuel during the takeoff run?” Lennon asked. 

    Norton shook his head. “Not a chance. We’d need to burn over seventy gallons. That’d take an hour of just taxiing around.” 

    Lennon looked at the runway. “We don’t have enough runway to make it with the weight we need to carry?” 

    “Maybe. But we wouldn’t know until we flew over the wall or crashed through it.” 

    Lennon checked his watch then sighed. “Well, we have a time problem.” 

    “No, we have a weight problem,” Norton said. “I take it the truck would be too noisy?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Then I can open the fuel dump valves and let the fuel piss out. It’s going to take a while, though.” 

    Lennon considered that for a moment then shook his head. “No. We’ll split off some of the gear. We’re all Marines. We’ll adapt.” 

    “Okay. Are we starting up where we are, or are we moving the airplane somewhere else?” 

    “You tell me. Should we move it?” 

    Norton pointed to the end of the runway. “If Enrico moves it there, we can start up and take off without needing to taxi. That’s actually the wrong end of the runway, but I don’t think that’s going to make a difference. We’re not likely to meet anyone coming in.” 

    Lennon nodded. “Okay. I like that.” 

    “Then let’s get all your shit onboard.” 

    It took about five minutes for Lennon and his men to parse through their gear and remove whatever they felt they could live without. After they were joined by two other men from Corbett’s hangar, they lugged the excess gear back to the large concrete building.  

    Norton flagged down Enrico. “We’ll be wanting you to tow us to the runway,” he told the young man. 

    Enrico glanced in that direction. “Really? All that way?” 

    Norton pointed to the closer end of the long landing strip. “We’ll take off on thirteen. I know it’s normal for traffic to use three-ten, but we need to get out of here as fast as we can. You walk the runways?” 

    “Oh, yes, sir. And the taxiways, too. They’re clean. Nothing on them, I promise.” Enrico hesitated. “You know, Cranston’s gonna blow a bowel over you guys taking off down here.” 

    “Enrico, when was the last time you guys recovered an airplane?” 

    “Well, that was Mr. Corbett’s jet.” 

    “Then I don’t think we have to worry about a midair. Right?” 

    Enrico considered that. “Yeah, I guess you’re right, sir.” 

    “Okay. We’re going to start loading up. Once we’re inside and the door’s closed, pull us over.” 

    “You gonna need the GPU?” 

    “I’ll let you know but probably not,” Norton said. “Let me get on that. Stay here.” He turned and climbed back into the airplane. Sliding into the pilot’s seat, he broke with procedure and checked the charge on the batteries. They were well above minimum charge, so firing up the ground power unit to start the jet wouldn’t be necessary. He climbed out of the seat and went back to the open door. “Enrico, I have enough power for three or four start attempts. Once the number two engine is up, you disconnect and get the hell out of sight. All right?” 

    “Yes, sir!” 

    Norton went back to the cockpit. While the day was still chilly, the interior of the jet was starting to get warm. He couldn’t do the full pre-start checklist until the airplane was moved to its final position, but he switched on the batteries and the radios. Tuning to the weather frequency, he was surprised to discover the automated weather advisories out of Bishop were still working. He grabbed his notepad and wrote down the temperatures and anticipated weather conditions for the greater Los Angeles area. Even if they weren’t current, he would assume there was potential for icing, which meant he’d have to ensure all the deicing equipment was functioning before rotating off the runway. He dialed in the elevation for Oxnard Airport in Ventura, and the departure altitude for Single Tree was already set. After placing the weather radar in standby, he checked to make sure the cabin pressure was set to automatic then went through the fire and stall warning checks. The system announced, “Fire! Fire!” Lennon and his men were coming aboard, and they looked startled. 

    “Just a system test,” Norton told them. When Lennon started to climb into the front right seat, Norton snapped, “Not yet, please.” He pulled back the control yoke, and the system announced, “Stall! Stall!” He waited until the system yanked the yoke back toward the console. Both systems were functioning as they should. 

    “Okay, go ahead,” he told Lennon. “Any of your guys know how to close the door?”  

    No one did, so once they were aboard Norton again extricated himself from the cockpit, stepped over a black nylon bag, and pulled the door closed. He shot Enrico a thumbs-up, and Enrico returned the gesture before hopping onto the small tow motor. 

    “How long do we need to take off after you start up?” Lennon asked, buckling his seat belt. 

    “Two minutes, usually,” Norton said. “I need to check the fuel flows and make sure everything’s copacetic before we start our run. I’ll also have to exit the aircraft and pull the landing gear pins.” As the plane started moving, Norton pulled the flight manual from the storage slot behind his seat so he could calculate takeoff speeds. It would be the first time he’d ever flown the little jet at almost maximum gross. As he started doing the math, he realized he had forgotten to weigh the bags. “Are you guys sure you took out enough weight?” he asked. 

    “We’re sure,” Lennon said. “I know exactly how much each item weighs. My life depends on it. Don’t worry, Norton. I took out some more, just in case. If I got it wrong, feel free to knock my teeth out before we plow through the wall.” 

    Norton grunted. “You can count on that.” 

    Once the airplane was positioned, Norton exited and went through the entire external inspection since the jet had been relocated. Aside from pulling the pins from the landing gear, everything was the same. He returned to the airplane, pulled the door closed, and finished the internal side of the preflight. 

    “Okay, we’re good to go here,” Norton said. 

    Lennon spoke into his radio and gave instructions to whomever was on the other end. A few seconds later, large explosions, audible even inside the airplane, occurred in the near distance. 

    What the fuck is that? Norton wondered. 

    “Dynamite,” Lennon said, as if reading his mind. “Or the military equivalent of it. Should capture the attention of every stench standing outside the wall. There’s smoke, too, just to give them a visual cue.” 

    “Nice,” Norton said. After ensuring the thrust levers were in idle, he spooled up the right engine. It came to life normally, generating not only the ability for the aircraft to fly but for the pressurization system to come to life. He checked the flat-screen displays, decided all was in order, and shot Enrico another thumbs-up.  

    Enrico detached the tow motor and took off without looking back. Norton didn’t blame him. The shrieking jet engine was probably like a dinner bell, explosions and smoke bombs aside. Once the first had stabilized, Norton wasted no time in firing up the left, which moaned to life without incident. The fuel flows looked good, so after confirming the anti-ice gear was operational, Norton released the parking brake. 

    “Anytime you’re ready, Norton,” Lennon said. 

    Norton toed the brakes and did a quick run-up. The engines responded as designed, so he eased off the brakes and advanced the thrust levers for a full-power takeoff. “Here we go,” he said. 

    The little Phenom 100 accelerated slowly at first then gained speed almost exponentially. It became airborne at precisely the velocity Norton had programmed, and he rotated off the runway at one hundred twenty-six knots. The little jet climbed like a fighter, roaring into the bright-blue sky. As the jet buzzed over the fence, he retracted the gear and glanced out the side window. Zombies were everywhere, their pallid, filthy faces turning upward to look at the jet as it roared past. 

    “Buzz ’em,” Lennon directed. “Nice and low. Pull ’em out into the desert.” 

    “You serious?” Norton asked. 

    “As a heart attack, guy. Get it done.” 

    High-speed approaches close to the ground wasn’t something Norton had practiced, so he took his time in setting up. He canceled the climb, keeping the airplane at five hundred feet, then turned back toward the wall surrounding the airport. 

    “You’re too high,” Lennon said. “I want a hundred or lower.” 

    “What? What the fuck do you think this is, an A-10?” 

    “Norton, just fucking do it.” 

    Norton pushed down on the control column, keeping an eye on the altitude tape on the main display. As soon as he passed through two hundred fifty feet, the system alerted with “Terrain! Pull up!” Norton ignored it, and he felt sweat break out across his brow. He pushed the jet lower, and the landscape seemed to rush past in a blur. He was traveling at over three hundred knots, faster than he’d ever flown at such a low altitude. A single misstep would result in his instant death amidst a booming fireball. But while horrifying, it was also exhilarating. So this is what a combat pilot feels like. 

    The jet roared over the zombie hordes at a hair under one hundred feet, racing alongside the wall. Once past the town limits, Norton climbed out and turned back. He dropped to a hundred feet again and duplicated the maneuver, but heading in the opposite direction. He flew back for another pass, then rudder-turned to the left, blasting out into the desert. During each pass, he saw the stinking corpses below were actually reaching for the little jet as it zipped past, as if they thought they might be able to pull it from the sky. 

    “Okay, that’s enough,” Norton said. 

    “I agree. Pretty good flying, Norton. I thought you were going to bury the nose in the dirt,” Lennon said. 

    “Wait until we try to land at Oxnard,” Norton said. “You might get to experience that.”  

    Lennon chuckled as Norton pulled the jet into a steady climb.  

    In the passenger compartment, one of the men called out, “Hey, this is really a nice little plane. I bet you get laid all the time when you take a girl out on a date in this thing. Right, Mr. Norton?” 

    “The only time your mother complained is when I left her at home and started flying your sister around,” Norton responded.  

    The other men in the back laughed, and even Lennon cracked a grin. Norton set climb power as he raised the jet’s nose. Even twenty thousand feet wasn’t far enough away from the stenches. 

     

    ### 

     

    Victor Kuruk spent the next couple of hours speeding back and forth between engagement areas on his motorcycle, checking on the police under his command and trying his best to put forth a brave face for the people inside the walls. All the while, he ignored the calls over his radio for him to return to the police station and meet Corbett. Victor decided that could wait. Corbett really didn’t need him at the moment, but the people of Single Tree did.  

    There were several major incursions into the town, and while folks were fighting valiantly alongside Corbett’s men, they needed to see a familiar face. Victor’s people and the town had lived side by side for decades, and to the residents of Single Tree, Victor was one of their own. While normally, a member of the town’s political class, like the mayor, would do the job, Victor didn’t think Booker would be of much help. The town was close to unwinding, and the people needed to see the face of a warrior, not a politician. 

    But Victor didn’t feel much like a warrior at the moment. He was terrified, and the sounds of combat were jarring, threatening to overwhelm all his senses. The zombies poured over the walls like army ants and beelined for the defenders. Their outright disregard for personal safety was both a blessing, since they would walk right into choke points and fatal funnels without hesitation, and a curse because it was chilling to watch one allow itself to be mowed down then two more taking the place of it. Single Tree was truly an island surrounded by a sea of the dead, and the grim reality was there was no escape.  

    Victor knew he was staring down his last days on earth, but he rode his motorcycle from point to point, meeting with the people, exhorting them to give their best in defending the town. It didn’t matter if they were his native people or Anglos. At the end of the world, they were all one tribe, and they would have to fight as a tribe. Neighbors were as valuable as blood family, and Victor did what little he could to inspire them, to give hope, and to instill the will to fight, even though he knew it was all for nothing. 

    It was hardest when he came across the children. There were so many, and only a fraction of them could be saved, if any. He wasn’t an overly emotional man, but stoicism could only carry him so far. Victor didn’t interact with the kids any longer than necessary for fear he might explode into a torrent of tears. 

    Two officers had already been taken down by the horde. Another fifteen townspeople had been lost, either to the zombies or to accidents that occurred during panicked retreat. Victor regretted each death, even if it was someone he didn’t personally know, as it meant there was one less person to perhaps pick up the pieces and continue on, if the gods were to allow such a thing. 

    Civilization ends, Victor thought, out here in the desert below Mount Whitney. 

    Norton’s jet had roared off almost an hour ago after making several low passes over the zombie horde. It hadn’t helped much. While thousands of the dead had turned and tried to follow the plane, they eventually lost interest and returned to the town, lured back by the din of combat. Soon, the second line of defenses would be overrun, and the townspeople would have to fall back to the final ring of barriers. And once those were overrun, any survivors would need to seek shelter wherever they could. The school, the town hall, the police station, and the fire house had all been hastily fortified and stocked. A few hundred people might be able to hold out for a several weeks, trapped inside by the questing stenches as they roamed the town. Victor figured that would be his fate, huddled down in stinking darkness with several dozen people, waiting for the zombies to break in and finish them all. And if the dead didn’t manage to get in, then they would eventually starve to death. 

    But not Suzy.  

    After making one last stop at the eastern wall where the action wasn’t quite so frantic, Victor climbed back on his bike. He needed to make sure Suzy stayed with Corbett. The old man was her only ticket out of hell. Suzy was the youngest and brightest in Victor’s family, and while he’d never had children of his own, he had found all he needed in her. Whatever humanity might survive in the end wouldn’t be well served by him, but his niece was a perfect specimen of humanity—altruistic, realistic, and compassionate. If Victor had ever possessed any of those traits, he had lost them decades ago, chasing silly Hollywood dreams while playing the part of the red-skinned minstrel for the Tinseltown elite. He knew his place was with his people, and that meant staying in the desert. Actually, it means dying in the desert, he reminded himself. 

    He spotted Corbett outside the police station. He pulled over and lowered his bike’s kickstand. 

    “Vic! Where the hell have you been?” Corbett snapped.  

    “Did I miss something other than the zombies attacking the town?” Victor asked, dismounting. He peeled off his gloves, while looking up at Corbett, who stood by the door to the station house. The entrance was elevated a few feet, and Victor was kind of glad to only be the acting chief of police. Walking up and down those six steps several times a day made his knees ache. 

    “When I call you on the radio,” Corbett growled, “you fucking answer me.” 

    A bolt of dread uncoiled inside Victor’s chest. “Has something happened to Suzy?” 

    Corbett looked surprised. “What? No, no, nothing like that.” 

    A fresh volley of gunfire erupted nearby. The last fortification of HESCO barriers was only three or four hundred feet away, on the other side of Main Street. After that, several angled revetments would hopefully serve to channel the dead into the parking lot of Joseph’s Bi-Rite, the town’s biggest supermarket, which was only two blocks away and across the street. From where he stood, Victor could see dozens of people on its roof. The side streets leading past the supermarket had been blocked off with twenty-foot-tall concrete Alaska barriers. Corbett had brought five hundred of those, and they served as final redoubts around the high school, the elementary school, the fire station, and the town hall. By the time those had been hardened, there weren’t enough left to surround the police station. That had been further secured with chain link fencing topped by razor wire. The fences were fronted by coils of tanglefoot wire, something that would cause human attackers to pause but that meant nothing to the dead.  

    Victor wearily mounted the steps. He felt filthy, covered with dust and burnt gunpowder. “So what is it that’s so important?” he asked. 

    Corbett opened his mouth to speak, hesitated, then shrugged. “I guess I just wanted to know where you were,” the old man said awkwardly.  

    Victor stopped halfway up the steps. He grinned up at Corbett. “Are you lonely, Barry?” 

    Corbett scowled. “Damn it. I need you to stay close. When it’s time for us to leave, we’ll need to get going right away!” 

    Victor snorted and continued walking up the steps. “There’s no need to delay anything on my account.” 

    “It’s not me who’s going to have the problem. It’s your niece.” Corbett pointed at the green metal door that led into the station house. “I won’t be able to budge her unless you’re coming, so do me a favor, and stay with me. I’d hate to have one of my men coldcock that little girl and drag her over to the airport trussed up like a pig.” 

    Victor mounted the concrete deck. “I wouldn’t advise anyone to try that. My niece knows how to defend herself.” 

    “Another reason you need to stay close,” Corbett said. His voice was getting ragged from having to shout over the thunder of gunfire. “Come on. Let’s get inside. I have lookouts posted.” He pointed at the armed sentries in the parking lot. 

    “Yes, let’s do that.” 

    It was a bit quieter in the station house. The only police officers present were Mike Hailey and John Lasher, the old cop who probably should have retired five years ago. The rest of the people were a mix of Corbett’s former Marines and some townspeople, such as Max and Roxanne Booker, Gemma Washington, Carl Bremer and Dud Stanley—the fire chief and assistant fire chief, respectively—and of course, Jock Sinclair and his camera. The town map that hung across the south wall had been marked up with a series of glyphs and some notes. Someone had hastily drawn a reasonable facsimile of the walls surrounding Single Tree. Most of them were covered with red crosshatches. He presumed that meant they had been overrun. Radios blared as defenders reported in, detailing the movements of the zombies that had broken through or over the first two series of walls. 

    “Hai’i!” 

    Victor turned and saw Suzy standing in the doorway to his office. Sweat had cut trails through the grime on her face. With that and the dust and soot that dappled her tribal police uniform, she looked like some sort of scrappy street urchin from Oliver Twist. 

    “Paha-’a,” he replied. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Corbett. “Speak English for the Anglos. Otherwise, they’ll think we’re going to try something.” 

    “Yeah, yeah,” Corbett said, pushing his way past the two of them. The tall old man settled down behind Chief Grady’s old desk, which Victor had been using as acting chief. Two radios sat on the desk, and Corbett’s LWRC rifle leaned against the file cabinet.  

    Victor pulled his own rifle off his shoulder. “Make yourself at home,” he said. 

    “Already did, thanks.” Corbett listened to some radio chatter from the line of HESCO barriers to the east. “Yeah, the HESCOs aren’t exactly doing much. I really should have brought more cement barriers in, if I could’ve found them.” 

    Suzy plopped down on the battered reddish-brown couch that face the desk.  

    Victor saw Hailey lurking in the hall. “Is there something you need, Officer Hailey?” 

    “Uh...” Hailey tried to look around the doorway at Suzy, but Victor didn’t move out of the way. “No, Chief, I’m good. I’m wondering if I might be better off being at one of the walls, though? Or maybe joining the fire team on the Bi-Rite?”  

    Suzy reached for her rifle. “I’ll go with—”  

    Victor raised his hand. “No one is going anywhere. Officer Hailey, just keep an eye out the windows and let me know if something looks like it’s about to go further sideways. Can you do that?” 

    “Yes, sir,” Hailey said. He turned away from the office, obviously reluctant.  

    Victor eased himself down on the couch beside his niece. Corbett seemed engrossed in the radio traffic, and Victor noticed an eerie stereoscopic effect to the gunfire with the same shots coming over the radios and from outside. He looked over at Suzy, who smiled at him tiredly. 

    Victor switched to their native tongue and asked, “Do you love him?” He used the formal word for love, kamangande. In the Shoshone dialect, kamangande meant love from a woman to a man. The more common word, yoko, was of his niece’s generation, and it had multiple permutations, including the act of sex. He intended to ensure she knew which definition he meant. 

    Suzy peered at him, her head tilted to one side. “I want to give him my heart,” she said softly, “but I’m afraid.” 

    Victor knew her well, and he had anticipated the first part of her answer. She was not the type of girl to undertake a simple dalliance. However, the latter half made him uneasy. He took her hand. “Afraid of what?” 

    “Afraid he might die. Afraid we all might die.” 

    Victor found he had no encouraging words. He settled for gently squeezing her hand.  

    “Hailey will be fine, young miss,” Corbett said. “He’s going with you.” 

    Victor was surprised. “Don’t tell me you know our language?” 

    “No. I’m just old enough to be able to understand when things are trying to go unspoken,” Corbett said. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed either of you.” 

    “Taipo puhagande!” Suzy grinned.  

    Corbett frowned. “That one of your heathen curse words?” 

    “Not at all,” Victor replied. “She said you’re a white shaman.” 

    Corbett shook his head. “Okay.” 

    “What’s the latest from Norton and your team?” Victor asked. 

    “Nothing yet,” Corbett said. “We won’t be hearing from them until they get to Norton’s boat.” 

    “How much longer will that be?” Victor asked. 

    Corbett looked up at the clock on the wall. “It was thirty minutes ago.” 

     

     

    VENTURA COUNTY, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The flight across southern California was routine, except for the nearly-silent radios. Norton tried to raise the area traffic control center but got nothing. Likewise, there was no communication with Oxnard, Camarillo, or Van Nuys airfield. He even made a call to Ontario International Airport, a larger facility near San Bernardino that old Jed Simpkiss had said was being taken over by the military, but it was also silent, and that worried Norton. At the speed his aircraft was traveling, a collision meant instant death. And from the contrails in the sky overhead, he knew they weren’t the only airplane plowing through the local airspace. 

    “Don’t sweat it, Norton,” Lennon said, shifting in the copilot’s seat. “No one’s going to be interested in us. And besides, zombies don’t fly jets.” 

    “As far as we know,” Norton said. “We saw them shooting guns, right?” 

    Lennon shrugged. “I have no information indicating they can operate something as complex as a jet aircraft. Though watching you, it does seem really simple.” 

    “Great, then you can handle the landing.” 

    Lennon indicated the autopilot display. “Seems like the plane can fly itself.” 

    “Oh, it’ll get us to the airport and descend to approach, but after that, it’s all on me. Unless you want to try your luck at it?” 

    Lennon snorted and shook his head. “No, thanks.” 

    The Phenom 100 cut a southwesterly approach across California at an average speed of four hundred sixty miles per hour. The trip took less than forty minutes because they didn’t have to deal with any of the usual traffic routings that could cause delays. As the jet drew nearer to Los Angeles, Norton saw what he thought was the haze of smog on the horizon, but it turned out to be smoke.  

    LA was on fire, and it wasn’t alone. While great swaths of the course were over mountains and spots of desert, other areas were decently settled. Norton saw fire and destruction everywhere. The highways were full of motionless traffic, city streets were still and dead, and towns seemed as hospitable as old, abandoned crypts. 

    As the jet descended toward its initial waypoint and captured the approach altitude Norton had programmed into the flight management system, he took over. He set the radios to 134.95 and 257.9, the frequencies monitored by Oxnard tower. He tried to contact the airport over both channels and received nothing. The non-directional beacons were dark, but Norton had all the navigational data he needed to make a safe approach to the airfield. In addition, the local automatic terminal information service wasn’t broadcasting on its assigned frequency. That suggested that the facility was without power. 

    “So what’s the plan?” Lennon asked. “We going to fly straight in?” 

    “I don’t think so. I want to take a look at the runway first. If it’s blocked or unusable, we’ll need to figure out our next steps.” 

    Lennon leaned forward, looking out over the instrument panel. “Downward visibility kind of sucks in this thing.” 

    “We’ll make a pass parallel to the runway at about fifteen hundred feet. I’ll check it out from my side.” 

    “If it’s a no-go, then we need to get to the marina and set it down there.” 

    “Didn’t know you were in such a hurry to become a zombie, Lennon.” 

    “I’m not, but the clock is ticking.” 

    “I know, guy. I know.” Norton pulled back on the thrust levers, slowing the airplane to two hundred knots. That was still faster than FAA regulations allowed this close to an airfield, but he figured he wasn’t going to suffer any repercussions for such a transgression. Chances were high that the Federal Aviation Administration was dealing with more challenging items at the moment. He lined up on the same radial as the runway and slowly lowered the jet to just above fifteen hundred feet. 

    Ahead, the city of Oxnard seemed to be deserted. Farther out, columns of smoke rose lazily into the sky from the Navy base on the coast.  

    Lennon raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes. “Looks like the Seabees have taken it in the shorts,” he said conversationally. 

    “What about the marinas?” Norton asked, keeping an eye out for anything operating at their altitude. They were well inside bird territory, and he didn’t want to plow through a flock of seagulls. Losing one or both engines would definitely put a crimp in their plans. 

    “About the same. Little less fire, I think, but still generally fucked up. Some of the approaches look blocked. I guess the fair people of Oxnard decided to throw themselves a beach party before everything went to hell.” 

    The airport came into view, and Norton didn’t like what he saw. A big jet had crashed at the end of the six-thousand-foot runway and left a trail of debris almost half its length. All that remained of the aircraft was little more than a charred carcass. The post-crash fire had apparently burned uncontrolled in the middle of the runway, and a good deal of the surrounding vegetation was as black as graphite. Several large jets were parked in the general aviation lot. He guessed that when the airspace was sanitized weeks earlier, mid-sized airliners had recovered at Oxnard. The tails and wings of those airplanes intruded in the taxiway close to the airport’s terminal. 

    “Yeah, this does not look good,” Norton muttered. 

    “How much real estate does this thing need in order to stop?” Lennon asked. 

    “At this weight? About twenty-five hundred feet.” The airport slid past, and Norton executed a slow turn to the left. He intended to come around and check the airfield again from the other side, flying over West Fifth Street. 

    Lennon grunted. “We might have that much left.” 

    “Yeah, well, we’ll see,” Norton said. 

    His next pass didn’t reveal much in the way of additional options. All the streets were too narrow and too congested with debris and abandoned vehicles, not to mention a multitude of utility poles that would make any landing attempt a deadly exercise. The plethora of garbage blowing across the airport meant he could expect the engines to suck up any number of objects. Then he remembered that it wasn’t really a factor because getting the jet out of the airport wasn’t part of the plan.  

    When that thought crossed his mind, Norton felt a pang of regret. He took his left hand off the control yoke and tapped the instrument panel’s visor. This is our last flight together, baby. 

    “I see the truck,” Lennon said loud enough for the men in back to hear. “It’s right where you left it, Boomer.” 

    “Yeah, I see it,” Boomer said. “So what’s the op?” 

    Norton sighed. “It’s a suckfest, guys. Runway’s got shit all over it, taxiway is obstructed in a lot of places, and there’s no chance of being able to land on any of the streets. We might have enough runway to make an attempt, but once we’re down, we have to stop. Otherwise, we’re going to go right through that wreckage in the middle of the field.” 

    “So let’s ditch, then,” Boomer replied. “Saves us the trouble of having to drive to the marina.” 

    “If you’re hoping for another miracle on the Hudson, you can forget about it,” Norton said. “I’d rather take my chances on what little runway we might have.” 

    “Well, then stop bitching about it and get us down there,” Lennon said. 

    Norton pushed the thrust levers forward, and the jet accelerated. “Fuck you, and that’s what I’m going to do. You guys in the back, secure your shit! I can’t have anything flying into the cockpit when we’re trying to stop, especially if it’s going to be a sudden event. You get me?” 

    “Yes, sir,” the men said in unison. 

    “Good.” Norton climbed out and banked to the left again, coming around one hundred eighty degrees. Flying in a westerly direction, he passed the airport once again and headed for the shoreline. “We’re going to make a pass over the marina,” he said. “I want to check on the boat. If it’s still floating, that’s great. If it’s not, then we’re out of luck in a major way.” 

    “What if it isn’t?” Lennon asked. 

    “We have some fuel left. We’ll make for Santa Barbara or San Luis Obispo. We might be able to find something there for us to use.” Norton flipped on the autopilot. “That’s about all I got.” 

    “All right.” Surprisingly, Lennon seemed satisfied with the answer.  

    They passed to the north of where Norton’s Pacific Mariner yacht was docked. Several of the slips were empty, and there were definite signs of combat and discord in the marina parking lots. But he finally spotted the Argosy. Still in her slip, she appeared to be unmolested, her white gel coat gleaming in the sunlight and the Sunbrella coverings remained tied to the upper deck helm station. But traveling at two thousand feet and two hundred fifty miles per hour didn’t exactly allow for a long examination. 

    “She looks good,” Norton said. “Okay, I’m going to set us up for landing. You guys better make sure you’re strapped in tight. It’s going to be rough. I can’t guarantee anyone’s going to walk away from it.” 

    He turned the jet back toward the airport and reduced power. Lowering the flaps and landing gear, he set up for a visual approach, something that wasn’t commonly done in a jet. He went in from the seaward side, lining up on runway seven, to avoid the wreckage that covered the runway’s eastern half. Norton prayed he could stop the little jet before it slammed into the twisted remains of the other aircraft. 

    Lennon leaned forward. “Coming in a little hot, aren’t you?” He kept his tone conversational, but Norton knew the salty Marine was experiencing a sudden and substantial case of pucker factor. 

    “Don’t blame me. We have a tailwind. This is as slow as we can go and not stall,” Norton said. “Full flaps, gear down, a hundred twenty-six knots indicated.”  

    Several birds took flight to the right of the runway. They pirouetted in the air and made for the terminal building across the taxiway, but Norton didn’t deviate. At first, he thought the noise of the jet had startled them, but then he saw a zombie crossing the taxiway and heading right for the runway at a slow shuffle. 

    “Stench,” Lennon said. “We’re going into a hot zone, so get ready for it.” 

    Yeah, it’ll be mighty hot if we come to a full stop inside a fireball, Norton thought. The Prodigy avionics system gave altitude warnings, starting at fifty feet. He kept his eyes on the zombie, even though the jet would be well past it long before it stepped onto the asphalt. 

    “Got more headed our way,” one of the Marines in back said. 

    “More’n a few,” another added. 

    “You guys stay in your seats,” Norton said. The jet started rocking as it passed through turbulent air. “We’re down in five seconds!” 

    Norton had his eyes fixed on the end of the runway, having decided that his touchdown point would be right on the big 7 painted at the end of the strip. He worked the yoke and rudder pedals, keeping the jet’s nose lined up on his touchdown point. As the aircraft passed over the runway threshold, he pulled back on the power, willing the Phenom to settle to earth. The white runway number had almost slid past when he felt the main landing gear thump onto the asphalt surface, left wheel first, then the right an instant later.  

    Without waiting for speed to bleed off so the nose gear would lightly come down, he toed the brakes. The nose immediately dropped, and the gear slammed into the runway with enough force to make Norton wince. He applied full brakes and felt the safety harness straps bite into his shoulders. The anti-lock system kicked in and started vibrating like a jack hammer. The little jet had no thrust reversers, so all Norton had were brakes to get it to stop. They would probably be glowing by the time the Phenom came to a halt.  

    As the airplane shot down the runway, he could see debris from the previous crash strewn across the asphalt. Some pieces were quite large, and he heard one scrape the bottom of the jet with a rattling noise. That didn’t bother him as much as the fact the airplane wasn’t slowing fast enough. The remnants of the crashed airline grew larger and larger in the windscreen, and despite the horrendous damage done to it by the crash and fire, parts were still dense enough to completely destroy the Phenom if it plowed into them. Norton considered taking the airplane into the grass on either side of the runway, but he wasn’t sure if that would be any easier. 

    At fifty-eight knots ground speed, the decision was made for him when the left main tire blew. The Phenom yawed that way almost immediately. 

    “Hold on!” Norton shouted as the jet departed the runway. It bounced and jolted across the grass, and both Norton and Lennon grabbed onto the instrument panel visor as they were jerked and shaken in their seats. The aircraft was pitching so wildly that Norton couldn’t read the instrumentation display.  

    The nose gear collapsed. The composite nose cone shattered and sheared away. Bits and pieces of the plane’s forward fuselage bounced off the windshield as it began to break up. Norton reached out to shut off the fuel to the idling engines and managed to hit the cutoff just before a great gout of dirt exploded across the windscreen. With a lurch, the jet came to an unceremonious halt. The two engines were still winding down, but one of them was grinding away, likely having ingested something.  

    Norton hit the fire extinguishers, just to be safe, then switched off the batteries. “Get out!” he shouted. “Everybody out!” 

    Lennon unfastened his harness and reached for the door release. He called to his men, “Check both sides. Tell me if I’m clear to open the door!”  

    “Clear left!” 

    “Clear right!” 

    Lennon cranked open the door, and it opened with a loud squeal. Norton verified all the important switches were in the off position then unfastened his harness. He retrieved the H&K 416 from behind his seat and his backpack from the small closet behind the copilot’s chair. The men in the passenger compartment humped their bags out the door. The guy who had been riding in the bathroom came out with a bloody lip. The covered toilet acted as a belted seat, but he had been sitting sideways, whereas the others had been sitting in the front- and rear-facing club seats. Aside from that, they all looked fine. 

    “You good, man?” Norton asked anyway. 

    “Stellar,” the split-lip guy said. He was small, wiry, and probably older than he looked. “Just bit my lip during the crash. But hey, any landing you can walk away from, right?” 

    Lennon appeared at the open door. “Okay, all gear is clear?” 

    “Roger that,” one of his men said. 

    “Then let’s hump out of here. We’ve got about two hundred meters of open space to cross to get to the truck. Let’s roll!” 

    The men piled out of the dead Phenom.  

    Before crawling through the half-open doorway, Norton took a look around the interior of the jet. His last look. “See ya, babe,” he said. The airstair was only extended halfway, so he wound up crawling across them instead. He felt foolish and clumsy. Dude, you just crashed a jet and lived to tell the story. Don’t sweat it. 

    “Everybody do a buddy check,” Lennon said. He turned to Norton. “Everything okay with you? You’re the man of the hour. You all right?” 

    “Yeah, sure,” Norton said. He swung into his pack, not mentioning that his shoulders hurt from being thrown against the straps.  

    “All right, let’s hit it,” Lennon said. He picked up one of the rucksacks and pulled it on.  

    The men brought their rifles into position. Lennon led the way, heading north. As he followed, Norton glanced back at his jet. It was still resting on the main landing gear, shattered nose in the dirt. It listed to the left due to the blown tire, and the wing on that side was almost resting on the ground. The white aeronautical paint was scratched and pitted, and the leading edges of the wing had been dented and dinged. The little Embraer had flown its last mission. 

    They hurried across the airfield to the chain link fence that separated the airfield from what looked like a construction company. Three of the men went over the fence without even slowing down. Lennon and two others tossed their rucksacks over.  

    Lennon motioned toward Norton. “All right, Norton. Toss over your bag, and get on the other side.” 

    Norton did what he was told, though he wasn’t as graceful at climbing over the fence as he could have been. The cinches at the top bit into his skin and tore his jeans as he groped his way across. Looking back through the fence, he saw the zombies had almost reached the plane. They kept their flat gazes locked on the men. 

    Lennon and the rest scaled the fence effortlessly. Norton was happy to have at least a fence separating him from the zombies. It would take some time for them to overcome the obstacle and continue their pursuit. At least, he hoped it would. 

    “Truck’s dead ahead,” Lennon said. “Eyes out, Marines. Keep Norton secure, Garcia. You’re the designated babysitter.” 

    “Aye, aye, sir.” 

    Lennon led them past an open warehouse. Beyond that was a parking lot then Teal Club Road, if Norton remembered correctly. He heard a dry moan and spotted a zombie emerging from a pile of masonry materials. Slowing down, he tried to decide if he should shoot it.  

    Garcia tapped him on the shoulder. “Keep going, sir. No shooting unless you have to. Gotta practice noise discipline.” 

    “We just crashed a very loud jet airplane,” Norton said. “I think they know we’re here.” 

    Lennon stopped at a dusty gray Ford van. The rest of the Marines set up a perimeter, while he unlocked the doors. When Lennon got behind the wheel, Garcia grabbed Norton and tugged him over to the large vault-like door on the right side of the vehicle. When Garcia tugged it open, Norton saw it was quite thick. 

    “Class II armor,” Garcia said. “Get inside, sir. Hurry.” 

    The interior was dark and stuffy. The driver’s compartment was separated from the cargo area by a metal partition. The only opening was a small window that looked out past the driver. In the rear, two vinyl bench seats sat across from each other. Norton chose the one facing the back. The seat was hot, almost burning his legs even through his pants. 

    The rest of the Marines piled in, tossing their gear up front. Once they were all in and the modular door was closed, one of them slapped the partition. “All aboard, good to go!” he yelled. 

    The van came alive with a diesel rattle and started to move. Norton heard a vague thumping from outside, and he looked out one of the small windows in the van’s rear clamshell doors. The zombie in overalls was peering in stupidly through the small aperture as it flailed against it in a bid to get at the men inside. It suddenly disappeared as the van backed up over it.  

    Norton felt only a small bounce. “How much does this thing weigh?” he asked. 

    “About four tons,” Garcia said. “It’s gonna take a lot of stenches to stop this thing, sir.” 

    Thinking about the hordes that surrounded Single Tree, Norton said, “Yeah, well. Let’s hope we don’t run into a lot of stenches, then.” 

     

    ### 

     

    The marina was only a few miles away from the airport. Ordinarily, it was about a seven-minute drive, but they kept having to move through packs of the shambling dead. While the zombies weren’t able to overpower the van, they certainly slowed down its progress. The Marines didn’t seem to be unduly concerned, so Norton tried not to worry. When the packs got too thick and they threatened to start mounding over the van, the men opened fire through the firing ports. They all wore Peltor headsets, so the noise of shooting in an enclosed space didn’t bother them. Norton was a different matter. His noise-cancelling capabilities consisted of him holding his hands over his ears and opening his mouth. 

    More worrisome was the long conga line of ghouls shuffling after the vehicle as it drove away. It would take a good thirty minutes for Norton to get the Argosy underway, and in that time, a thousand stenches could catch up and walk onto the dock to where the boat was tied. He mentioned the potential problem to Garcia between rounds of combat.  

    Garcia passed that on to Lennon through his headset then told Norton, “We’ll just have to deal with that when it comes, sir.” 

    Norton frowned. “My boat has a swim platform that leads right to the aft deck. It’s designed to be accessible.” 

    Garcia looked thoughtful. “What about the sides? And the bow?” 

    “They’d have a tough time coming aboard there. The boat’s tied up on the starboard side only. The port side is facing water. The bow would be too high for anyone to climb over, and the swim platform is about two and a half feet above the waterline at rest.” 

    “We’ll figure something out,” Garcia said with a shrug. “How deep is the harbor there?” 

    “About seven feet at low tide. Boat drafts five.” 

    Garcia nodded. “All right. Don’t sweat it. We’ll worry about defending the boat. You just get her ready. And if you need any help with that, we all know our way around boats a bit.” 

    “Thanks,” Norton said. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

    “Another wave,” one of the other Marines said.  

    The men went back to their firing ports. Norton covered his ears and waited for the racket to start again. The van already smelled like a gun range, and there was enough brass rolling around to make moving about downright treacherous. Fortunately, Norton had no reason to get out of his seat. 

    The men started hammering out single shots as the van crashed through another pack of the dead. The vehicle bounced and swayed like a vessel in a heavy sea, and for a minute, Norton feared he might upchuck all over the place. Looking out the rear windows didn’t help much, but he did see that several dozen ghouls had been run over and were writhing in the street. Others had obvious gunshot wounds, but few had been killed. The gunfire was more to hold them back than to kill them. 

    Almost an hour after leaving the quarry parking lot, Garcia reported that they were approaching the marina. 

    Norton turned to try to peer through the small window in the front partition, but he couldn’t see much. “How’s it look?” he asked.  

    Garcia held up his hand. Norton presumed he was receiving a briefing from Lennon up front. 

    After a couple of minutes, Garcia said, “Okay, this is how it’s going to work. We do have stenches in the area. They’re orienting on the van, which we would expect. Lennon is going to drive us right to the entrance and slow down, but he won’t stop. We’ll exit on the roll. Once we’re out, Lennon will keep going and try to draw them away from us. We’ll all stay together until we get into the marina, then Book and Jones will move ahead to the boat to ensure the path is clear. The rest of us provide security from the rear. I’ll be with you the whole time, Mr. Norton, so don’t worry about anything.” He pointed at Norton’s rifle. “You can handle that, right?” 

    Norton nodded. “You know it.” He had actually only used it at the range, but he didn’t mention that. 

    “Good. If you have to shoot, go ahead and shoot. Protect yourself. Don’t wait for us. Got that?” 

    “Good copy,” Norton said. He’d been told by several military advisers on shoots that the phrase was the usual rejoinder when asked if something was understood, and he was proud to have remembered it. 

    “Okay, then. We’re going to jump off in maybe two minutes. Get all your shit together, and follow me out that door when I go. Don’t wait. Just follow. All right?” 

    “Good copy, part two,” Norton said. 

    Garcia smiled thinly. “Great. Sit tight.” 

    The van made a sweeping turn then several additional maneuvers. Norton figured it had pulled into the parking lot and was winding around either barricades, abandoned cars, zombies, or all of the above.  

    When the men began to stir and abandon their firing positions, Garcia motioned for Norton to get up. “Okay, thirty seconds,” he said.  

    Norton unfastened his seat belt, swung into his pack, and plunged a hand into his pocket to verify his keys were still there. He would need them to get through the dock gate. The van slowed to a crawl, its diesel engine cackling. One of the men pushed open the door and jumped out. Garcia was third out, and Norton went right after him. 

    It was cooler along the coast than it had been at the airport, and Norton almost shivered from the sudden chill. But the sun shone bright and strong, and the breeze carried the scent of the ocean. It also carried a strong hint of rot and decay and smoke. Current circumstances aside, he found he was eager to get aboard the Argosy. It had been too long since he’d walked on her decks. 

    A group of zombies took notice of their arrival and began moving toward them. The parking lot had been turned into some sort of campsite or rally point, and it had been either overrun or abandoned weeks ago. There were plenty of human remains lying around to suggest the former, and the stenches lingering in the area had apparently decided to hang out and wait for another course to be served up. 

    “On me,” the man in the lead said. He pointed west. “Norton, this way?”  

    “That’s it,” Norton said. 

    “Grab onto my pack and don’t let go,” Garcia told him.  

    Norton did as instructed and hustled to keep pace with the shorter man as the group scurried toward the dock’s gated entrance. Behind them, the heavy Ford van clattered away, crushing debris beneath its tires. The entire marina was surrounded by a black wrought-iron security fence that still looked sound. When the group got to the gate, they paused so Norton could unlock it. As he worked the key, he looked through the bars. Almost every slip was empty. Even the rubber-hulled inflatables that usually adorned the shore were gone. His boat sat all the way at the end of the dock, still tied to the piers. He couldn’t tell its condition, but he suspected people had been aboard. 

    When he started to push the gate open, one of the Marines grabbed it and stepped in ahead of him. The man moved down the weathered wooden ramp, rifle shouldered and held at the ready. Garcia went next, and Norton stayed right behind him.  

    Norton heard a splash and looked to his right. A ghost-white zombie was wading toward them through the shallow water. It was covered in algae, though if the stuff was actually growing on the dead flesh or if the creature had just been wallowing in it, Norton couldn’t tell. A rifle spoke behind him, loud and sharp. The stench collapsed into the water face-first and promptly sank out of sight. 

    The rifle shot worked like a dinner bell. Several shapes rose up out of the water. Norton was horrified at how many there were. At this point, the average water depth was maybe three feet, and the boat slips were easily accessible. The dead floundered toward them. 

    “Forget about them for now,” the lead man said. “Let’s just get to the boat!” 

    “Oorah! Right behind you,” Garcia replied. “Norton, stay with me, all right?” 

    “Damn right, I will!” Norton answered.  

    Norton heard a car horn, and he realized Lennon was probably making the noise in an attempt to lure off the larger herd of zombies that had been following them. He wondered how the man would be able to link up with them, but he didn’t give voice to the question. As far as he was concerned, Lennon had it easy. If Norton and the others were taken out before they could get to the boat, then Lennon had his little Ford tank to drive around in, and there was no way the dead could get at him. 

    Gunfire rang out as zombies began to haul themselves out of the briny, polluted water. Garcia fired on the move, so Norton shouldered his expensive H&K and flipped off the safety. He tried plinking a few of the stenches as he ran, but he missed completely. He’d never trained to engage a target while running, and his lack of experience was plain for all to see. When he slowed to try to decisively eliminate one zombie, the man behind him pushed him forward. Norton fired anyway and missed again. 

    “Keep moving, Norton!” the man snapped. “Don’t fuck this up for us, man!” 

    Norton lowered his weapon and picked up the pace, hurrying after Garcia. A stench stepped off a dilapidated 1960s-vintage trawler named Loose Crews as they passed it. Inside the vessel’s salon, other zombies stirred. Norton didn’t know the boat’s owner, but he did know the man had a family. The man in the lead shot the female stench stepping out of the trawler’s cockpit, blasting a wad of dark ichor across the boat’s sun-bleached mahogany transom. Then, they were past it. 

    When they finally reached the towering Argosy, Norton saw all the lines were still fixed and the fenders were in place. Everything looked to be good until he noticed that the davit on the second deck was extended out over the port side. Someone had made off with his tender. 

    The lead man bounded onto the swim platform, his boots hitting the teak-over-fiberglass deck with a loud thump. He immediately advanced up one of two gangways that led to the aft deck. Garcia jumped down next, then he surged up the other gangway, rifle shouldered. Norton landed with more grace than he expected and emulated the two men, bolting up to the aft deck while holding his H&K at ready.  

    There was carnage everywhere. Apparently, more than a few people had used the boat for temporary shelter, but they had been unable to hold back the zombies. Blood was smeared on every surface, and rotting body parts were scattered across the varnished mahogany deck. Norton knew he should have been shocked at such a discovery, but it was no great surprise. He was more discouraged to discover that the entrance to the main salon was damaged. Someone had tried to pry open the thick sliding door, ignoring the signs that stated the vessel was alarmed. Norton didn’t blame them. With carnivorous corpses coming up from the aft, he would have done the same thing. 

    Another man dropped down onto the swim platform then faced the rear of the vessel. It was even cooler underneath the overhang, and Norton was surprised to feel sweat chilling on his brow and down his back. 

    “Stay right here,” Garcia said. “Give us a second to check it out.”  

    “You’ve got two decks, this one and the one above,” Norton said, pointing at the starboard stairway that run up to the next level. “Knock yourselves out.” He hurried to the door and opened the alarm pad next to it. The numbers on the keys illuminated when he exposed the keypad. That meant the yacht still had power, even though he was certain the shorelines were dead. He tapped in his security code, and the display changed from ARMED to STANDBY. 

    Norton glanced back when he heard gunfire from the dock. The rear guards were making a stand, gunning down the stenches that shambled toward them. It was easier than shooting fish in a barrel. The zombies didn’t try to evade or to protect themselves. They just walked right into it.  

    Norton spun back to the door. He pulled on the handle, but the door didn’t budge. The lock was broken. He turned and headed for the nearest gangway leading to the swim platform.  

    The guard standing watch there stepped into his path without taking his eyes off the stern. “Where you headed, sir?” 

    “Crew quarters then to the engine room. I can get into the salon that way,” Norton said. “The door’s busted. I can’t open it from out here.” 

    “Wait.”  

    “For what, guy? We have to get this boat operational!” 

    “Let Garcy and Browning sweep the boat first, then we’ll get right on that. You can’t go inside by yourself. We don’t know what’s in there.” 

    “No one’s in there, man. She’s locked up tight, and I made sure no one could get in without a lot of time and causing a lot of attention,” Norton said, exasperated. 

    “Just wait,” the guard said, his tone indicating that was the end of the conversation. 

    Garcia came down from the bridge deck. “Clear topside. Bow looks clear, too. Browning’s on his way back.” He nodded Norton. “Looks like someone tried to make off with the tender up there. They didn’t make it. The stenches got them while they were trying to get the davit operational.” 

    Norton sighed. Knowing that more people had perished aboard his boat was disheartening. Well, at least the insurance company won’t find out. “Great,” he said. “Can I get to work now?” 

    “Sure thing,” Garcia said. “Where do you want to start?” 

    “Engine room, but I’ll need to go through crew quarters to get there. The salon door’s fucked up from someone trying to get inside.” 

    Garcia nodded. “Okay. Lead the way, and I’ll check things out. You have what you need?” 

    “Except for access to the boat? Yeah. Follow me,” Norton said. He bounded down the gangway to the swim platform then turned back toward the rear of the boat. Where on larger vessels there would have been a garage for storing additional gear or jet skis and the like, on his, there was only a single bulkhead door. Norton put his key in the lock, and Garcia yanked him aside before he could open the door. 

    “You open the door, but keep it between you and the opening,” the short Marine said. “Use it like a shield. You know what I mean?” 

    “Yes. Got it,” Norton said.  

    “Okay.” Garcia raised his rifle. “Tell me what I’m walking into down there.” 

    “Crew quarters. Two staterooms, one with a queen-size bunk, the other with two single bunks, over and under. Captain’s stateroom is on the port side. Crew stateroom is off to starboard. One head, just past the crew stateroom. Past that, galley and dinette. And there will be a door in the bulkhead, a lot like this one here”—Norton indicated the door beside him—“only with a port in it, so you can look into the next room.” 

    “Okay, like a day room?” 

    Norton nodded. “Yeah, like that.” 

    “Got it. Okay, are you ready?” 

    “Yeah, yeah, I’m ready. Let’s go.” Norton said, getting a little frustrated with the Q-and-A session. There was still a lot of gunfire going on dockside, and he was eager to get to work. The sounds of combat would only serve to lure more stenches into the marina. He didn’t see a lot of sense in waiting for them to get to the yacht. 

    Garcia smiled thinly at Norton’s apparent discontent. “Take it easy, Mr. Norton.”  

    “I’ll take it easy when we’re a few miles off the coast, Garcia. I’m opening the hatch now. Are you ready?” 

    “Yes, sir. I’m ready.” 

    “Here goes.” Norton undogged the hatch and pulled it open.  

    Garcia held his rifle on the opening for a second then edged forward. “Lights?” 

    “Switch is on the right, next to the door. Should be visible on the bulkhead.” Norton then remembered that the companionway would be dark. “You want me to get them?” 

    “No, I got it,” Garcia said. He fumbled about with his left hand, trying to find the switch.  

    Norton looked past the hinges of the door and saw the light snap on, illuminating the narrow corridor with bright LED lighting. Garcia slowly disappeared from view as he walked down the short gangway, rifle at the ready. Standing by the open door, Norton felt naked and exposed. He heard the men on the dock shouting to each other as they continued broadcasting hate at the zombies. The sentry above was joined by the element leader, so he wasn’t exactly alone. 

    Take it easy, Norton thought. Everything’s under— 

    A mottled hand emerged from the water and slapped onto the swim platform. A bald head came up next, gleaming in the sunlight, then a pair of small, porcine eyes, which immediately locked onto Norton. the stench reached up with its other hand and firmed its grasp on the swim platform. It opened its mouth as if to moan, but instead, a gout of brine flowed from the opening, accompanied by a low gurgling sound. 

    Norton stepped away from the open door, raised his H&K, and shot the zombie through the forehead. The stench froze then slowly sank back into the water. 

    Hope to God it doesn’t foul the running gear, he thought, worried about the extremely vulnerable twin Nibral screws that powered the boat. 

    “Good shot, Norton,” the team leader called down. “You’re an expert marksman inside of five meters.” 

    “Thanks a million,” Norton replied. 

    Garcia emerged from the crew quarters. He spotted the wet hand prints on the deck and looked at Norton. “What happened?” 

    “Nothing unusual, just a stench rising up from the depths. Everything cool down below?” 

    “Yeah. I got as far as the engine room. No zombies, no nothing.” 

    “Good,” Norton said, slinging his rifle and walking around the open hatch. “Now get the hell out of the way and let me get to work.” 

    “You need me for anything? How are you going to get inside if the door’s busted?” 

    “There’s a service entrance from the engine room. You wouldn’t know it unless you knew where to look.” 

    “I’m coming with you,” Garcia said. “Go on. Get down there.” 

    “Suit yourself.” Norton hustled down the gangway and through the crew quarters. The door to the engine room was already open, and the lights were on. He walked into the square room, ducking a bit so as not to hit his head on the stringers supporting the deck.  

    The sounds of combat dimmed as Garcia slammed the hatch closed then dogged it in place. Norton checked the bilge and found it wasn’t any wetter than usual, only a thin trace of moisture from the usual seepage from the stuffing boxes, where the driveshafts extending from the twin MTU engines passed through the hull and mated with the propellers. The batteries were at about eighty percent charge, which was great, but shore power was definitely off. The yacht’s systems had been running off the cells for at least two or three weeks. He needed to get the generators running so he could charge them before trying to start the engines. 

    Garcia had been watching the inspections from the doorway. “So what do we do first?”  

    “Generators need to come online,” Norton said. “We have two of them, but I only need one running right now. I need to charge up the batteries, just in case we need to go through multiple starts. I’m not expecting any problems, but she’s been sitting for a couple of months. I just want to make sure we have enough juice to run what we need.” Norton walked toward the door and patted the two big white cubes on either side of the aisle. Each soundproofed enclosure bore the logo for Northern Lights. “These guys right here,” he said, as he knelt and checked the fluids on the two gensets. They were both good to go. 

    “So you do that down here, right?” 

    “I can, but you need to tell your guys to get ready for some noise. Okay?” 

    Garcia nodded and spoke into his headset’s boom microphone. Norton picked up a pair of noise-cancelling ear phones hanging next to the door and slid them on. He figured it might be a good idea to keep them handy. It was remarkable he wasn’t already deaf after all the firing in the van.  

    Garcia gave him a thumbs-up. “You’re good to go, sir.” 

    “Great. You want to step inside and close the hatch?”  

    After Garcia did as he asked, Norton turned to the generator on the port side. He pressed the red start button on the control box, and the generator turned right over. Norton pumped his fist then turned to the genset on the starboard side and replicated his previous success. Norton checked the two ten-cylinder MTU diesels. All fluids were fine, air filters were fresh, Racor fuel filters were clean, and the panel diagnostics indicated both systems were in perfect shape. 

    “We’re looking good down here, but now we need to get topside,” Norton said. 

    “Sure. How do we do that?” 

    Norton pointed toward the fore-end of the engine room, where a bulkhead separated the chamber from the mammoth diesel fuel tank on the other side. To the right of the fire extinguisher system was a small ladder that led to a three-by-three fireblocked hatch. “Through there,” he said. “It’ll take us to the wet bar. Climb up, turn right, and pour yourself a cold one.” 

    “Yeah, sounds great. Let’s do that once we’re out of here,” Garcia said. He advanced to the hatch. It was dogged closed in two places, so it wasn’t difficult to figure out how to open it. Once he unlocked it, he pulled his pistol. “Same as before, sir. I’ll go up and check things out. You wait here.” 

    “No, the boat’s too big. It’ll take too much time, and you wouldn’t know where to look,” Norton said. “Go up, and I’ll be right behind you.” 

    “You sure, sir? You’re essential personnel here.” 

    Norton sighed. “Damn it. Yes, I’m sure. Now go!” 

    Garcia pushed open the hatch and waited several seconds. When nothing happened, he cautiously eased up the ladder and raised his head through the opening. He twisted, looking around the salon upstairs, before climbing up quickly. Norton followed, staying close behind him. 

    They emerged behind the wet bar. The salon was large with a gigantic L-shaped settee at one end to their right, flanked by two leather occasional chairs and behind a cherry wood coffee table. Directly across the room from the bar was a formal dining area with a large lacquered table surrounded by six plush chairs.  

    Norton began to sweat anew as he stepped toward the salon entrance. He knelt in front of the wall beside the door and opened a cabinet, exposing the yacht’s electrical bus. He inserted the boat’s keys into the panel to unlock it then began flipping switches that would activate systems to bring the yacht more fully to life. The climate control system kicked on, and cool air began issuing from the vents hidden behind cherry wood valances. 

    “Come on,” he said, rising to his feet.  

    Garcia stepped out ahead of him. They both hurried down the hall. 

    As they approached a short set of stairs past the dining area, Norton pointed down a companionway to the right. “Master stateroom’s down there, if you want to check it out. Might be some stenches taking a bath in the Jacuzzi.” 

    “I’ll stick with you, sir,” Garcia said. 

    Norton led him through the galley to the main deck pilothouse. Two STIDD chairs were positioned in front of several black flat-screen displays. Norton switched them on, willing the Furuno black box system to boot up quickly. Outside, the gunfire picked up in intensity, and the men on the aft deck began firing as well. 

    “Yeah, we’re working on it,” Garcia said into his headset. He looked over at Norton. “Listen, we need to push off from the dock.” 

    Norton started to protest then thought better of it. “Okay, cut the lines. I can walk us away from the dock with the thrusters, but I’d rather do that from upstairs. Tell them to get on that.”  

    He transferred control to the flybridge station then left the pilothouse. He ran up the gangway. Garcia kept up, passing on instructions as they moved. Norton unlocked the flybridge door and stepped outside.  

    Again, the chill of the Pacific breeze struck him as he stepped outside. There was more gore across the white fiberglass deck, most of it surrounding the tender. The fourteen-foot center console’s canvas cover had been half removed, but that was as far as its would-be users had gotten. Bloody footprints were tracked all across the deck.  

    Norton went straight for the flybridge helm station. He frantically removed the Sunbrella console covering and switched on the displays. The Furuno system had finished booting up, so the GPS came online immediately. Even though he didn’t need it just yet, Norton energized the radar system. From its mount high above the flybridge, the radar could see for over seventy miles. On the MTU control panel, he started the number two engine, which came alive with a shudder. The shudder gave way to a muted roar as the big motor powered up and revved normally. Norton repeated the process for the first engine, and it too awakened with a coughing rumble. Even though both engines were cold, they were operating normally. Norton studied the temperature gauge, watching as the latter slowly rose into the standard operating range. 

    He stepped away from the console and looked out over the starboard side. Bodies lay all over the dock, many more than Norton had expected. A seemingly endless line of stenches was streaming into the marina, and they had formed a mound that abrogated the locked gate. The corpses were falling over it, picking themselves up, them shambling toward the idling Pacific Mariner yacht. 

    “We good to go?” Garcia asked. He moved to the side of the flybridge and raised his rifle to fire. 

    “Yeah, usually I’d wait for the engines to warm up,” Norton said. 

    Garcia fired, and two hundred feet away, a stench collapsed to the dock. He repeated the process three more times, causing a miniature pileup that provided a temporary break in the dead’s advance. “I don’t think we’ve got a few minutes,” he said. 

    “Can you give me two?” Norton had to shout over the firing. 

    “Stand by.” Garcia spoke into his microphone as he continued to fire, dropping more zombies.  

    Norton went back to the helm station and consulted the displays. The engines were still warming up normally, which meant the raw water intakes weren’t blocked. That was a great sign, because the last thing he wanted to do was go over the side and try to clear the sea chest if a zombie was stuck in it.  

    Satisfied that the yacht was slowly inching its way toward an orderly departure, Norton joined Garcia at the railing and raised his H&K. There was already a decent-sized pile of motionless corpses on the dock, but he figured he might as well try to add some more numbers to it. His rifle cracked, and he was satisfied to see a stench drop as the back of its head exploded, showering the ghouls behind it with bone fragments and black ichor. 

    “We can give you two minutes, but we’ll need to leave sooner if you can manage it!” Garcia shouted. 

    “Okay, let’s do this. There are boat hooks in the storage locker on the aft deck. We’ll use two hooks to hold us in place once the tie-downs are released. We can stand off maybe eight feet or so until the engines warm up enough to take us out.” 

    “Do it!” Garcia said. “Do whatever you can!” 

    Norton slung his rifle and sprinted for the winding gangway that ran to the aft deck. Dried blood covered the handrail, so he didn’t use it. The storage locker was underneath the cushions on the settee. He ripped off the Sunbrella covering, flipped up the cushions, and opened the locker. He removed two telescoping boat hooks and extended them to their full fourteen-foot length. He tossed both onto the dock, and the man guarding the swim platform waved one hand in quick acknowledgement. 

    Norton waved back and returned to the controls. Garcia was still hammering at the dead, and the pile in the middle of the dock was quite substantial. The corpses trapped on the other side were clambering over it, but the obstruction slowed them down enough that Browning and the other man could continue their work. The two shooters standing out from the yacht weren’t in immediate danger of attack.  

    Norton moved to the helm and checked the instruments. The engines were warming but still hadn’t entered the low band for operation. Ah, the joys of giant diesels, he thought. 

    “How are we looking?” Garcia asked. 

    “Well, we’re not dead yet,” Norton responded.  

    Zombies had penetrated the walls surrounding other docks, which meant they would eventually be able to cross over to the one the Argosy was tied to. And others were splashing through the shallow water, advancing toward the idling yacht. They bobbed as they entered deeper water then slowly sank beneath the surface. Norton realized they were perhaps a bigger threat than those dockside. Even though the Pacific Mariner weighed seventy-plus tons, the propellers, rudders, and stabilizers were still vulnerable, and damage to any could leave the vessel disabled. He checked the temperature readouts: still not in the operating zone but close. 

    “Garcia,” he said. “Get your guys aboard and have them hook us to the tie-down cleats on the dock. They can just let out the bow and spring lines instead. I’ll try to hold us in place with a little power.” 

    “You got it, Mr. Norton!” Garcia passed the information over the radio.  

    Norton put the bow and stern thrusters into standby, then he called up the chart-plotter display and activated the radar. Both inputs were transposed on the nineteen-inch flat panel, giving him excellent additional insight into the local environment. He heard a fusillade of fire, and he looked to starboard. The two security guys were falling back, and he could no longer see Browning and the other man. A moment later, Browning appeared, carrying a boat hook and running up the side deck. He leaned over from the box and managed to secure the hook on one of the stout tie-down cleats. He was just in time because the bow began to pull away from the dock in the gentle current. Then, the stern started to swing out... and kept moving. 

    “Are we hooked up in the back?” Norton shouted.  

    Garcia looked up from his rifle’s sights. “What? Say again?” 

    “Are we hooked up in the back?” 

    Garcia leaned over the side of the flybridge. “No! Fucking Rowland dropped the boat hook!” 

    “Browning, let go!” Norton yelled down to the deck. “Let go!” 

    Browning unhooked from the cleat just as a zombie grabbed the long boat hook. The pair struggled for control for a few seconds before Browning yanked the stench off the dock and into the water.  

    Browning pulled in the hook and held it up for Norton to see. “Got it!” he shouted with a smile. 

    “Fucking great, you saved a forty-five-dollar boat hook,” Norton muttered. He grabbed the thruster joysticks and moved them to the left, walking the big yacht away from the dock.  

    As the craft crept away at a leisurely rate, more zombies pushed down the wooden landing, surging toward it. They splashed into the water where Norton could no longer see them, but he saw Garcia lean over the side of the flybridge once more. His rifle cracked, again and again. Brass cartridges tinkled as they rolled across the deck. 

    “Garcia, tell Browning or someone to get up to the bow and stay there!” Norton yelled. “I need someone to look ahead of the boat and make sure we’re not going to drive into something. There could be some sunken boats out there!” 

    “Done,” Garcia said after a pause. “Hey, we’re about fifteen feet from the dock now.” 

    “Everyone aboard?” 

    “Yeah, except for Lennon. We’re good to go?” 

    Norton advanced the throttles slightly, adding some power to the idling engines. They still weren’t fully warmed up, but he had no choice. The yacht would start drifting in the current, and he didn’t have enough room to spin it around into another position so the thrusters could keep it stable. There was very little engine noise as the twin diesels spooled up a bit, but the vessel stopped drifting. Using the thrusters, Norton held the big yacht in position a decent twenty-five feet from the dock. The water depth was just over nine feet, which meant the underside of the boat was still vulnerable to any zombies traipsing along the bottom, but the big Nibral screws were kicking up enough silt and sludge to blind them. He was willing to take the risk they couldn’t damage the boat’s running gear. 

    “Another minute or so, and we’ll be underway,” Norton said. “Okay, what about Lennon?” 

    “Yeah, we’re going to need to pick him up,” Garcia said. “He’s okay, but he’s getting into some tight spots, driving around out there.” 

    “Understood. Where is he now?” 

    “Hold one.” Garcia spoke into his microphone then listened to the response. “He says he’s still out front, on Harbor Drive.” 

    “All right. Tell him to drive due south on Harbor. It curves to left at the end, and there’s a circular parking lot down there where it meets Ocean Drive. He should drive over the curb and as far onto the beach as he can get. Once he gets stuck, he needs to bail out and get to the end of the stone jetty. We can get him with the tender. Any of you guys know how to operate it?” 

    “Hell, yes. We’re Marines, sir. We know boats.” 

    Norton jerked his thumb to port, where smoke rose from the smoldering structures in nearby Port Hueneme. “Tell it to the Navy, champ.” 

    “Hey, Norton! Let’s get going!” Browning shouted from the bow, where he was holding onto the stainless-steel railing. “What are we waiting for?” 

    Norton peered at the temperature and fuel flow readouts. “The engines need a little more run-up time. Keep your shirt on, guy.”  

    “Lennon wants to know when,” Garcia said. 

    “I’ll need a few minutes. We need to pick our way down the channel then get into position. And then we’ll have to offload the tender. Can he hold out?” 

    “He says he can, but he’s getting danger close out there on the road. The dead keep pouring in faster than he can run them down.” 

    “Okay, we’re on our way. Browning, stay sharp! You see something, give me a bearing and position, all right?” 

    “Oorah!” 

    Norton pushed the throttles a fraction of an inch, and the Argosy began to advance into the channel. He kept an eye on the depth meter as it increased to thirteen feet, the maximum depth for that part of the estuary. It would decrease to ten feet closer to the harbor mouth, and the water would become particularly skinny off to starboard. At the far end, the water depth would increase to fourteen feet, which would give them enough depth to maneuver and deal with retrieving Lennon, assuming he made it to the rendezvous point. 

    The channel made a hard turn to the right, and Norton followed it, cruising along at six knots. Moving so slowly was torture, but Norton didn’t want to go any faster for fear of striking something below the surface. While the Pacific Mariner had a thick hull, it was still only fiberglass. The last thing he wanted was to start taking on water, especially at a rate the pumps couldn’t handle.  

    It took more than ten minutes to clear the channel. While the Argosy encountered no obstacles on the way, several abandoned boats had been grounded into the jetties on either side. Zombies shuffled around on the beach and picked their way along the rocky jetties. When they saw the large yacht steaming down the channel, they hurled themselves into the water and more often than not disappeared beneath its surface. Norton wondered what would happen to them as they cast about in the murk. Perhaps they would emerge again someday, waterlogged but still ready to chase down the living. 

    Browning stayed at his post on the bow, keeping a lookout. Another marine remained aft, guarding the swim platform. Garcia and the rest of the team fussed over the tender. They used the davit to raise the small boat from its brackets and lower it off the port side. The center console’s outboard gas engine was slow to start, but it finally fired up. Norton used engine power to keep the Argosy where he wanted it, not wanting to take a chance on one or more zombies finding one of the anchor lines and coming aboard. The water off the boat’s transom and swim platform became foamy as the five-foot-wide Nibral props churned. 

    On the beach, most of the zombies turned and looked back toward the line of houses and shops. A second later, the armored van crashed over the curb at the end of the parking lot, sending several stenches flying. The vehicle was covered with splattered gore, and the remains of a zombie was caught in its brush guard. While the ghoul had essentially been chopped in two, it still flailed about, trying to crawl up the vehicle’s blunt snout to get at Lennon.  

    “Damn,” Norton murmured. 

    The van raced onto the beach, blasting through a clutch of zombies without slowing. But when the sand became less packed, the heavy vehicle floundered. After chugging forward another thirty yards, it lost momentum. Its rear tires kicked up a rooster tail of sand, and Norton could hear its diesel engine bellowing.  

    The driver’s door popped open, and Lennon alighted from the vehicle. He sprinted for the rock jetty, kicking up sand. Zombies moved after him, most at a shuffle, others at a surprisingly fast trot. Lennon mounted the jetty and raced to its end. At the same time, two Marines took off in the tender. The zombies in the water turned when they heard the outboard engine pick up, and the sight of the small vessel bouncing across the water energized them into action. Some of the stenches were in water shallow enough that they might be able to make it to the tender before it could take on Lennon and get away. 

    Shots rang out from the Argosy’s deck as Garcia, Browning, and a third man opened up. Even from three hundred yards out, the three men found their targets with an impressive accuracy. In less than a minute, the immediate vicinity around the pickup point was clear of all ghouls. 

    But hundreds more of the dead streamed onto the beach. The herd surged toward Lennon like an amorphous beast. Norton hit the yacht’s air horns, which ripped out a long, loud blare. That captured the attention of several stenches, and they slowed, momentarily captivated by the commotion. Norton kept at it, rhythmically firing off the horns. Many of the zombies on the beach actually altered their course, heading for the shoreline, as if they’d forgotten all about Lennon and the smaller boat. 

    Man, these things really are dumb. 

    Lennon made it to the tip of the jetty before the boat pulled in. He turned and gunned down a couple of the faster stenches. Several others emerged from the waters of the channel and clambered onto the jetty. Lennon and the crew on the boat picked off as many as they could, but the numbers were in favor of the dead. Lennon was running out of time. He stared at the tender for a second then dropped his pack and dove into the water. Behind him, zombies leaped off the jetty to resume the chase. 

    Norton continued sounding the horns, wishing he could do something more to help. “Come on, dudes,” Norton whispered. “How tough is it to pick up a single guy?” 

    The tender reached Lennon, and the man in the bow bent over and grabbed onto Lennon. The boat rocked from side to side, and Lennon floundered in the water for a few seconds before he was able to clamber over the side. He collapsed on the floor, while the man piloting the vessel cranked the wheel hard to starboard. The tender accelerated away from the jetty just as hands emerged from the water. The zombies groped around but only managed to touch its fiberglass chines before the small boat powered away. 

    A minute later, the tender arrived at the Argosy. Garcia returned to the flybridge and worked the davit, retrieving the small center console after Lennon and the others had safely disembarked. Norton used the throttles to keep the big boat somewhat stationary while the smaller one was brought aboard. A wet and bedraggled Lennon joined him and sank into one of the STIDD chairs, shivering in the wind. 

    “About time,” Norton said.  

    Lennon grunted. “You got any coffee on this tub?” 

    “About fifteen different varieties. Why don’t you get down below and take a shower? Grab the VIP stateroom. It’s in the bow.” Norton gestured at the sliding, smoked-glass door that led below deck. “I’ll hold us here for a few minutes while you get yourself squared away.”  

    “No, we need to get underway,” Lennon said tiredly. He checked his watch. “We’re over an hour behind schedule. Get us out to sea, Norton.” 

    “Will do. Go ahead and get out of this wind. You’ll be a lot warmer behind actual walls as opposed to Isenglass.” Norton waved at the clear, plastic sheeting that surrounded the front part of the flybridge and served as a windbreak. 

    “Just get us on the other side of the breakwater,” Lennon said. “Come on, guy. Get it done.” 

    Garcia walked over and clapped a hand on Lennon’s shoulder. “Welcome aboard, Walt. You need to check this thing out. It’s bigger than every house I’ve ever lived in, combined.” 

    Norton advanced the throttles slowly and steadily, making ten knots as he pointed the Argosy’s high bow toward the harbor inlet’s opening. The surface conditions on their side of the seawall were glassy smooth. That would change the farther out they went, but to his eye and from what the instruments told him, sea conditions were favorable. It would be as easy sailing as they were likely to get. 

    “Where am I headed?” Norton asked. 

    “A few miles or so outside the surf line,” Lennon said. “How deep is the water out there?” 

    “A few miles out? Depends, can range from a few hundred feet to a few thousand,” Norton said. “Am I anchoring or just holding position?” 

    “Anchor,” Lennon said. “Is the water too deep for that?” 

    “I know some places where I can set the hooks and not have to worry about the depth,” Norton said. “You guys can leave that to me.” 

    “How long until we get there?” 

    “Fifteen minutes. We’ll head down the coast for a few miles, then I’ll start scoping out anchorages. We’ll be on the hooks in twenty minutes, max.” 

    “Good,” Lennon said. leaning back in the chair and crossing his arms over his chest. “Maybe I’ll have a nice drink instead of that coffee. I guess it would be too much to hope for that you’d have any booze on this barge, right?” 

    Norton snorted. “You can have all the booze you want, and there’s some Japanese wagyu steak in the freezer. I’m not like Corbett. I spend my money.” 

    Lennon raised one eyebrow. “On yachts and planes, right?” 

    “Both of which saved your ass today,” Norton replied. “Just in case you were about to get all high and mighty.” 

    Lennon clucked his tongue. “Yeah, okay. I kind of have to give you that.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The dead were winning. 

    Corbett couldn’t believe everything was all unwinding so fast. All the defenses, all the planning, all the training, all the expertise and materiel he’d brought in, all of it had become meaningless. Zombies simply poured over the defenses and kept on coming, no matter how many of them were returned to death’s lasting embrace. Without fear, remorse, or caution, the dead were as unstoppable as an earthquake. For miles all around, they stood shoulder to shoulder outside the walls, each one of them vying for a chance to get across and gorge on the few living that remained. 

    At least a hundred defenders had been taken down, and twice that number of townspeople had met their ends at the hands and teeth of the hordes. The Bi-Rite had been overrun by noon, the defenders there driven back or killed where they stood. Soon thereafter, the dead began walking right off the supermarket’s roof, shattering their legs when they landed on the ground below. But that didn’t matter. They kept on coming, at a crawl if necessary. 

    The only bright ray of hope had come twenty minutes ago, when Lennon had contacted him via satellite phone. He reported that they were on Norton’s yacht and were holding position off the California coast. 

    After the zombies began cresting the tops of the Alaskan barriers, Victor ordered the police station evacuated. Everything that could be taken was thrown into the vehicles in the parking lot. Corbett was practically carried out by the remaining members of his security team. He didn’t want to leave, but even he couldn’t fight off three well-trained men who intended to discharge their duty. 

    “The girl rides with me!” he shouted as they stuffed him into the backseat of a waiting Expedition.  

    Already, the dead were at the eastern side of the chain link fence that surrounded the station house, hissing and moaning, frustrated by the thin barrier of twisted metal that held them back. Scores of them were caught up in the tanglefoot wire before the fence. Corbett was heartened to see Suzy Kuruk being escorted out of the building by Hailey. She climbed in beside Corbett. Sinclair hurried over and managed to cram himself in back. The rest of Corbett’s security detail filled the remaining seats. Victor emerged from the station house next, leading the handcuffed criminals and Hector Aguilar. He turned and took them to one of the Single Tree PD SUVs. 

    “He wouldn’t leave them behind,” Suzy said, following Corbett’s stare.  

    “Damn, if anyone should be left behind, it’s them. The lot of them!” Corbett snapped. 

    “That’s not my uncle,” she replied. 

    “I know.” 

     “Sir, we’re going directly to the airfield,” the driver said after starting the vehicle. 

    “Not yet,” Corbett said. 

    “Sorry, sir. That’s where we’re headed,” the driver said. 

    “Not yet!” Corbett roared. “Not yet, damn it!” 

    The driver accelerated, heading to the back of the parking lot. There was a closed gate there, and the dead hadn’t gotten to it yet. Another one of Corbett’s hired guns was there, providing security. He pulled the gate open and pointed out the tanglefoot that lay on either side of the exit.  

    The driver stopped and rolled down his window. “Laramie, you catch a ride with Tork and Nelson, all right?” 

    “Oorah!” 

    The window went up, and the Expedition roared out onto the street. Stenches were already picking their way toward the open gate, but the tanglefoot wire ensnared them and brought them to a momentary halt. Corbett twisted in his seat and looked out the rear window. The corpses struggled against the wire’s embrace, shedding both garments and skin. It was disgusting to watch, even for him.  

    “We can’t go to the airport,” Corbett said. “It’s not time yet.” 

    “Sorry, Mr. Corbett, but I disagree,” the driver said. “We have thousands of stenches inside the walls. They’re coming over at about a thousand a minute. Eventually, they’ll figure out the airport is pretty lightly defended, and they’ll start coming over those walls, too. If that happens, you’ll never get out. There aren’t enough of us left to hold them back.” 

    “I have people I need to get there.” 

    The driver glared at him in the rearview mirror. “Sir, they are there. We started moving them ten minutes ago, when the Bi-Rite was about to go under. The only people who aren’t there are you and your immediate party, and we’re correcting that now.” 

    Corbett fidgeted in his seat. He didn’t want to be seen running away. 

    Behind him, Sinclair said, “Barry, I was wondering if I could ask you a question.” 

    “What is it, Sinclair?” 

    “My wife, Meredith. Do you have room for her?” 

    Corbett sighed. “Sure. I’ll just tape her to one of the wings.” 

    “I would appreciate that,” Sinclair said. “Anything you might be able to do.” 

    “Have you developed a conscience after all this time, Jock?” 

    “It’s the end of the world. She’s a fighter. I’d just like it if she could have a chance.” Sinclair paused then added, “She really is a good woman.” 

    Corbett turned and looked at Sinclair. The journalist had his camera pointing out the Expedition’s rear window, recording the small convoy behind them. Corbett knew Meredith was in one of those four SUVs. Despite his animosity toward the loudmouthed Brit, he felt that Sinclair had changed over the past weeks. He’d matured, if that was even possible. But Corbett wasn’t in the frame of mind to start passing out awards for a man doing what he should have done, no matter the circumstances. 

    “No promises, Sinclair,” he said. “No promises.” 

    Sinclair nodded. “I understand. Thank you.” 

    As the convoy wound through the town, rolling past revetments and obstructions designed to slow down the zombies, he made a mental list of people he was worried about. Dani. Victor. Suzy. Martin Kennedy. I guess Hailey, since Suzy won’t leave without him. Now Sinclair and his wife. Lennon’s family. Who else? Gemma? The Bookers? What about the rest of my people and their families? How many more can I save? 

    The SUV began a series of wild gyrations. Corbett snapped out of his introspection and looked out the windshield as the Expedition rounded a curve. A herd of stenches flooded the street ahead, turning toward the vehicle as it barreled toward them. 

    “Fuck!” the driver shouted.  

    They were caught in a stretch of road bordered by Jersey barriers, so there was no turning off. And the SUV was going too fast to stop anyway. It plowed into the corpses like a battering ram, sending bodies flying as sheet metal crumpled and glass fractured. The Expedition rocked from side to side, its engine bellowing.  

    The air bags suddenly deployed, filling the cabin with an explosion of dust and a wave of air pressure. The driver lost control of the vehicle, and the Expedition slalomed from barrier to barrier, taking down a host of zombies. The SUV rode up one barrier until the front right tire slipped over the lip and became entangled in strands of razor wire. The vehicle jolted to a sudden halt, and Sinclair slammed into the back of Corbett’s seat with a curse. 

    Corbett turned to Suzy. “Are you all right?” 

    “I’m okay,” she said. Like Corbett, she’d slipped on her seat belt, but she looked a little dazed. 

    “Stay in the vehicle!” the driver shouted. “No one exit the vehicle, wait for support!” 

    The two bodyguards in the front were wrestling with the rapidly deflating air bags. Something struck Corbett’s door. He looked over and saw a zombie peering inside and pawing at the glass. It slammed its face against the window, trying to tear at him with its teeth.  

    Corbett pulled his .45 from its holster. “We might have to help ourselves out of this one,” he muttered. 

     

     

    OFF THE COAST OF CALIFORNIA 

     

    Once again, Reese was given shore duty. He was on the dive boat with the usual cast of characters, all single men and women who were deemed expendable by Button-down Bob. Reese wasn’t thrilled, but opportunities for different work would likely be long in coming, and bitching about it did nothing. Marsh had griped, and he was dead from bleeding on the brain, which Reese had caused. But if the bald detective with the penchant for seasickness had grown a pair and tried to save Manalo, he would still be alive. Instead, both men were dead. Marsh wasn’t missed. Manalo was. 

    The current mission was farther south, in the corridor between Santa Barbara and Ventura. The team had been tasked with reconnoitering the area to identify a location from which resources might be harvested. Santa Barbara was still hot, as the zombie population lingered there. The chatter was that areas down south were a bit less infested, though Reese didn’t know how that could be. As far as he was concerned, getting closer to Los Angeles wasn’t a great idea. 

    “Maybe we won’t be going ashore,” Renee said, as if reading his thoughts.  

    Reese had been staring at a mug of coffee he didn’t really want. He looked across the dinette table at her. She had lost quite a bit of weight since relocating to the island. She used to be a plump woman, but she was currently approaching svelte territory. Her clothes, always a bit tight before, hung on her shrinking frame. Reese’s pants felt a little loose in the waistline as well. The weight loss wasn’t caused by lack of food but by stress and depression. The long days of always being switched on, waiting for something to happen, were taking their toll on everyone. Even Plosser was beginning to fray a bit. The big Guardsman kept to himself more and more. The only person who seemed unaffected was Bates. Even as rising zombie hordes slowly consumed living humanity, Bates was just fine and dandy.  

    Reese felt the boat alter course. He looked out the windows and saw the nondescript California coastline receding as the boat turned away from it. He twisted in the dinette and glanced at the helm deck. Connor Bay was staring at one of the displays intently. 

    “Sit tight,” Reese said to Renee as he slid out from behind the dinette table. He walked up to the helm deck and looked inside. Through the front windows, he saw that the dive boat was no longer tracking toward the coastline. 

    Bay must’ve sensed his presence, and he looked over his shoulder as Reese stood on the gangway’s last step. “What’s up, Reese?” 

    “Something wrong?” Reese asked. “You calling off the mission?” 

    “No, no. We have a pretty sizable radar contact about six miles out. We’re going to check it out,” Bay said, nodding toward the Harbor cop piloting the boat. 

    “How big?” 

    “Bigger than we are. It’s holding a constant bearing, so either they’re keeping station with power or they’re anchored. Either way, we should check it out.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Because it might be easier to see what we can get from them than to put you guys ashore,” Bay said. “Unless you want to go back to the mainland?” 

    Reese considered the question rhetorical. No one in their right mind wanted to step back into California. “Is it a ship? Maybe the Navy or the Coast Guard?” 

    “Possibly,” Bay said, running a hand over his fuzzy chin. Like a lot of the guys, he had given up shaving. Reese still shaved every three or four days, whether he needed it or not. “I want to put eyes on it before we try to make contact. If it’s big enough, we might want to steer clear. Big boats can have big guns.” 

    “We might be able to work out a deal,” Reese said. “Maybe they have a place like ours.” 

    “And no one’s going to waste time and fuel hanging off the coast of Ventura County,” Bay replied. “I think they’re waiting for something, and I’m kind of curious to see what that might be.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton had anchored the Argosy a little less than two miles off the coast, roughly between the mainland and Santa Cruz Island. There was some small boat traffic, but no one seemed interested in the Pacific Mariner as the current moved it in a slow, lazy circle around its anchorage point.  

    The Argosy was operating perfectly, and he’d taken the opportunity after setting anchor to walk the boat from stem to stern. Nothing was out of place, aside from the crusted gore on the decks. He hosed some of that away with raw seawater, but it was pretty obvious he would have to do some heavy-duty cleaning if he wanted to restore the vessel to its former luster. That didn’t seem very important, considering the circumstances. He did stop by the master stateroom to make sure his personal possessions were in good shape. He kept clothes, toiletries, and clean linens stored in the king-sized berth. If all went well, he would share the space with Danielle Kennedy. 

    Before heading off to shower, Lennon had contacted Corbett, using the ship’s satellite phone. Norton didn’t get much of an update from Lennon, so part of him wanted to redial the billionaire’s number and get some information directly from the horse’s mouth. But he knew Corbett would be busy, so he decided to wait. 

    Norton also feared bad news. If something had happened to his parents or Dani, he didn’t want to know yet. So he retreated to the pilot house for a cup of coffee, wishing he could add some whiskey to take the edge off. He kept busy with checking the instruments. The yacht was running on generator power, and fuel was not a concern. He’d started the watermaking system, which could transform three hundred gallons of ocean brine into potable water per day. 

    Lennon appeared in the doorway. His hair was wet from his shower, and he wore a pair of board shorts and a polo pullover. Norton had loaned him the clothes so he could wash his tactical uniform. Even in that casual outfit, the middle-aged former Marine still managed to look formidable.  

    “How are you feeling? Warmed up?” Norton asked. 

    “Yeah. Thanks. Hell of a boat you have here, Norton.” Lennon gestured at Norton’s mug. “I could use one of those.” 

    Norton jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the dinette, which had stainless steel appliances, cherry wood cabinetry, stone countertops, and a Keurig coffeemaker. “Help yourself. I already had to chase off your guys from the beer, so don’t get any ideas. Mugs are in the cabinet over the coffeemaker.” 

    Lennon padded over and rummaged through the selection of K-cups. “What, no hazelnut?” 

    “I don’t drink feminine coffee. All bold or breakfast blends, those are your choices.” 

    Lennon snorted, made a selection, and dropped it into the brewer. “What’s this boat’s range?” 

    “Depends on how fast we go. Displacement speed? Over a thousand miles. Planing speed? Maybe three hundred, if the seas aren’t too heavy. We have someplace else to go?” 

    “Eventually.” 

    “Not sure if that actually means something, Lennon. Do we have an actual destination in mind?” 

    “Same answer,” Lennon said, as he picked up his mug. “Eventually.” He brought the mug to his lips and took a sip of the hot coffee. “Yeah, that’s not bad.” 

    “I’m so glad you approve. I was worried you might leave a bad review on Yelp.” 

    “Yelp?” 

    Norton chuckled and shook his head. “Never mind.” He looked at the radar display. Most of the contacts were small, but one was generating a pretty decent return. It was a good-sized boat, going seventeen or eighteen knots. 

    Lennon walked over and peered down at the screen. “Everything all right?”  

    “You know how to read a radar display?” 

    Lennon shook his head. “Not really. Those splotches there, those are land masses, right?” 

    “Yeah. These here are the Channel Islands, and this long one here is California.” Norton pointed out the features without touching the screen. “Everything else is mostly a surface contact. Some small boats, and this one right here.” He indicated the larger return. “Running on plane, heading in our general direction. It came from the other side of Santa Cruz Island and was originally heading for the mainland, but now he’s altered his course.” 

    Lennon lowered his mug. “Coming for us?” 

    Norton shrugged. “A boat that size probably has a radar system that can see for about forty miles or so. So he knows we’re here.” 

    “How big is it?” 

    “Fifty feet, give or take.” 

    Lennon stared at the screen for a moment. “I don’t think I like that. Can you contact him?” 

    “Why?” 

    “I want to know what his intentions are. If they’re up to no good, I want to know about it before they get here. How long until they can reach us?” 

    “Five or six minutes.” Norton put down his mug and got to his feet. He reached for the radio handset mounted on the left side of the helm console. “You want me to call him?” 

    “Yes, please. Where are the other guys?” 

    “Garcia is on the aft deck, covering the stern. The other guys are up top. I think Browning’s in the head.” 

    “Browning!” Lennon shouted. 

    “Yeah, right here,” Browning called from the main salon. “What’s up?” 

    “Boat approaching from the northwest. Tell the guys to get on their guns, just in case.” 

    “Oorah. On it.” Browning sprinted up the stairs to the flybridge. 

    “Call him,” Lennon said, nodding toward the radio. 

    Norton flipped frequencies from sixteen to nine.  

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    Corbett stared at the hideous faces that surrounded the immobilized SUV. As steam rose from the shattered front end, the Expedition rocked slightly as the zombies pressed against it, slapping at the sides. Sometimes, they left bloody smears on the glass. The ghouls had just eaten, and they were still looking for more. 

    “My God, we’re trapped,” Sinclair moaned. 

    “We’re still alive,” the guard in the front passenger seat said. “Just stay where you are, and wait for support to get here.” 

    More zombies arrived, surging against the vehicle, practically slamming their bodies into it. The SUV rocked again, and its undercarriage grated against the top of the Jersey barriers. 

    “Any chance we can drive off this?” Corbett asked. 

    “I’ve been trying to start it, sir. No dice,” the driver said. “We’re going to be here for a while. The only team I can talk to is at the airport.” 

    “No, they need to stay there,” Corbett said. “They have to keep the airfield clear.” As he spoke, gunfire rang out from the rear, where the rest of the small convoy had halted a few hundred feet away.  

    Corbett twisted in his seat, but he couldn’t see much past Sinclair, who had his camera pointed out the back window. “Sinclair, what’s going on out there?” 

    “The others are shooting the zombies,” Sinclair said. “They’re trying to get to us!” 

    Black ichor exploded against the window in Corbett’s door. A zombie went down, its head ravaged by a rifle round. Another met a similar fate. Then another. The security guards in the rest of the convoy were attacking forward in true Marine Corps style. After a few minutes, Corbett saw he had enough room to open the door, which would be madness. So that was what he did. 

    “Sir!” one of the security guards shouted.  

    Corbett stepped out, his boots landing on the cold bodies of the dead. With his .45, he popped three zombies ambling toward him. He reached back into the Expedition and pulled out his rifle. The driver tried to crawl out, but the fender had shifted backward, blocking a portion of the door. Corbett grasped the handle and tugged while the driver pushed. Even with the two of them working, it wasn’t easy to push it open, but the driver managed to squeeze through the small opening they made. And the zombies kept coming. 

    Victor came around the back of the vehicle. “Barry, what exactly are you doing?” Without waiting for a response, he opened up on the approaching dead with his rifle.  

    Hot cartridges bounced off Corbett and the driver’s door frame. The driver even caught a few in the face but ignored them and grabbed Corbett’s arm.  

    The driver pulled him toward the rear of the vehicle. “They’re coming up behind us!” the man shouted over the gunfire.  

    Corbett turned to look. Sure enough, more shambling monstrosities were creeping onto the Jersey barriers. The razor wire had held them up but only temporarily. Already, the wires were bulging outward from the building weight as stench after stench shoved themselves into it. 

    Victor took his finger off his rifle’s trigger long enough to glance over one shoulder. “So much for a little jaunt to the airport.” 

    “They’re coming from the west,” Corbett said. “One of the funnel points must have been overrun. They’ve been paralleling Main Street. I guess we couldn’t get enough people to fall back to contain them.”  

    The razor-wire runs atop one of the Jersey barriers suddenly gave way, and a flood of zombies crashed to the street behind the convoy. More gunfire rang out as Hailey and Lasher opened up, backed by some of the townspeople. Meredith Sinclair was back there, leaning into her rifle and firing hate into the stenches. Maybe her husband was right. She deserved a shot at something more.  

    Corbett tore his eyes away from the new incursion and looked around. The street looked so different from what he had known for decades, and he had a moment of trouble determining where exactly he was. “We’re on Leonard, right?” he yelled. 

    Victor swapped out magazines and resumed firing. “Are you asking me? You live here, white man.” 

    The driver pulled at Corbett again, as more members of his security team charged forward from the other vehicles. “We can still drive out of here!” the man shouted, trying to drag Corbett back to the rest of the convoy. “Come on, sir!” As he spoke, another length of wire snapped, releasing another deluge of the dead. 

    Corbett slapped his hands away. “No! We’re not getting through that. Victor, take everyone east, to Goodwin. We can make a run for the airport that way!” 

    “Goodwin parallels the airport. We’ll still have to make it to the entrance,” Victor said.  

    “I’ll arrange for someone to pick us up,” Corbett said. “I’ll tie up the dead back here, give them something to occupy themselves with.” 

    “Sounds like you’re about to put the wow in pow-wow,” Victor responded. He fired a few more times before glancing over at Corbett. “What, things are so dire that even some perfectly-executed Native humor has no effect?” 

    The front passenger window of the Expedition imploded and several ghouls reached in. Suzy jumped out, hauling her rifle out after her. She then yanked out Sinclair, who was trying to clamber over the backseat. 

    “He’s right, Uncle,” Suzy said. “We need to beat it. I’ll cut a hole through the wire and take everyone across.” 

    “No, we can still use the vehicles!” the driver yelled. The guy wasn’t giving in to fear, but he wasn’t really adapting to the rather fluid circumstances.  

    Corbett yanked his arm out of the man’s grasp and pushed him back. “Follow the girl!” he bellowed as Suzy cut across the street, pulling a large utility knife from her belt. “Help her!”  

    The second guard emerged from the Expedition, firing his pistol at the dead. He pushed the driver’s door closed as soon as he was clear. Corbett did the same with the rear door. 

    “Whatever you’re going to do, do it,” Victor told Corbett. “We have maybe a minute before they’re too concentrated to hold back.”  

    More dead hands pulled at the rows of razor wire next to the Expedition. One particularly agile stench managed to climb onto the truck’s dented hood. The security guard next to the driver’s door popped it in the face, and it fell back from view. 

    “On it right now,” Corbett said. “Get going. I’ll send everyone over to you!” 

    Corbett turned and ran as fast as he could, wishing he was twenty years younger. The Expedition driver came with him, refusing to stay behind. They passed the next two vehicles and stopped at the last, the Single Tree PD Suburban outfitted for prisoner transport. Lasher stood at its left rear fender with Meredith Sinclair, both gunning down the dead. The overweight cop was gasping for air like a fish out of water. Corbett yanked open the Suburban’s door.  

    Hector Aguilar stared at him with pleading eyes. “Corbett, get us out of here!” he shrieked. 

    “That’s my intention. Come on!”  

    One of the black prisoners leaped out of the vehicle. He was in handcuffs, but no leg irons. He tried to bolt, but Corbett collared him and threw him to the ground.  

    “Hey, what the fuck!” the man yelled. 

    “Get them all out, and watch yourself,” Corbett told the security guy.  

    The guard pulled the rest of the prisoners out of the vehicle. First was a smaller black man, not much more than a kid. Next came a huge white man with a full beard and long hair. He seemed unfazed by the zombies creeping up on them. Hector climbed out last. 

    Corbett glared down at the short black man lying on the street. “You Doddridge?” 

    “What’s it to you, man?” The prisoner tried to get up, but Corbett kicked him back to the street. 

    “Stay right there. I just wanted to thank you for helping us out,” Corbett said.  

    “Yeah, it was real fun doing all your labor for you,” Doddridge said. “Can we please get the fuck out of here now?” 

    “Oh, I’m not thanking you for that,” Corbett said. “I’m thanking you for keeping the zombies off our asses.” 

    Doddridge looked up at Corbett with wide eyes. He figured it out in an instant, and he struggled to get to his feet. “No way, motherfucker! No way!” 

    Corbett pulled his 1911 and shot Doddridge in the right thigh. The prisoner collapsed back to the asphalt with a snarl, blood already staining his prison uniform. Corbett was pretty sure the round had shattered the man’s femur.  

    The big man with the beard grunted and charged, knocking the guard aside. Corbett spun and fired, hitting the man in the pelvis twice. With his hands cuffed behind his back, the big man couldn’t catch himself, so he fell face-first onto the street. He rolled over onto his back. His glower was gone now, replaced by a grimace of pain and fear. 

    “Please, sir,” the skinny black kid said. “Please.” 

    “I am sorry, son,” Corbett said, meaning it. He didn’t know what the young man had been incarcerated for, but his chance to repay society had ended with the apocalypse. Corbett shot the kid in the leg. 

    “Hey, what are you doing?” Lasher asked. Beside him, Meredith Sinclair continued hammering away at the dead. She was the one who was principally holding them back, firing like a machine that paused only to swap out magazines. 

    Corbett turned toward Hector.  

    Hector’s eyes looked gigantic behind his glasses. Sweat glistened in his mustache, and dark stain appeared on his crotch, streaming down his left leg. “Barry, please—”  

    “Oh, it’s Barry now, is it?” Corbett shouted over the gunfire. “Sorry, Hector. All of this? It’s on you. It’s on you.” 

    Hector’s shouted plea was drowned out by the .45’s roar. He fell with a shriek, his glasses flying from his face when he hit the street. The slide on Corbett’s pistol locked back, and he ejected the magazine, pocketed it, and inserted a fresh one. 

    “You fuckin’ piece of shit!” Doddridge snarled. He struggled to sit up. His leg was pumping out a lot of crimson, and Corbett wondered if he might bleed out before the stenches got to him. “I’ll fuckin’ come back as a zombie and hunt you down, motherfucker!” 

    “Better find a wheelchair first.” Corbett looked up at Lasher and Meredith. “Let’s go, both of you! Leave them here!” He holstered his .45 and pulled his rifle off his shoulder. As he stepped back, he bumped into Sinclair. The Brit had his camera raised, apparently having recorded the entire thing. 

    “Catch my good side?” Corbett snapped. 

    “I’m not sure,” Sinclair replied, his face ashen. “History will likely have to be the judge.” 

    Lasher was backpedaling toward him, sweat pouring off his face. “Why, Mr. Corbett?”  

    “Why do you think, Lasher? We need to slow them up somehow. You want to see another day? Then come on!” Corbett spun and started back toward the first vehicle.  

    His driver followed, wearing a distantly-shocked expression. He made no comment on what he had just seen. Lasher swore and fell in line. Meredith continued to drop zombies. Sinclair called her name, and Corbett glanced back over his shoulder. She shot a few more then turned to walk away.  

    Doddridge lurched toward her, reaching out, but she easily avoided him. “Fucking bitch!” he cried.  

    Hector blubbered for her to stop, but she ignored him and caught up to the others. Corbett led them to where Suzy had created a hole through the razor wire by loosening the tension on one strand. The security guard from Corbett’s Expedition climbed up onto the barrier and gripped the strand with both hands while standing on the one immediately below it. He pulled upward, opening a sizable gap between the two rows of wire. Victor went first and got through without cutting himself. Corbett was surprised to find he managed it as well.  

    Screaming erupted as the zombies made it to the men he had hobbled. Corbett didn’t try to shut it out. He heard it all as the prisoners, along with Hector Aguilar, met their grisly ends. He helped the Sinclairs across. By that time, the herd creeping up from the south was closing on their position, and Corbett joined Victor and the others at the barrier wall as they went to guns on them.  

    Even though the zombies had to walk through a virtual gauntlet, they stormed the wires then clambered atop the Jersey barriers to get at the living on the other side. Mike Hailey cut himself on the arm as he moved through the gap, but he still turned to fight as soon as his feet hit the ground on the other side. The driver was next, and he practically swan-dived through the opening without even tearing his pants. Officer Lasher was slower. The old cop’s hands were shaking, and he was breathing hard. The last member of Corbett’s security team on the other side screamed for him to move his fat ass. 

    Lasher stepped into the opening, just as the zombies reached Corbett’s man behind him. Corbett grabbed Lasher’s arm, intending to yank him all the way across, razor wire be damned. Instead, the zombies got a hold of him and pulled him back. More glommed onto the security man as he tried to get to the opening, and he was taken down. 

    Screams filled the air. 

     

     

    OFF THE COAST OF CALIFORNIA  

     

    Reese stood on the bridge of the dive boat, leaning against the rear bulkhead, as the craft approached the position of the larger boat ahead. They knew the vessel’s name was the Argosy, and that it was waiting for an extraction, whatever that meant. They also knew the boat had armed men aboard, and her skipper was telling the Port Police vessel to stay clear, even after they had identified themselves as law enforcement. The Argosy wasn’t having any of that, and a second voice came over the radio. 

    “This is Lieutenant Colonel Lennon of the United States Marine Corps. If you close inside of six hundred meters, you will be fired upon and your vessel destroyed. Final warning. Turn away. Argosy, out.” 

    The bridge crew all looked at each other.  

    Bay snorted and shook his head. “Yeah, okay. Someone’s up to no good.” 

    “So we’re going to keep rolling up on them?” Reese asked. On one of the displays, he could see an image of the vessel, a big motor yacht, a real gold plater. Though the infrared camera didn’t have enough fidelity to make image crystal clear, Reese thought the men on the deck were holding rifles, but the things in their hands could possibly be boat hooks, harpoons, or even fishing rods. 

    “We’re going to get close enough to get a good visual,” Bay said. He stepped toward the pilothouse windows and raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes.  

    Out on the bow, other men were doing the same thing. One of them was Plosser, and Reese perked up when the tall National Guardsman started waving and yelling while looking back at the dive boat’s helm deck. 

    “What the hell is he saying?” the cop manning the helm asked. 

    “I got no idea. I don’t speak dogface,” Bay said. He gave Plosser an exaggerated shrug that basically said, Guy, what the fuck?  

    Plosser picked his way back from the pitching bow, his face hard. He shouldered into the pilothouse a moment later. “Yeah, you guys might want to turn the fuck away,” Plosser snapped. 

    Bay smirked. “Funny, I don’t remember you being in charge, big guy.” 

    Plosser looked around the helm deck. “You guys have any armor? Ballistic shielding?” 

    Bay clucked his tongue. “No one’s going to get shot, Plosser.” 

    Plosser moved to stand directly in front of Bay, fairly towered over the man. “Hey, asshole, those guys have M203s and squad automatic weapons on that boat. Since I know you’re all nautical and stuff and don’t know the difference between a SAW and a bra, I’ll spell it out for you. They have machine guns.” 

    “Oh, bullshit!” Bay turned back to the windows and peered through his binoculars again. “All I see are what might be some long-barreled ARs.” 

    “Okay. I could stand here wasting time trying to make you understand the difference between shit and Shinola, or I could get to the back of the boat and potentially survive. Later, dude.” Plosser pivoted and headed for the boat’s muster area. As he passed Reese, he said, “You probably don’t want to stand there, Detective. The other side of the bulkhead might be a better place to be.” 

    As Plosser left the helm deck, Bay was still peering at the big yacht, but the other men on the bow were starting to look fidgety. One turned back toward the pilothouse and began to motion to the right.  

    Bay finally lowered the binoculars and looked at the wet compass on the console. “Okay,” he said wearily. “Let’s come around to two-seventy. Just in case.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton watched the silver-gray vessel turn to starboard and tack away from his yacht. “Well, Lennon, your people skills suck, but you sure did a better job than I did,” Norton said.  

    Even though Norton had hailed the inbound boat several times on two different frequencies, there hadn’t been a response. Only after Lennon had snatched the microphone away and broadcasted his simple message did the inbound track turn off. Norton had already started the Pacific Mariner’s engines and raised its anchors, preparing to leave the area. He could see the approaching vessel through the Argosy’s top-notch FLIR mounted on the flybridge’s big fiberglass overhead. He recognized the aluminum-hulled catamaran as the LA Port Police boat, and he knew it had a three-knot speed advantage over the Argosy. It wouldn’t be the fastest chase in the world, but eventually, the cops would have caught up. 

    “That’s because I’ve got Boomer and Browning out there styling with the SAWs,” Lennon said. “They might not be much use against the stenches, but they sure can change a living person’s mind.” 

    A call came over the radio. “Argosy, Argosy, this is Dive Boat One. We’ve turned off, but we need to know what your intentions are. Over.” 

    Lennon chuckled. “Oh, now they want to talk.” 

    “You want to handle the ship-to-ship communications?” Norton asked. “You’re still holding the mike.” 

    “Sure.” Lennon raised the handset to his mouth. “Dive Boat One, this is Argosy. We’re on a recovery mission and intend to stay in this area for two-plus hours. Do not close within six hundred yards, or you will be fired upon. This vessel is being operated by the United States Marine Corps. Over.” 

    “Aren’t you, like, retired or something?” Norton asked. 

    Lennon shrugged. “They don’t know that.” 

    “Argosy, this is Dive Boat One. What exactly are you recovering? Over.” 

    “Tell them cocaine and Mexican hookers,” Norton said. “They’ll probably believe that, because I kind of doubt they’re going to be willing to think we’re waiting for a Gulfstream jet to ditch beside us.” 

    “Well, we are off the coast of California, so it might be expected.” Lennon pressed the transmit button. “Dive Boat, if you’re that interested, stick around and watch. Do not break six hundred yards, and do not send any divers into the water. Our reach is long. Argosy, out.” He handed the handset back to Norton. “I guess you can put out the hooks now, Norton.” 

    “You think the LA Port Police are a threat?” Norton asked, replacing the handset on its hook. 

    “Everyone’s a threat, especially armed men,” Lennon said. “We have a job to do, and if those yahoos want to get in the middle of it, then we’re going to go to guns on them. It’s as simple as that.” 

     

     

    SINGLE TREE, CALIFORNIA 

     

    The remaining bodyguards kept Corbett boxed in tight as he and the remaining survivors from the convoy followed Victor down a street to the one they had been on. Corbett knew he should be thankful, but he found the guards’ dedication irksome. He was old, tired, and run out. He had no more ideas, no more resources other than what he carried, and no more hope. They should have been seeing to the safety of the Kuruks, or the Sinclairs, or even the Bookers. Overweight Roxanne looked as if she was about to have a heart attack, but she kept going. Corbett admired that. 

    The entire operation to save Single Tree had cost Corbett over three hundred million dollars, but that it might cost over two thousand lives was a sacrifice he suddenly couldn’t stomach. There were hardpoints throughout the city, like the schools, and hundreds of people had been urged to relocate to those hours ago. If they had heeded the advice, they could survive for months, even if the stenches surrounded the facilities.  

    The last redoubt was his hangar at the airport, which had been designed to withstand hurricane force winds and a magnitude 7.2 earthquake. It was stocked with everything two to three hundred people would need to survive for up to six months. The solar panels atop the structure would provide power, and the water tanks would keep everyone hydrated. Once his jet was towed out of it, people would be loaded in, and the thick bifold doors would be closed.  

    Corbett had managed to do more for the people of Single Tree than the President of the United States had done for the nation, but he still felt miserable at the cascading failures of the defenses. He had underestimated the enemy’s numbers, never believing they would actually penetrate the town. Retreat was the only remaining option. 

    As the team moved down Goodwin Street, passing vacant tract housing and desert rock gardens, Corbett spoke into his walkie-talkie, making arrangements. The street would dead end at the wall surrounding the airport. There were two options: have one of the work crews tear down a section of the wall, which was ridiculous, or have someone bring equipment out to fetch them. Randall Klaff, a hard-bitten construction foreman Corbett had known for decades, answered the call.  

    When the group made it to the end of Goodwin, Klaff and his men were there. They had brought rubber tire loaders, CAT 988Ks with gigantic excavation buckets. Their five hundred plus horsepower diesel engines throbbed, and their buckets had been lowered. Corbett wheezed out a dry laugh when he saw them. 

    Klaff emerged from one of the loaders, a bandanna tied around his neck. He was almost ten feet off the ground as he leaned against the safety railing surrounding the cab. “Mr. Corbett, this is the best we could do!” 

    “Klaff, that’s going to be just fine,” Corbett shouted. “I hope we’re riding in the buckets?” 

    “Yes, sir. Way above anything that might want to eat’cha!” 

    “Is that going to be safe? Any chance of imbalance?” 

    Klaff frowned. “Well, anyone weigh more than sixteen tons?” 

    “I did have the french toast at Raoul’s several weeks back,” Victor said.  

    Corbett ignored the remark. “How do you want to do it, Klaff?” 

    “Simple. A few of you folks hop into each bucket, sit down, and take it easy while we pull you up and rotate ’em back. Just enjoy the ride. We’ll take you right to the airport gate entrance then set these bad boys down to block it off.” 

    Corbett shot the foreman a quick salute. “Klaff, I owe you.” 

    “Yes, sir. You most certainly do.” Klaff looked past the group. “Okay, now. You’d best be moving quick. Got us some comp’ny coming.” 

    Corbett spun around to see. A row of zombies was shambling in their direction. The closest was still a good distance away but near enough to raise the hairs on the back of his neck. “Go! Load up now,” he ordered. 

    Corbett, two of his guards, the Kuruks, and the Sinclairs got into Klaff’s loader. The others split up and headed for the remaining buckets. A minute later, the buckets began to rise in the air. Corbett’s ride slowly rotated, and he felt the onset of sudden vertigo. He got to his feet and looked over the side. The bucket was deep, but he could see the street. He was almost twenty feet in the air, and for the moment, he felt safer than he had in days. 

    “Mr. Corbett, you guys ready?” Klaff asked over the radio. 

    Corbett pulled his radio from his belt. “Good to go, Klaff. If the other guys are ready, let’s get rolling.” 

    “Okay, you’re going to fell a little bit of bounce, so watch yourselves!”  

    The loader started moving. The big Caterpillar hadn’t been designed to move smoothly, and even over a standard street surface, the bucket jolted and bounced. Corbett had to hold on to the metal blades on the bucket’s lower lip for dear life. He was surprised to see Sinclair standing up on the other side, his camera pointed forward, documenting everything. For the first time, he noticed the journalist was carrying a slung LWRC carbine. 

    “Sinclair!” he shouted over the din of the diesels. 

    Sinclair looked over. The days had not been kind to him. While his hair was previously touched with only the most distinguished frosts of gray, fresh sprouts of white had sprung up everywhere. He needed a haircut and probably a good twenty ounces of styling gel. Crow’s feet lined his eyes, and his mouth seemed perennially pinched. “Yes?” Sinclair said. 

    Corbett released one blade and pointed at the rifle. “Aren’t you adopting a double standard carrying that thing?” 

    “Your bloody, barbaric Second Amendment needs to be repealed, Corbett!” Sinclair shouted back. Then, he grinned. “Once I’m out of danger, of course!” 

    Corbett laughed. Cheeky motherfucker. 

    Zombies began to fill the street ahead. Klaff just drove right over them with the loader, rolling over the bodies with over a hundred thousand pounds of metal. The bouncing didn’t get any worse. Apparently, the dead had met their match in the heavy-duty construction equipment. 

    “You know, this thing could probably take care of a lot of zombies,” Victor shouted. 

    “No kidding,” Corbett replied. 

    The loaders rumbled down the street, completely overwhelming the packs of stenches that challenged them. At the airport entrance, a narrow-walled corridor that led directly to the airfield, more stenches were milling around. The approaching loaders caught their attention, and they surged toward the oncoming machines. Klaff pulled past the entrance then backed up, alarm keening. He did that a couple of times, weaving back and forth. 

    “Klaff, what’s up?” Corbett asked over the radio. 

    “Got to make sure there aren’t any zombies left to come after you folks,” Klaff replied. “Making this as fast as I can, Mr. Corbett. Hang tough, okay?” 

    “Do whatever you need to do,” Corbett replied. 

    When the loader ceased its gyrations, Klaff radioed that he was lowering the bucket. Corbett and Sinclair sat back down. The hydraulic arms lowered, and the bucket rotated once again. Corbett was on all fours by the time it hit the street. Ahead, a flood of zombies appeared. 

    “Everybody out!” Corbett said, getting to his feet and stepping out of the bucket. He pointed at the airport entrance. “Run! Run!” 

    Victor steered Suzy out of the bucket and pushed her toward the entrance. “Go,” he told her. 

    “Come with me!” 

    “I will, but I’ll hold back and make sure the others make it in,” Victor said. “You need to go. Right now.” He turned to Meredith. “Please see that she makes it to the plane.” 

    “I will.” There was cold and predatory aspect to the former model’s face, something even Corbett found chilly. The woman had changed in such a fundamental way that she no longer resembled the person who had arrived in Single Tree a short time ago.  

    “Sinclair, go with them,” Corbett ordered. 

    “What about you?” Sinclair asked, turning the camera on Corbett. 

    “We’ll be along,” he said. “Get going. Get some pretty pictures of the jet. Then get aboard and have a drink. There’s a bottle of Remy Martin Louis XIII Jeroboam in the galley. It’s yours.” 

    Sinclair raised one eyebrow. “What the hell would I do with almost a gallon of cognac?” 

    “Enjoy the takeoff and probably not care about the quality of the landing. Get moving, you prick!” 

    Sinclair sniffed. “There’s the Barry Corbett I know,” he said, but not without some humor. He turned around and headed toward the airport entrance.  

    Suzy, being tugged along by Meredith, cried out, “Uncle, come with us!” 

    “You’ll see him soon,” Meredith said. “Get out of his sight, and he’ll stop worrying about you!” 

    “Go,” Victor said, his face stone-like and emotionless. He turned his back to his niece, raised his rifle, and began hammering at the approaching dead. 

    “Mr. Corbett, can you hear me?” Klaff asked over the radio. 

    “Klaff, go ahead,” Corbett responded. He grabbed his rifle’s pistol grip with his other hand, levering it into position. He capped off a couple of rounds and sent a zombie tumbling to the ground. 

    “If’n you people wouldn’t mind, step aside and let me make a pass with the bucket,” Klaff said. “I can hold these bastards back for a bit.” 

    Corbett called out, “Everyone move! Bucket coming through.” Once everyone was clear, he radioed to Klaff, “Do it!” 

    The loader’s big diesel roared, puffing up black smoke. Consuming approximately two dead dinosaurs per minute, it rumbled forward, scraping the bucket across the road as it charged into the horde at twenty miles per hour. While the bucket wasn’t wide enough to clear the entire street, it scooped up more than a few zombies, leaving scores more writhing on the asphalt in its wake. The loader’s big tires were weapons by themselves, crushing bone and flesh beneath their craggy treads.  

    Corbett, Victor, and Corbett’s security team opened up, taking down as many of the remaining zombies as possible. More people streamed past them: the Bookers, Mike Hailey, Gemma Washington, and her elderly live-in boyfriend, Lance. They had a six-hundred-foot walk to the airfield then another several hundred feet to the tarmac.  

    “Victor, you should go with them,” Corbett said. 

    Another loader rumbled past, veering to the right and scraping that side of the road clear of the dead. As it turned, Corbett caught a glimpse of zombies clambering up onto the boarding ladders of Klaff’s rig. The stenches were about to gain the upper hand. 

    “Klaff, you’re getting too far out into the horde!” Corbett radioed. 

    “Well, I know that now, sir,” Klaff responded. “They’re right outside the door—”  

    Klaff’s loader was about four hundred feet away, and the cab was swarming with stenches. The vehicle was jerking left and right, butting up against the walls. The loader suddenly turned hard to the left and slammed directly into the wall.  

    “Oh, hell,” Corbett said, knowing the zombies had managed to get into the cab and were attacking the foreman.  

    A large section of the wall exploded outward, and the tire loader rumbled through the opening. It disappeared from view, but Corbett could hear its engine revving as it continued bouncing across the desert. After a loud crashing noise, he figured the huge machine had wound up in one of the zombie-filled trenches. 

    Zombies roiled in through the breech in the wall. The loader that had followed Klaff’s began backing up, its reverse alarm sounding. The zombies honed in on it. 

    “Time to go,” Corbett said. He resumed firing, picking off several zombies that had managed to escape being crushed by the loaders. 

    “The rest of you, get going!” Victor shouted.  

    Carl Bremer, the heavily mustachioed fire chief, stopped and pulled out a massive revolver. He pointed it at the approaching dead and fired, pelting Corbett and Victor with powder as the big handgun barked. 

    “Damn it, Bremer, stop playing around!” Corbett yelled. “What the hell’s wrong with you, bringing a damn wheel gun to this fight!” 

    “Sorry!” Bremer spun and dashed after the others. 

    “Sir, we need to follow!” one of Corbett’s security team shouted. Like the rest of his peers, he had been on his rifle, methodically taking out the dead as they shambled forward.  

    The road was littered with bodies, but there was only so much they could do. The second loader grated to a halt in front of them.  

    The cab door opened, and an Asian man appeared. He gestured at them frantically. “Go on! Get movin’!” he screamed. “What’re y’all waitin’ for, engraved invitations?” His Texas accent was incongruous with his looks. Without waiting for an answer, he returned to the cab and resumed backing up, obviously to use the vehicle to block the entrance.  

    The driver of the last loader, a broad-shouldered Hispanic man, bailed out of his vehicle and darted toward them.  

    “Okay,” Corbett said. “Let’s go.” He turned and jogged toward the entrance, moving far slower than he would have liked. His back was killing him, and so were his knees. He was in great shape for a man in his seventies, but the running, climbing, shooting, and general roughhousing were taking their toll.  

    Pacing him, Victor reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “Barry, you all right?” he asked. 

    “Doing fantastic, Vic. Yourself?” 

    “I’m—oh, fuck!” 

    Ahead, zombies crested the walls on either side of the corridor. They fell to the road, bouncing and rolling and moaning. Corbett’s heart felt heavy. In the span of time it took to take three steps, there were over twenty stenches between them and the airfield, and more were coming over every second. Lured in by the sounds of combat and the commotion with the loaders, they had been mounding without any kind of harassment. The tsunami of corpses had reached its zenith, and it was spilling over the twenty-foot walls. 

    “Run!” Victor shouted, pulling Corbett along with him. “Run. It’s the only way!” He let go of his rifle and pulled his pistol instead. He fired at the corpses that struggled to rise to their feet. Two went down, leaking ichor across the blacktop.  

    Corbett raised his rifle and fired as well, choosing his targets carefully. The others were still ahead of them, and while he might have enjoyed accidentally shooting Sinclair in the back, he didn’t want to hit anyone else. The driver went down with a cry as one of the zombies landed right on him. Corbett slowed, planning to turn back to help, but Victor pulled him along with almost fanatical strength. More zombies landed on and around the fallen man, and there was no hope from him. Farther back, the Asian with the Texas accent was hauled from his loader while trying to exit the cab. He kicked and screamed, but the dead swarmed the rig. 

    Ghouls plummeted to the ground at a continuous rate. Another member of his security detail went down, yelling as he fired into the bodies that enveloped him. One round stuck the wall beside Corbett and ricocheted with a whine and a brief burst of sparks. A stench grabbed at his right foot, and he shot it in the face. Another pawed at his back, and Corbett twisted at the waist, causing the grotesquerie to lose its grip.  

    A runner suddenly caught up to them and barreled into Victor, knocking him off balance. Corbett snarled and turned his rifle on it. His first shot missed. The thing was all over Victor, its teeth glinting in the afternoon sunlight. Corbett snatched a handful of its hair and yanked its head back. A patch of hair came off right in his hand with a dull ripping sound, exposing the bloodless scalp. Victor fired his pistol into the corpse’s pelvis, driving it back, then fired another round through its head. The ghoul fell and lay still. 

    Behind them, hundreds of stenches filled the walled alleyway. Corbett knew they’d never make it in time, especially when he spotted more runners zigzagging their way through the horde. 

    “Guess you wasted those prisoners a little early,” Victor said. He fired his pistol into the oncoming mass until it was empty then dropped it and pulled his rifle back into his hands. 

    “I’ll hold them back,” Corbett said. “You get going! Your niece, she needs you!” 

    “Not anymore, kemosabe,” Victor said, shouldering his rifle.  

    Corbett saw the ugly bite wound on his friend’s left hand. Victor’s blood was bright red as it gushed from the wound. Droplets of scarlet fell to the road, splashing in the dust. Corbett despaired. If he’d been forced to choose one person to save, it would have been Victor. But his friend had been bitten. He was a walking dead man. 

    “Victor…” Corbett murmured. Sudden tears made his vision blurry. 

    “Go on, Barry,” Victor said. “Please, save my niece. I’ll hold them here for as long as I can.”  

    “Victor, damn it—” 

    “Barry!” Victor snapped. “Please get out of here!” 

    The dead were only thirty feet away. Victor swapped out magazines, and Corbett covered for him he did so. 

    “Go on!” Victor shouted as he slapped the carrier release on his rifle. “I’m dead, Barry. Get out of here!” There was no fear in the tribal leader’s eyes, only hard, flinty dedication. Victor Kuruk saw his future, and it didn’t faze him in the slightest. 

    Corbett took a step back, still firing. He kept pulling the trigger until his weapon ran dry, then he stumbled away. By the time he made it out of the alleyway and saw his Gulfstream on the run-up pad, he was full-on sobbing. The airstair was extended, and through the big oval windows in the aircraft’s side, he saw people moving about inside. A few armed men stood on security near the big jet. As soon as he came into view, they sprinted toward him.  

    The jet emitted a low rumble that climbed into a shrill whine as the right engine spooled up. The bifold door on the hangar was open. Inside were dozens of people. Townspeople and his remaining staff were frantically transferring the contents of two nearby semi-truck trailers into the hangar. They pulled heavily laden pallet jacks to the structure, hurriedly unloaded them, then darted back to load them up again. 

    As loud as the engine noise was, Corbett never heard Victor scream when the firing stopped and the dead overwhelmed him. His old friend went stoically, just like a Hollywood hero. 

     

    ### 

     

    The jet was full when Corbett scaled the airstair, his face wet with tears and sweat. His hands shook, and his legs were weak and rubbery. One of his men cut through the cabin, moving people aside as he led Corbett to his customary seat in the rear compartment. Corbett looked back at the flight deck, where both pilots were bringing the big jet to life. The relief pilot was perched on the jump seat, while a person he didn’t recognize, possibly a family member of one of the pilots, sat in the crew rest seat. 

    “Sir, is anyone else coming?” the relief pilot asked. 

    “This is it,” Corbett said quietly before turning to walk through the well-appointed galley.  

    The left engine began to wind up. Cool air whispered from the hidden vents. Frightened faces turned to look up at him as he passed. The cabin configuration allowed for sixteen passengers. There were almost thirty people on the plane. Children sat in their parents’ laps, and four and five people were smashed together on divans designed to seat three. At the four-place dining area, the table had been removed to make more room. Danielle Kennedy, holding a child, sat there with her father, across from two women with children on their laps.  

    Corbett evaded her gaze as he pushed into the VIP cabin. A three-seat divan was positioned across from a single chair. The single seat was empty, save for a blanket and pillow on its buttery leather cushions. A bottle of chilled water stood in the cup holder, placed there by his ever-thoughtful flight crew. Lined up on the divan were the Sinclairs and Norton’s mother. By the aft bulkhead was Suzy Kuruk. Mike Hailey stood by the open lavatory door, sweating profusely. He had a hand on Suzy’s shoulder. 

    Corbett took in a quivering breath as he bent over his seat and removed the blanket and pillow. He handed them to Sinclair, who took them wordlessly. Sinclair pointed his camera as Corbett sank into his wide seat and felt the jet being to move. Corbett ignored him and looked at Suzy. Tears were already welling up in her eyes. 

    “He sacrificed himself,” Corbett told her, his voice thick and husky. 

    She nodded. “I knew he would.” Her voice was barely audible over the mounting roar of the jet engines.  

    The pilot announced they were going to take off immediately and that everyone needed to secure themselves as much as possible.  

    Corbett fastened his seat belt then motioned at Hailey. “Hailey, go sit in the lav. There’s a seat belt on the toilet.” 

    “Can’t, sir. Mr. Norton’s in there.” 

    Corbett pointed at the floor in front of his feet. “Sit here, then. Put your back against the bulkhead. This is going to be a full-power takeoff. Arthur, you belted in?” he asked. 

    “Oh, yes,” Arthur called out. “I’ve never sat on a toilet as luxurious as this one, Barry!” 

    Corbett wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and looked out the large oval window beside him. The hangar door was closing, sealing off over a hundred souls from the rest of the world. For the next few months, that would be their home. And just in time.  

    From the entrance, an invading army of the dead boiled onto the airfield. More came over the walls surrounding the installation, a flood of carnivorous corpses that turned toward the taxiing plane with slack-jawed hunger. Several runners broke away, bolting toward the G650 as it lumbered along the taxiway. As the jet turned onto the runway proper, the engines began to spool up. The pilots were transitioning from taxi to takeoff power without running any final checks.  

    Corbett unfolded the personal entertainment system beside him and thumbed through the menus. He activated the camera atop the Gulfstream’s T-tail. The end of the runway was already saturated with dead, and they streamed toward the jet like ants scurrying to a dropped peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 

    “Jock, you get that drink you wanted?” he asked over the mounting roar of the engines. 

    Sinclair reached into the cup holder in the divan’s armrest. He held up a crystal tumbler half-full of dark liquid. “I did, indeed.” 

    Corbett turned the flat screen monitor toward him. “I’d drink up, if I were you.” 

    Sinclair’s eyes bugged when he saw the image, then he pointed the camera at it. “Good Lord,” he said. He ruined the shot by taking a large hit of cognac.  

    Corbett tried to smile but failed. He looked out the window again, watching the runway trundle past as the Gulfstream accelerated. Stenches closed in from the sides, and soon, the plane’s wide, upswept wings were passing over them. Then the nose rose, and Corbett was pressed against his seatbelt and shoulder harness as the jet roared into the sky at an unusual angle.  

    Over the bellow of the engines, he heard startled gasps from the others. A child began to cry. With a muted thump, the landing gear retracted, then the gear well doors closed with a whine. The climb angle lessened, and Corbett leaned forward. His seat was well aft of the wings, so he was able to watch the big flaps retract setting by setting. With each evolution, the airplane settled slightly, which caused a small tremor of fear to run through the passengers. Corbett knew it was a normal effect, so he leaned back in his seat and turned the monitor toward him again.  

    Paging through the displays, he called up the flight map. The Gulfstream was passing through three hundred knots airspeed and climbing out through eight thousand feet. The destination was Oxnard Airport, which wasn’t quite right, but the navigation system could hardly be programmed to fly to a direct point over the Pacific. The flight would last less than thirty minutes after the G650 hit its max power cruise of almost six hundred fifteen miles per hour.  

    Corbett watched the rising mountainous landscape slide past beneath the climbing jet. As much as the earth below might try, it would never be able to pluck the Gulfstream from the sky. Already, the airplane was flying higher than the peak of Mount Whitney. Single Tree, or what was left of it, fell farther and farther behind with each passing second. 

    Victor... 

    Corbett felt his eyes burn anew. He wiped them then looked over at Suzy. She sat on the divan, her face stoic even as tears rolled down her cheeks. Hailey touched her leg, and Corbett was glad the man was there for her. He hoped they would last for the rest of their lives, and that their lives would last long enough for that to mean something. 

    He picked up the satellite phone from the arm rest and dialed Lennon’s number. 

     

     

    OFF THE COAST OF CALIFORNIA 

     

    Norton watched while Lennon stepped into the galley and took the call on the satellite phone. He had the Argosy back on its anchors again, and the big yacht slowly rolled in the sea swells despite the dampening provided by the Naiad stabilizers. The Port Police dive boat was still out there, sitting Lennon’s mandated number of yards away on its own hook. Several men in uniform were on its decks, watching the Argosy through binoculars. Norton wondered why they were so damned interested in his yacht, but at least they had stopped trying to communicate over the radio. 

    To keep himself busy, Norton checked the yacht’s systems. Everything was perfect, and their fuel state was good. To save fuel, he only ran one generator, and that was mostly just to keep the batteries charged. The watermaker had shut off when the holding tank became full. He realized he could use a shower, as stress had effectively wiped out whatever odor protection his deodorant had provided. He also wanted a cigarette, but there were none aboard the yacht. 

    Wait a minute... He opened the chart drawers and rummaged through some of the old paper NOAA charts. In the bottom of the second drawer, he found a box of Logic e-cigarettes. A month past their expiration date, they probably wouldn’t taste very good, but he tore one open. The battery of the first one was dead, so he tossed it back into the drawer and opened a second package. The LED in the tip glowed blue when he pulled on it, and a flood of nicotine-laced vapor flowed into his mouth and lungs. It didn’t taste half bad. Norton exhaled with a long sigh. 

    “What the hell is that?” Lennon asked, walking back to the pilothouse. “I thought you Hollywood types only smoked Cuban cigars.” 

    “Never really cared for them,” Norton said. “So what’s the poop?” 

    “Jet’s on its way. Should be here in about twenty-five minutes or so. About thirty souls on board.” Lennon sighed and looked at the rolling Pacific. “We’re going to have to move fast to get those people out of the water. We can’t count on the jet not breaking up, so we’re going to have to get to the crash site as quickly as we can.” 

    “Did everyone make it aboard?” Norton asked. 

    Lennon nodded. “Everyone who could. Don’t worry, Norton. Your people are all there. The old man has eyes on your parents and the girl.” 

    Norton nodded and took another hit off the Logic. “What about your people?” 

    “My family is accounted for. We should come off anchor in about fifteen minutes or so and get the tender back in the water.” 

    Norton pointed at the dive boat across the water. “We could ask those guys for a hand.” 

    Lennon considered that for a moment. “Think they would?” 

    “They’re cops. They might want what we have, but I don’t think they’re going to just stand around and watch a jet crash and sink without trying to help out.” 

    Lennon rubbed his chin. “Okay. Call them and explain things.” He stepped toward the gangway that led below deck. 

    “Where you going?” Norton asked. 

    Lennon turned back and gave him a frosty glare. “I’m not about to try to save my family and boss while wearing a polo shirt and board shorts.” 

    Norton chuckled and picked up the radio handset. “Dive Boat One, this is Argosy on sixteen. Over.” 

     

    ### 

     

    “So, Argosy, you say a Gulfstream jet is going to ditch in this area. Is that correct? Over,” Bay said into his radio.  

    Reese and some of the other cops had listened to the last transmission from the Pacific Mariner yacht several hundred yards away, and it was a humdinger. Reese didn’t know what to make of it, other than to think it was a group of old, rich white guys trying to mount some half-assed rescue operation. How they’d roped in a bunch of Marines was the question. He could only suppose that whoever was on that jet was some sort of überVIP. 

    “Dive Boat, that is correct. We anticipate the jet to arrive in about two-five minutes. We’re still coordinating how it’s going to play out, but the jet should be in the drink shortly thereafter, assuming they don’t need to dump fuel to lower the landing weight. Over.” 

    “Roger, Argosy. So you want us to pitch in and help out, is that it? Over,” Bay said. 

    “Dive Boat, that’s your call. We could probably use the help, but if not, you might want to clear the area. No telling where the jet will wind up once it hits the waves, and if you’re not interested in giving a hand, you probably don’t want to become a potential target. Over.” 

    Bay looked around the bridge of the dive boat. “Anyone believe this?” 

    “Too stupid not to be true,” Plosser said, leaning against the pilothouse’s aft bulkhead. “I mean, it’s going to be pretty easy to verify if a jet doesn’t drop out of the sky. Then again, I wonder why we’re giving a fuck?” 

    Bay eyed at the taller man. “We’re still cops.” 

    Plosser pointed to the south, where a plume of smoke was still rising from the Port of Los Angeles. “Yeah, and your beat is about nine miles that way.” 

    “Look, let’s help out,” Reese said. “We’re here, and we’ve wasted a couple of hours already. No one’s going ashore today, and we can recon later. If the guys on that boat are really prepping for a recovery mission, we can lend a hand. Right?” 

    Plosser spread his hands. “Hey, whatever you guys want to do. Just trying to get the lay of the land.” 

    Bates stirred from his position on the opposite side the bridge. “Connor, let’s do it. Whoever’s going to be crashing a jet into the drink at this stage in the game has got to be some sort of high-level VIP. I’m thinking government or someone we might regret not assisting later.” 

    “How so?” 

    Bates shrugged. “Might be someone with resources or someone with a line to someone else who does. And if it’s government, then we definitely need to be on hand.” He nodded toward the big yacht. “If those guys really are jarheads, then something big is up.” 

    Bay rubbed his whiskered chin. “Yeah, maybe,” he said unenthusiastically.  

    One of the uniformed Marines still stood on the yacht’s aft deck, SAW in hand, while another remained aft of the flybridge’s overhang. That one had a grenade launcher on his rifle, and he maintained a loose firing stance. Plosser had said the dive boat was still well within the grenade launcher’s effective range. 

    Bay brought the radio handset to his mouth. “Argosy, we’ll pitch in. Where do you want us? Over.” 

     

    ### 

     

    As the Gulfstream G650 began its initial descent, the remaining members of Corbett’s security team walked through the cabin, opening footrests and pulling out life vests. They also retrieved the lifeboats from beneath the two divans. Everyone was advised that their seat cushions were suitable for flotation and that the overwing exits should be the primary means of egress. The main cabin door would only be opened if the passengers could get clear fast enough. 

    Corbett pulled his own life vest out of his footrest and handed it to Suzy. “Put this on, please. When you’re outside, inflate it by pulling that T-tab, there.” He pointed to one of two red tabs dangling from the bottom of the vest. 

    “What about you?” Suzy asked. Her voice was flat, but her eyes were dry. She was already over crying for her uncle. Corbett wondered if she hated him. 

    “I don’t need it,” he said.  

    Sinclair ejected the memory card from the camera. He pulled a plastic baggy from his vest and slipped the card inside.  

    “Not going to record the big event, Jock?” Corbett asked. 

    Sinclair shook his head. “I doubt I’ll have time, and in case I don’t make it, I want the evidence preserved.” 

    “Evidence of my transgressions against all humankind?” 

    Sinclair cocked his head. “You have done some questionable things, Barry. But this might be a set of circumstances where the ends justify the means. I’ll have to let others make that determination.” He glanced at his wife. “But personally, thank you for everything you’ve done. For both of us.” 

    Meredith nodded. “Yes. Jock’s right. You’ve done more than your fair share of saving lives, Mr. Corbett.” 

    Corbett leaned back in his seat and shook his head. The security team advised everyone with swivel seats to turn them so they were facing the rear of the plane. Children were transferred to seats that faced the tail. Corbett looked out the window. The Pacific was coming into view, cold and steel gray. To the south, the great metropolis of Los Angeles hid beneath a haze of smoke.  

    A stream of vapor shot out the rear of the wing. The pilots were dumping fuel. 

    One of this security men appeared in the doorway. “Sir?” 

    “What is it, Stillson?” Corbett asked. 

    “We’re about five minutes out. We’re in contact with Mr. Norton over the VHF, and we’re headed toward his GPS coordinates.” The guard frowned. “You need a life preserver, sir.” 

    “I’ll be fine. Is the cabin secure? Everyone briefed on escape procedures? Who’s going to pop the exits?” 

    “Me and Holgan, sir. You really need to get a life preserver, Mr. Corbett.” 

    “Get lost, Stillson. I’m not putting one on, and that’s that. I know how to swim, and the rafts are in position.” 

    “Sir—” 

    “That’s enough! Get the hell away from me. I’ve done what I can. Look after these other people, and leave me alone!” 

    The guard clenched his jaw. After a few seconds, he said, “I’ll be right here, sir.”  

    Corbett returned to gazing out the window, ignoring everything and everyone, a prisoner of his own thoughts. 

     

    ### 

     

    Norton kept the Argosy in one place as well as he could. They’d established contact with the jet over the VHF radio and had looped in the dive boat, as well. The plane still had to offload fuel to make the ditching more survivable, but Norton had his doubts that would do much good. It was getting later in the day, and the sea state was starting to destabilize. The swells were inching more toward seven feet with twelve seconds between each rise. The winds were still relatively light at around fifteen knots, but they would likely increase with the barometric pressure. When trying to land in a deteriorating sea, the wind speed could make all the difference. 

    “So if you had to ditch, how would you do it?” Lennon asked.  

    Norton had been wondering that himself. “I’d look for a decent swell and try to land either on it or right behind it. That would mean a crosswind landing though, and that’s going to be kind of tough. Remember, airplanes are designed to land on runways, not water.” 

    Lennon nodded. The tender was already in the water, tied up behind the larger vessel. The dive boat had its rubber-hulled inflatables in the water as well. Everyone was ready to go. 

    Norton transferred the controls to the flybridge station. “Let’s do this from topside. Visibility is better up there.” 

    “Understood.” Lennon followed him to the gangway.  

    Norton sprinted up the steps. He pushed open the flybridge door and hurried to the helm station. He’d left the engines in idle, and the boat had already started to drift. He advanced the throttles, giving the yacht enough thrust to push through the next swell. 

    Thunder roared, and he looked up in time to see Corbett’s silver Gulfstream G650 rumble past at about one thousand feet. Even though it was more than a mile out, it was still trailing fuel vapor. Its flaps were up, and he made the airspeed to be about two hundred knots. The plane was just shy of a hundred feet long, so at that speed, it seemed to be flying ridiculously slow. That it wouldn’t be slowing down much more for the ditch was unsettling.  

    Norton clenched his teeth. His throat felt dry, and his hands were suddenly slick on the stainless-steel wheel. Lennon moved to stand beside him. Neither of them said anything. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Hey, those guys weren’t kidding,” Reese said, watching the big airplane lazily rumble past. He and the others stood on the dive boat’s short bow, clutching the railing as the catamaran rose and fell with the sea.  

    “What the hell is it doing?” Renee asked, shielding her eyes from the late afternoon sun. “It looks like it’s leaving a trail of something.” 

    “Probably toilet water,” Plosser said. 

    “It’s fuel,” Bates told them. “They’re offloading fuel so the jet isn’t so heavy when it hits the drink.” 

    “Can it float?” Reese asked. 

    Bates shrugged. “Only if it doesn’t break apart. If it does, we’ll probably just wind up fishing out bodies.” 

    Reese snorted. “Or zombies.” 

     

    ### 

     

    Corbett spotted the boats. He had already been informed that another vessel had joined the recovery mission, a boat from one of the Los Angeles police agencies. That was fine by him, the more the merrier. The people on the jet would need all the help they could get. The Gulfstream banked into a turn and made another pass over the water. Then another, and another, still venting fuel. After almost ten minutes of circling, the vapor trails disappeared, and the pilots closed the fuel dump valves.  

    “Ladies and gentlemen, this is the captain. We’re ready to put it down. At this time, you need to get into your brace positions and stay there. I’ll let you know when we’re about to touch the water. Those without seats, try to brace yourselves as well as you can, with your backs pressed against any bulkheads. Stow everything that’s loose and could fly. Parents, keep a firm hold on your children and ensure they’re all facing the rear of the aircraft.” 

    A ripple of fear ran through the cabin. Corbett was afraid too, not because he might die, but because so many of the other people on the jet probably would. 

    The plane turned once again, then the engines lowered into idle. The Gulfstream began to descend. 

     

    ### 

     

    “Argosy, we’re going to make an attempt now,” the Gulfstream’s pilot over the VHF. “We’ll do our best to splash down as close to you as we possibly can. Looking to do this in three minutes. Over.” 

    Norton picked up the mike. “Roger, Gulfstream. Dive Boat One, you copy that? Over.” 

    “Argosy, we got it. We’re launching our boats. You should do the same. Over.” 

    “Guys, get out into the water,” Lennon said into the microphone on his Peltor headset. “Jet’s going to ditch in about three mikes.” 

    Seconds later, Norton saw the tender racing past the slowly-moving Pacific Mariner. The three Marines aboard it wore bulky horse-collar life preservers. More of the safety devices bounced around between the seats. The little tender jumped out about fifty meters ahead and to the left of the Argosy’s bow, where it bobbed in the rolling waves. Norton was glad to be aboard the yacht. Sitting in the tender would be murder.  

    The Gulfstream made another pass then banked into a tight one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. The aircraft flew another circle, and as it came out of the downwind turn, the engines dropped back into idle. 

    “What the hell is he doing?” Lennon asked, his voice tight. 

    “He’s dumping velocity,” Norton explained. “He has to ditch with the flaps up. Otherwise, the plane will bury its nose once it touches the water. He has to make just enough airspeed to retain control, but not enough to keep flying.” 

    “Thanks for the flying lesson, Orville.” 

    “Hey, asshole, you want me to iron palm you again? This time, I might break your sternum.” 

    “Yeah, you can try that later. But this time, you’ll get a broken elbow for your trouble.” Lennon leaned forward so he could see the jet more clearly.  

    Norton did the same, keeping his hand on the throttles, ready to push them forward once the jet was down. The plane came in nose high, as if flaring for a normal landing. Norton’s guts coiled up. He snatched up the radio handset to warn them, but just before the tail touched the water, the nose dropped. The wings rocked from side to side as the aircrew tried to read the wave patterns. While they didn’t want the tail to strike the water first, burying a wingtip would be just as disastrous. The G650 was in ground effect, floating on a cushion of air that built up between the wings and the irregular, always moving waves beneath them. To Norton, the giant airplane appeared to be barely crawling, and he was sure the pilots were going crazy as the stall horns sounded. 

    In an explosion of mist, the jet touched down, wings perfectly level. It left a huge rooster tail of water behind it, and for an instant, Norton thought it was probably the most expensive single-run carnival ride ever invented. The Argosy’s bow dipped as she started rolling down the swell she had just crested, and he lost sight of the jet for an instant.  

    When the bow started to come up again, he saw the plane was still in motion, riding the top of a swell like a huge surfboard. The right wing rose high as the swell broke beneath the jet, and Norton was certain the left wing would stab into the face of the next swell, causing the jet to tumble. But even when one of the broad flaps was ripped off the left wing, the plane stayed just above the surface. The T-tail was snapping back and forth from all the torquing, then the vertical stabilizer’s main spar fragmented. Thirty feet of empennage tumbled across the water, disintegrating as it skipped and jumped. Water plowed over the front of the jet when it drove into the back of another swell. Bits and pieces of the airplane glittered in the water, and even over the booming sounds of multiple impacts, Norton heard the big Rolls Royce jet engines winding down as their fuel supply was cut off. 

    Finally, the Gulfstream came to a shuddering halt and began listing to the left. 

    “Let’s go!” Lennon shouted.  

    Norton was already advancing the throttles. The Pacific Mariner’s twin diesels roared, and the yacht’s bow rose into the air as it accelerated, leaving a churn of white foam in its wake. 

     

    ### 

     

    Hailey crashed into Corbett with almost enough force to knock him out. Corbett felt a burst of pain in one of his hands as he tried and failed to catch the officer before he slammed into the partition that separated the VIP cabin from the larger main cabin.  

    People screamed, and children cried when the airplane hit the water and began disintegrating. The number one engine on Corbett’s side of the aircraft flamed out immediately as it ingested water, and he could actually hear the engine tearing itself apart as the fans broke up. From the lavatory came a horrendous cracking sound, and the entire airplane seemed to be wagging from the tail.  

    Then, the bizarre gyrations abruptly ceased. Corbett called out to Arthur Norton, but if there was a response, he didn’t hear it. The cabin lights flickered then went out. The emergency lights on the floor blinked on. The compartment above Corbett’s seat popped open, and the oxygen mask dropped and swung wildly almost hitting him in the head. Another reason to adopt the crash position like they told you to do— 

    After a tremendous final jolt, the jet came to an almost gentle halt. Its frame creaked and groaned, and Corbett could smell sea air coming in from an opening somewhere. He also heard the trickle of water seeping into the cabin. Then, the trickle suddenly became a flood. 

    “Open the emergency exits!” Corbett shouted, unbuckling his harness and seat belt. His right hand hurt like hell, and he thought it might be broken.  

    Mike Hailey was in worse shape, lying on the floor in a fetal position, not moving. Beatrice Norton was clutching her left side, while simultaneously screaming and vomiting. Suzy Kuruk unfastened her belt and turned to Beatrice. She looked torn as she tried to render assistance to the other women while constantly glancing at the motionless Hailey a few feet away. Jock Sinclair was bleeding from the temple, but he was still alert and moving. Meredith was already half out of her seat. 

    “Help me with Hailey!” Corbett told her.  

    From the main cabin came a flurry of activity. As Corbett tried to get up, he realized his seat had shifted backward because the flooring had torn loose. 

    Stillson fumbled with the T-release for one of the emergency exits. The man wrestled it out then yanked the window inward. He angled it and tossed it outside, just as a gout of water poured in through the opening. Ignoring the intrusion, he moved to the next emergency window exit and opened that one as well. 

    “There’s water coming in from the back!” Arthur Norton yelled as he emerged from the lavatory. He was absolutely soaked with seawater. 

    “Arthur, help Suzy with your wife!” Corbett said. He bent over, hooked his hands under Hailey’s armpits, and tried to haul the man to his feet. Hailey moaned but didn’t open his eyes. Corbett kept at it, ignoring the excruciating agony in his right hand. 

    “Don’t move him!” Sinclair shouted. “He might have a broken neck, or worse!” 

    Water started flooding in from the rear, rushing through the VIP cabin from the lavatory. Corbett surmised the baggage door had been ripped away. 

    “No time to check him out. We have to get him out of here!” Corbett dragged Hailey into the main cabin. Martin Kennedy was on his way out of the left exit, and Stillson was crawling through the right.  

    Danielle appeared at Corbett’s side. “I’ve got him.” She grabbed Hailey, the muscles of her arms bulging. Her clothes were soaked, and Corbett realized he was standing in cold, ankle-deep water. Danielle hauled Hailey toward one of the open windows.  

    Her father was standing on the other side, and he leaned in, sputtering as a wave crashed over him. “Pass him to me!” he shouted. “I can put him in the raft!” 

    “You can’t do it by yourself!” Sinclair said. “Wait. Let me get out to help!” The British journalist pushed past the clutch of frantic people and stepped through the emergency exit, joining Martin on the wing. He immediately slipped on the slick metal wing and disappeared from sight, then he reappeared a moment later. “Okay!” 

    Corbett and Danielle passed Hailey through, handing him off to the two men. Other people started pushing their way out. One woman inflated her life vest too soon, and she got hung up in one of the exits for a few tense seconds, as others screamed for her to get clear. 

    “Keep calm!” Corbett thundered, even though the water was up to his knees.  

    He spotted Lennon’s wife and two kids standing near one of the exits. They were all battered, and one of the kids was shrieking in fear. Corbett splashed over to her, and she looked at him with dull eyes. There was a large lump forming on her forehead. The plane was starting to list to the rear, and Corbett knew for certain the baggage compartment was taking on gallons of water every second. 

    “Mary, step out of the exit,” he told her firmly. “Get out and let me pass the kids to you.” 

    “All right,” she said softly. She moved through the opening. 

    “It’ll be slick out there! Be careful!” he said.  

    She didn’t fall, but someone grabbed her from behind. Then, a full-faced man with several days of razor stubble appeared. Another man loomed right behind him, his blue eyes as icy as the water, as if climbing onto a sinking jet was just another day at the office. Corbett didn’t recognize either of them. 

    “Reese and Bates, LAPD,” the first man said. “Pass me the kids, old timer. Then you might want to consider following because this fancy jet is about to become a submarine.” 

     

    ### 

     

    The copilot went down with the wreck. He had been unconscious in his seat, and his harness release had jammed. By the time they’d discovered him, the water in the forward part of the cabin was chest high, and no one could cut him free before the Gulfstream slipped beneath the surface. One of Corbett’s security officers, a middle-aged former Marine NCO named Holgan, had died sometime during the plane’s fall into the water. He had already reanimated by the time Lennon’s people and the cops had made a final sweep through the jet. One of the cops had popped him in the face to finish the job. 

    There were several injuries. Norton’s mother had broken some ribs during the ditching. One of the security team members on the Argosy was a Navy corpsman. He helped Beatrice a little, but she really needed a doctor. Several people suffered concussions. Stillson fractured his pelvis, and one of the children had a broken arm. Corbett’s hand was swelling up nicely despite being iced. That hadn’t helped improve the old man’s mood. 

    Due to his mother’s injuries, Norton sacrificed the master stateroom to his parents. That was the place where the ride would be the most comfortable, and the corpsman said his mother needed to remain as still as possible. 

    Norton was relieved to see Danielle alive and well. She’d even managed to keep her prosthesis with her. He was a little less pleased to discover the Bookers and the Sinclairs had come along, but the boat was big, so he probably wouldn’t be seeing much of them. 

    The cops had been a little put out to discover that the plane was not carrying a high-ranking government official, but they still invited Norton and his augmented group to Santa Rosa Island, where several settlements had been created.  

    Corbett firmly declined the offer, but he asked for radio frequencies for later contact. The old man promised to make it up to the cops for their assistance. When pressed about how he would manage that, Corbett refused to answer. 

    After spending some time with his family, Lennon joined Norton in the pilothouse. He handed him a laminated piece of paper. Neatly printed on the encased paper was: 

    32.511639, -130.589518 

    Norton looked at the grizzled former Marine officer. “Coordinates?” 

    Lennon nodded. “Can you get us there?” 

    Norton turned to the electronic chart plotter and typed in the variables. “Dude, that’s out in the Pacific. Like, five hundred miles out into the Pacific.” 

    “Can you get us there?” Lennon asked again. 

    Norton did some mental calculations. “That’s a long haul. We’ll have to travel at reduced planing speed, maybe even just displacement speed. It’s going to take a couple of days. And we’ll need to set up watches.” 

    “We can do that,” Lennon said. 

    “Any of your guys have real bluewater experience? Because the last thing we want to do is pop the hull by driving into a whale.” 

    “Yes, Mr. Norton. We have bluewater experience. Do we have enough fuel for the trip?” 

    “Yes, as long as we don’t firewall the throttles and go for broke. When do you want to leave?” 

    “Right away,” Lennon said. 

    “Damn, guy. What are we going out there for anyway?” 

    Lennon turned and looked over at Corbett, who was seated at the dining settee at the rear of the pilothouse. Corbett looked like hell, and Norton knew why. Victor had fallen, and as much as Norton hated to hear the news, he knew it was about ten times worse for Corbett. 

    “Just get us there, Norton,” Corbett said tiredly. His hand had been taped up, but he had refused anything for the pain aside from Tylenol, even though his fingers were starting to turn blue from the swelling. “Just get us there, and see for yourself.” 

    Norton shrugged and dropped the waypoint on the chart plotter. “Will do. Is everyone ready? Tender’s been secured, right?” 

    Lennon nodded. “It has.” 

    “And everyone’s aboard who needs to be?” 

    “Yes, Norton. We’re all here.” 

    “What about my camera?” 

    Corbett snorted. “It’s at the bottom of the ocean.” 

    Norton clucked his tongue. “Expensive loss for me, old man.” 

    “Try losing a Gulfstream G650.” Corbett sighed and eased back on the cushions. “Or an entire town.” 

    Norton thought about telling Corbett he knew all about that, but he turned back to the instruments instead. He set the power for sixteen knots, the yacht’s displacement speed. The big Pacific Mariner came around almost due west and got underway, leaving a wake of foam as it sailed away from the California coastline. 

     

    ### 

     

    Three hours later, after the sun had set, one of the Marines relieved Norton at the helm. Norton educated him on how to operate the forward looking infrared and read the instruments. The Argosy was steaming on autopilot, and it was programmed to maintain a constant bearing on their target.  

    The yacht was illuminated, not because Norton wanted to advertise its presence but because it helped reduce the risk of a nighttime collision with another vessel. And the radar display had revealed other traffic. Channels nine and sixteen on the VHF were quiet, as were all the higher band frequencies he monitored.  

    It took an hour to walk the man through everything, even though all he had to do was sit in the helm chair and monitor the instruments. The seas were mounting, and travel was getting a little snotty, but so far, everything was going as well as could be expected. 

    Norton spent thirty minutes with his parents, ensuring they were as comfortable as they could be under the circumstances. His mother was still in severe pain, but there was nothing that could be done for her beyond the simple medications the Navy corpsman had available.  

    Norton then gathered some fresh clothes and ducked into the master head for a quick shower. The hot water felt good, but he made a note to switch on the watermaker later to replace whatever had been used. 

    Clean and dressed, he walked around the yacht, checking everything out. He had to wear some foul weather gear due to the wind and the spray, and standing on the bow was a bit dicey despite the rough texture of the surface that allowed for some extra grip. The Argosy was a little dirty and becoming more salt-encrusted by the hour, but she was fine.  

    He had given Danielle and her father access to the crew area, and even though it was noisier and not as lushly appointed as the rest of the yacht, they had more privacy. With more than thirty-five people aboard, space was at a premium. He was glad he’d already had full stores in place because running out of provisions five hundred miles from anywhere would be a tough spot to be in. 

    He made his way to the rear, then slipping on his earphones, he checked out the engine room. Despite the pounding diesels, the temperature wasn’t extreme. Fuel was clear, oil viscosity was as indicated, and all systems were functioning properly. The freshwater tanks were still full, and the wastewater tanks were not. He checked the blackwater system, and all was well.  

    Even though the Pacific Mariner wasn’t technically an expedition yacht, it had the capability to perform that mission. Norton passed some time in the engine room, going over equipment manuals to refamiliarize himself with some of the processes and procedures he might need to enact in the event of an emergency. 

    At eleven, he returned to the crew quarters. Martin Kennedy was sleeping in one of the deckhand berths, snoring loudly. Norton didn’t have to check on him to know the man was in great shape. Anyone who could fall into a deep sleep less than ten feet away from thrumming diesels didn’t need a bedtime story or hot toddy. 

    Danielle was lying on the double berth in the captain’s stateroom. Her earbuds were plugged into her iPhone, most likely playing some loud music in a bid to keep the engine room noise at bay. Norton regarded her for a moment as he closed the stateroom door behind him. The bed wasn’t that roomy, but with her in it, it was all he needed. 

    She looked up at him and smiled. She had showered, and he could smell her clean skin from where he stood. “Don’t worry about sleeping,” she said. “I take up less space than a normal girl.” She pointed to the bulkhead beside the door. Hanging from one of the coat hooks, her prosthesis swayed from side to side. 

    Norton laughed, as in really laughed, for the first time in weeks. He felt the stress drain out of him. He climbed into the berth next her. She reached for him as he slipped an arm around her waist. 

     

    ### 

     

    Corbett sat in the semidarkness on the dining settee at the rear of the pilothouse, swaying in rhythm with the Argosy as she plowed through the water. He’d never been much into boats, and aside from a speed boat he had owned when he was twenty-five years younger, he hadn’t really thought much about them. But he was impressed with Norton’s choice. He had to admit the film producer had made some good equipment choices. 

    Sleep wouldn’t come to him for days, he knew. When stress was high, rest wasn’t something Corbett could reliably entertain. So he just sat there, getting up every now and then to help himself to some of Norton’s Earl Grey tea. He’d been there ever since coming aboard, even while the others fixed meals and talked and cried. No one really tried to engage him in conversation. He didn’t mind. He had nothing to say anyway.  

    The Marine sitting in the helm chair a few feet away moved his head from time to time, scanning the displays, but that was it. He hadn’t spoken to Corbett, and Corbett hadn’t spoken to him. 

    Don’t be such an old war horse, Kemosabe. The voice in his head was Victor’s. Corbett smiled wryly. Victor Kuruk, still poking Corbett in the eye even from the grave. So typical of him. Even though they’d come from different places, they would wind up in the same one when it was all said and done. Corbett found he was looking forward to it. Life was for the young, even though they squandered it relentlessly. 

    “Barry?” Sinclair said from the doorway. 

    “What is it, Sinclair?” Corbett asked, hiding his surprise. 

    “May I sit?” 

    “It’s not my boat. Do whatever you want.” 

    Sinclair slid into the settee and rested his elbows on the lacquered table. He studied his dim reflection in the tabletop for a moment then looked over at Corbett. “It appears I was wrong about you the entire time. You’re nothing like I thought you were.” 

    “What did you think I was like, Jock?” 

    “A selfish, self-interested bastard who saw the opportunity to lord over a town and mold it into something more to your liking. I thought it was going to be All Hail King Barry. Instead, you turned out to be one of the most selfless people I believe I’ve ever met. You spent a lot of treasure doing what you did.” 

    “What, money? That doesn’t mean a damn thing.” 

    Sinclair reddened a little. “Well… except to those who don’t have it.” 

    “You asking for a handout? Sure, I’ll write you a check for a hundred million, if you’ll only leave me alone. Deal?” 

    “No need for that.” Sinclair reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out the plastic baggie with the SD card inside. “Here it is. Sixty-four gigabytes of footage. I have four more of these, over eighty hours of imagery. Some people, when they view it, might see you as I did before. They might overlook the good you did, the sacrifices you made. They might just see what they want to see, a raging egoist with too much money and too much ambition treating a small California town like his personal fiefdom.” 

    “So they might,” Corbett said, nodding.  

    “Shall I throw them overboard?” 

    Corbett eyed the journalist. “What?” 

    “I said, shall I throw them overboard? No one will ever recover them, not out here,” Sinclair said. “No questions, no commentary, no inquisition into what you did, and who you might have done things to.” 

    Corbett grunted. “A deal’s a deal, Jock. This’ll make you, if things get back to what was once normal. You’ll be able to write your own ticket. That little piece of hardware is going to be worth, oh, forty or fifty million. Easy.” He took a sip of his tea, which had cooled to barely lukewarm. “I gave you the opportunity to do with that whatever you wanted. So do it. Whatever you want.” 

    “Even if it means throwing it over the side of the boat?” 

    “I’d rather you didn’t,” Corbett said. “I’d rather you take it as far as you can. I want people to know Single Tree. I want them to remember the people and how they lived. And yeah, how they died.” 

    “Some viewers—powerful viewers—might have you strung up, Barry.” 

    “Let them.” Corbett rubbed his eyes. “Please let them,” he added softly. “There has to be a final accounting.” 

    Sinclair sat there for a few minutes, then quietly got up and left. 

     

    LATITUDE 32.511639, LONGITUDE -130.589518 

     

    The sea deteriorated considerably on the second day. Norton stayed at the helm for nine hours straight, overseeing the yacht’s transit. A lot of the people were seasick from the fair-sized rollers that crashed over the bow, and he dispatched two of Lennon’s Marines to the crew compartment to keep an eye on the systems in the companionway outside the engine room. The Argosy fought its way through the weather without complaint or failure, her fiberglass hull slicing through the mighty Pacific like a knife through butter. Norton couldn’t have been happier with his choice in yachts. 

    As the weather cleared and the sea subsided, the boat began to make better time. The sun came out, and the temperatures rose. While the breeze was still brisk, the temperature was in the high fifties, which meant those who had a mind to do so could go onto the aft deck and enjoy some fresh air without worry of being swept overboard. Norton told Boomer and Browning to set up the long table on the aft deck. While no one was breaking out of the boogie boards and bikinis, the situation was approaching the kind of yachting Norton preferred. 

    The radar began picking up substantial returns sixty nautical miles out. 

    “Hey, Corbett. You know anything about this?” Norton asked. 

    “About what?” 

    “About what looks like a couple of aircraft carriers ahead?” 

    “Just keep going, Norton. See for yourself.” 

    Norton resisted the urge to increase speed because that meant burning more fuel. It would take hours to close on the contacts ahead, so he settled in for the long wait. Danielle came up and visited for a while. And as the day wore on, Norton heard the laughter of children playing in the salon. Apparently, someone had raised the big screen TV and found the Xbox. Hey, whatever it takes. 

    Over three hours later, the Argosy got within visual range of the radar targets. Norton was taken aback as he viewed the FLIR picture. He grabbed his binoculars and looked through them for verification. He stared at what lay ahead through both devices for several minutes, until they finally became visible to the naked eye. Lennon stepped out onto the bow, talking into his headset’s microphone. 

    Norton turned to Corbett, who sat calmly on the settee. “You crusty bastard. You really know how to plan for this stuff, don’t you?” 

    “On occasion,” Corbett said. “Though this one needed a couple of months to get straightened out. They were in different parts of the globe and couldn’t break free in time for us to go directly to them. That’s why I built up the town.” 

    Norton raised the binoculars again. Ahead were four gigantic ships, two container vessels and two cargo vessels. And emerging from behind one of the vessels was a cutter. It swung its pointed bow toward the Argosy and accelerated toward her. Helicopters flew from ship to ship. Norton noticed the logos on the sides of the ship pilothouses. 

    “You own these things?” he asked. 

    “Yes. Why depend on other people to ship your petroleum product when you can do it yourself and keep the costs down? You know what you’re looking at there, Norton?” 

    “Aside from really, really big boats? What?” 

    “Our future,” Corbett murmured. “We can live on those for decades. They’re full of product, full of everything we need. Fuel. Food. Medical facilities. Aviation assets. Kids can be safe there. They can grow up without worrying about a horde coming for them. Maybe even you can grow old and gray and have Dani change your Depends for you.” 

    Norton chuckled. “Yeah, well, I’m all set as far as living quarters go.” 

    “The helicopters and the cutter... they’ll be the key, Norton.” 

    “Huh? Key to what?” 

    “Those are Sikorsky S-92 choppers, big lifters with a lot of capacity. There are spare parts for them on the cargo ships, along with two fully-assembled helicopters in storage. We can fly them off the cutter when she’s closer to shore.” 

    Norton frowned. “Why would you want to do that?” 

    “There are people back in Single Tree. And I’m not going to forget about them.” The old man fixed Norton with his hard blue eyes. “What about you, Norton? Are you ready to leave those people back there? Just stay out here, soaking up some rays on a big ship that has everything you could want on it? Because if that’s your pleasure, you can do that.” 

    Norton met Corbett’s gaze head on. “No, Corbett, I’m not gonna do that. When do we head back?” 

    Corbett smiled slowly, and instead of a tired old man, he looked like an angry old wolf, ready to start mixing it up with whatever came his way. “After I’ve had a long, long nap. But get ready, guy. It’ll be soon.” He took a sip of his tea. “Before you know it, it’ll be us against the dead. And we’ll win next time. We’ll win.” 
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