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Authors notes


 


And so my battle with speech recognition continues.
It’s amazing to me to think how far the technology has advanced in just the
eighteen months that it has taken me to finalize Darkness Ascending.
Almost every smart phone and tablet now has speech recognition components. In
other words, there are millions of devices floating around that are
specifically designed to frustrate our lives. 


 


I remember when Bluetooth headsets first came out. I
would often chuckle to myself when I saw a person walk by, apparently crazily
babbling to themselves and gesturing at the invisible person or persons that
only they could see. I believe I’m not the only one who had those observations
and subsequent conclusions.


 


Nowadays, most speech recognition is used primarily in
the privacy of your home or office. This is probably a good idea. Taking notes
on lectures, dictating grocery lists, prioritizing what to pack for a
vacation—those sorts of things are really the forte of this technology. 


 


It is with a complete understanding that I empathize
with the few brave souls that have attempted to undertake a major project, such
as a book, using speech recognition. As I’ve mentioned before, I’ve been told
I’m more of a storyteller than a writer. I won’t disagree. However, the very
definition of speech recognition requires you to enunciate each word in almost
a monotone-like pronunciation. In other words, the exact opposite of how you
would tell a story to an audience. Unfortunately, it’s almost impossible when
you’re in the thick of the story with ideas and plotlines flying all around
your brain to maintain that monosyllabic tenor. This can create some
“interesting” sentence structure when you go back to edit. Early on I decided
to jot down a few of the more “what the heck?” translations that came up in the
proofreading process. Below is a list of what I said, followed by what
the software typed out because that’s what it thought I said. 


 


As Thompson replied ….. As Tom Singh replied, or, and
stomp Singh knee pie dough.


Michelle ….. Oafish elf. (Not sure what happened here,
but that’s what came up.)


Saw nothing ….. Saul muffins


Eric hopped ….. Harrick opt


Max stayed frozen ….. The next eight bra’s on


Eric softly padded up ….. Eric’s awfully padded what’s
up


Sam and Michelle ….. Salmon Michelle


The camouflage ….. A camel flushed


Heading this direction ….. Hitting Mr. Action


Anybody ….. Etty buddy


Must have decided ….. Mustard beside bed


Walter kept his face even ….. Walter cactus taste
Stephen


Poncho liner ….. Punch
airliner


He yawned again ….. He on the gay and


That simple equation ….. That’s of weekly Asian


And drew my CZ ….. Andrew mice easy 


Revealed a
solitary ….. Rebuild a solid terry


So he turned to face Estes for ….. So return two face
testicle 


I shrugged and passed it towards her ….. I shrugged and pasta torture


 


And finally, the one that still makes me chuckle every
time I see it…


 


Had to shoot that girl ….. Had to shoot batgirl


 


Not to be outdone with simply misinterpreting what I
say, speech recognition, at least in my experience, also has some glaringly
annoying faults. A word that frequently appears in this series is “ghoul.” I
have yet to have the software get it right. It usually types something like
“the goal,” “go,” “cool,” “goal,” or “roll.” Experience has taught me to keep
several words copied and available as a “paste” option. Ghoul is one of them.


 


Another hair pulling, teeth clenching, eye rolling
word that drives me bonkers is the word “coil” and its derivatives like coiling
and coiled. I’ll bet that I have attempted to mold my lips and cheeks into at
least 100 different archaic configurations while trying to get the software to
print out that dang word. My rate of success is a consistent zero percent.


 


And then there are any words that contain the “aw” sound
like in the word “jaw.” For some reason they just don’t get picked up very well
with speech recognition, and I’ve learned to just grit my teeth and hit the
keys instead of engaging in a pronunciation war with the computer when they
come up. 


 


The final one I’ll mention is a word that makes me
want to pull my hair out every time it comes up. The word is “clothes.” Think
about it. When we use that word in everyday speech, it is pronounced very
similar to the word “close,” like in the sentence, “Please close the door when
you leave.” And that’s what speech recognition prints each and every time,
except when it interprets your word as a system command and tries to force exit
the word processing program that you—of course—haven’t saved your last two
hours of work on. Ask me how I know. Yeah . . . that. I’ve learned a little
trick that works occasionally. If I pronounce the word “clothes” like
“clawths,” it will occasionally get it right . . . occasionally.


 


Anyhow, enough of the speech recognition lecture—on to
the gratitude. Once again, Miss Virginia Barrett has been instrumental in
catching my frequent and repetitive grammatical errors. With Darkness
Ascending, our system of identifying and correcting mistakes has evolved
somewhat, meaning that I probably commit about three percent less of the common
blunders that plagued her in Fade to Grey. Unfortunately, the blunders I
seem to make in book two are more insidious and harder to find. I don’t envy
her job, but she does it well and I am extremely grateful to her. Thank you
Virginia!


 


Also coming back for round two is the talented Mary
Beth French. Her graphic arts ability provided the cover artwork. Thank you MB!


 


Ever write a book? Ever do it while holding down a
fulltime job? Ever do both of those and try and have a normal family life? If
you succeeded, I’m envious of you. For me, it always seems to be about choices.
Do I spend that extra twenty-seven minutes sitting on the couch with my wife
and talking about our day, or do I hightail it out to the home office and try
to get another paragraph finished? For much of the last year, my wonderful
spouse has frequently sacrificed “our” time in lieu of giving me the freedom to
try and be creative. I can never repay her. But I love her, and I am eternally
grateful for her support. She is the reason this project is in your hands. 


 


Finally, Psalm 136.


 


Note number one—as in Fade to Grey, some of the
language or speech patterns of certain characters may not follow accepted
“rules of punctuation.” My answer—tough cookies. I know people who talk like
that. So do you.


 


Note number two—self publishing a book on a limited
budget is difficult at best. You don't have an army of editors or proofreaders
at your beck and call. An enormous amount of effort went into Darkness
Ascending, but because of limited resources, you may still run across the
occasional typo. Oops. Sorry. With that said, thank you for your understanding,
and feel free to email me any blatant errors you find. My email will be in the
back of the book, and I'll make sure to add your corrections to future
versions. 


 


Note number three—a dictionary has been provided at
the end of the book.


 


Note number four—this book contains adult situations
and language.
















 


 


So many voices-


So many choices-


So many times I’ve struggled in vain-


Must I walk towards the fire to burn
away my shadow-


Or shall I bond with the darkness and
embrace all my pain.


 


Graffiti found scrawled at a
rest stop near Grand Forks, North Dakota
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Chapter 1


Darkness Ascending


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. The measured staccato drumming was cold and hard
against the crystalline safety glass. Once flawless and free of imperfections,
its surface was now spider webbed with a bewildering jigsaw puzzle of fractures
and fissures that radiated from the central impact zone. A magnified example of
what could happen if you didn’t heed the ‘stay back 100 feet—not responsible
for road objects’ sign so often found barely legible yet plastered to the dump
gate of heavy trucks. Only the impact on this windshield didn’t come from the
exterior. Embedded in the heavily damaged center core of the spider web was a
haze of mostly coagulated blood. More than a few strands of hair remained
wedged as well, along with innumerable flecks, some microscopic, others
definitely larger, of human skin. Eric’s skin. 


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. The hollow pulsation repeated. His eyes seemed
welded shut, either by swelling or dried blood, probably both. There was no
pain. No blinding white streaks of agony thundering through his head. No grating
of splintered bones that jockeyed for their position in the new order of
things. No searing flesh or torn muscles. There was nothing. Tap . . . tap .
. . tap. Except that. Whatever had happened hadn’t affected his hearing.


 


What had happened? Eric called a temporary truce in
the battle he was fighting to open his eyes and tried to recall. Something
about a scouting mission to . . . somewhere. Where? Was he alone? No, someone
was with him. It was . . . Michelle? Maybe. 


 


TAP . . . . . TAP . . . . . TAP. The rhythmic pulse intensified and slowed,
momentarily scattering the threads of memory he had been grasping for. A brief,
sharp odor of gasoline burned in his nostrils and caused an involuntary wince.
Something was wrong. His face felt . . . nothing. No, that wasn’t right. His
face felt . . . numb, like the time in grade school when he had been pummeled
by two sucker punch snowballs that were thrown by junior high school bullies. He
hated bullies. They were immature life forms that got their daily nutritional
needs met, along with some form of macabre enjoyment, out of tormenting the smaller,
younger, or weaker kids at school. True to character, the ammunition employed against
him that day wasn’t your typical fresh packed and recently hand molded
snowball. He had been pelted with globs of translucent slush scooped from the
already compact pile where the plow had thrown it that morning. The ammunition
in question often contained bits of gravel and road debris, and would be
further compressed and left to freeze solid until it was needed, usually right
after school let out. Hard . . . cold . . . frozen. Numb. That was the feeling
that mimicked the semi-nothingness he felt.


 


Another acrid whiff of gasoline kicked his sense of
smell into high gear, and the resulting mental jolt released enough adrenaline
to force his eyelids partway open. Iridescent, swirling lights leapt at the
opportunity and shot through the gateway, sending ragged bolts of white hot
pain roaring into Eric’s head. His fragile systems, already damaged and in
shock, mercifully shut down and sent him into blackness.


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. He stirred groggily, still trapped momentarily in
the thickening ooze between oblivion and perception. Slowly, like a great whale
rising from the darken depths of a primal ocean, awareness began to return.


 


And with that awareness, a small, dull cherry ember of
a growing terror. 


 


What had happened? It was . . . on the way to the
campground? Yes, that was it . . . the campground. Michelle? Yes, she had been
with him. She had been driving his truck for some reason. Why? He couldn’t
remember. There had been hands reaching for them through the open windows.
Grasping, tugging, tearing. The thunder of gunfire and the jarring acceleration
and heavy braking as Michelle had sought a way out of the swarm. 


 


The ember blazed incandescent. 


 


He recalled with now unwelcome clarity the vivid, red
eyes of the ghoul that latched one corded arm onto the steering wheel as the
other tried to pull Michelle’s head through the open window. But there was
more. Something . . . terrible. His gun. He had lost his . . . no wait, it
wasn’t lost, the slide was locked back. He had been out of ammo but still
blindly pulling the trigger as Michelle screamed for help. Hungry, rabid snarls
accompanied heavy thumps as more and more of the infected piled on, trying to
slow the hard-skinned truck enough to get at the meat inside. 


 


A momentary flash of a child in pajamas seated on the
floor in front of a television broke through. His view was directly behind the
child, and the supernaturally bright screen flickered the scene into a photo
negative. Indistinct, animated stick figures sang and danced in the penumbra of
illumination as the child leisurely swayed in time with the commercial jingle.
“Crunchy on the outside, soft and chewy on the inside . . . crunchy on the
outside, soft and chewy on the inside . . .”


 


The ember burst into flames.


 


The memory of his truck rocketing blindly across the
uneven terrain cascaded in a snapshot series of images—the steering wheel locked
on an unchanging course by the ghoul’s vice-like grip. Eric remembered dropping
his gun on the floorboard and reaching, scrambling for Michelle’s Glock that
was still secured in her holster. He had managed to jerk it free as the
accelerating vehicle hit a series of large objects. Rocks, holes, infected; he
couldn’t tell. Michelle was thrusting her right shoulder towards him as the
wheel-gripping menace seized her ponytail with his other hand and yanked. Eric
watched the nightmare unfold and replay as Michelle’s head was wrenched
sideways. The red-eyed ghoul leaned backwards like a sailboarder
counterbalancing a strong wind as Eric fought to bring the gun on target.
Crimson eyes locked with his own, and the ghoul’s lips crested in a bloody,
knowing smile. Daring.


 


“SHOOT,” Michelle had screamed as she thrashed against
the beast latched onto her hair. 


 


The wildly careening truck bounced and slammed blindly
over the landscape as his finger tightened on the trigger.


 


“SHOOOOOOOT,” Michelle yelled, drawing it out with the
effort of resisting.


 


With terrible, inhuman strength, the grinning monster
began to drag itself through the open window towards Michelle.


 


“ERIC!” Her strength finally fading, Michelle’s green
eyes briefly met with his and pleaded for deliverance.


 


At that moment the truck ricocheted over a large,
unyielding object, jerking Eric’s aim down and sideways as the muzzle blast
silently exploded. Salty tears welled up and ghosted down his unfeeling face as
he relived the terrifying vision. One hundred and fifty-five grains of 40
caliber jacketed hollow point had slammed into Michelle’s rib cage. In slow
motion, both her and the ghoul had somehow rotated and stared into his eyes.
Michelle’s expression was one of incredible disbelief, disappointment, and
fear. The ghoul’s was a horribly accusing “I told you so.”


 


And then, with a quick and effortless tug, Michelle
was pulled through the open window of the speeding vehicle. Not quite two
seconds later, 3500 pounds of metal collided with twenty times that weight of
solid, immovable oak. Blackness descended upon Eric again.


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. Slowly, with the vaguely distant memory of the last
attempts blinding pain, he creaked his eyelids open to slits. Dull, ocher light
unhurriedly crept into his vision—slowly dissolving into a filmy, awkward
angled view. 


 


His chin was resting on his chest, and he could see
one of his legs crammed beneath the center console of his truck. It looked odd,
like someone had thrown an old pair of blue jeans at the floorboard following a
hard day’s work. He tried to wiggle his toe, but there was nothing. No
connection, no communication. Nothing. Panic beginning to rise, he slowly
dropped his eyes toward the seat. In the filtered, tawny glow that trickled
through the shattered windshield, he could see his left arm resting, or maybe
wedged, in the slight hollow between the seat and backrest. It looked OK, but
another moment’s unsuccessful attempt to move it brought failure. And fear.


 


“Please God, don’t let me paralyzed…” he whispered through dry, cracked lips.


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. The drumming clatter rang softly again. It was
accompanied by the metallic, vinegary scent of cold, wet campfire ashes. The
sound was coming from his right, out of his vision range with his head at this
angle. Forcing down the mounting panic, he began to test his extremities. Legs
. . . no. The icy cold, gnawing spark of dread appeared in his stomach. Left
arm again . . . still nothing. Sending out tendrils of alarm, the spark
grew and reached. Right arm . . . empty, void, nothing. There was
nothing. He couldn’t even connect with them. The frozen horror of his condition
took hold and rooted around his now racing heart.


 


TAP . . . . TAP . . . . TAP. Louder, slower—that sound again. His eyes shifted
right, but the source of the taping was beyond the angle of his peripheral
vision. Choking against the fear, he tried to move his neck. Contact.
The momentary flash of relief with the connection was rapidly washed away by
the heavy, vague pressure he now felt in his head. Worse was the muted
“feel-sound” of gravel crunching underwater as his neck slowly turned.
Sluggishly responding to his command, his head began to rotate against the pull
of injury and gravity. Approaching the pinnacle of its arc, the forces began to
shift. Push became pull, resistance became acceleration—and with a slow,
grating twist, his head came to rest against his right shoulder.


 


Eyes looking downward, Eric almost laughed at the
unreal sight. In college, his vertebrate zoology professor had posed a question
to the class on day one. “What would a chair look like if your knees bent
the other way?”


 


Well now he knew. His right leg was folded in half.
Backwards. The dim light magnified his mental haziness, and with a slight lift
of his eyes, he almost casually noted the severe, compound fracture in his
right forearm.


 


TAP . . . . TAP . . . . TAP. The thuds against the glass shook his awareness
again. He could hear his own irregular, agonal gasping as his body struggled to
function. He could taste the sharp, coppery flavor of blood in his mouth. And
with each ragged, involuntary muscle contraction that signified another breath,
he could feel the terrifying, malevolent specter of decades that would now be
spent trapped in a useless body.


 


Tap . . . . . . . . . . tap . . . . . . . . . . tap. The drumming slowed; focused . . . became almost
sinister. Another salty tear gathered traces of dried blood and sweat as it
descended through the maze of stubble on his unshaved face. 


 


Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Bursting with rapid-fire quickness, the tapping rang
out again, this time just above where his head now hung limp. Eric closed his
eyes and focused. With a monumental effort, still accompanied by the shocking awareness
of shifting bones, his head began to rise. Up, up . . . and up. The feeling was
not unlike trying to balance a basketball on a pencil, and his head finally came
to a slow, unsteady stop in a vaguely upright position.


 


Tap . . .


 


Lubricating tears settled in the creases of his
swollen, gritty eyes.


 


Tap . . .


 


Tiny muscles and nerves searched for missed
connections, finally reaching a tentative agreement as Eric’s eyelids began to
rise.


 


Tap . . .


 


Eyelids now up, he peered unsteadily through the
fractured lines of the passenger side window. Michelle stood there. Beautiful, dark
strawberry blonde hair silhouetted by the final golden-violet rays of the
setting sun. Her head was tilted slightly down, veiling her face in the
deepening shadows. Her fingers rested near the juncture of a lightning bolt
shaped crack in the glass.


 


Tap . . .


 


A single cardinal red, manicured and filed fingernail
descended with the authority of an iron gavel.


 


“You left me Eric. I loved you and you left me.”


 


Each word she spoke testified, rang true, and was
admitted. 


 


Bang . . .


 


The iron gavel slammed again.


 


“I trusted you. You let them take me. You let them
have me. YOU LET THEM CHANGE ME!”


 


Eric’s very soul screamed under the weight of her
words. They were true, and each one she spoke tightened the noose of judgment
around his neck.


 


BANG . . .


 


Michelle lifted her head, revealing her angelic face,
emerald eyes now corrupted into glossy, obsidian orbs. 


 


“I loved you Eric,” she hissed, “and you
left me to die.” 


 


With a casual, almost nonchalant toss of her head, she
lowered her perfectly white teeth to her own shoulder and tore off a patch of
flesh.  He watched in horror as Michelle snapped her neck skyward and then down,
like a crocodile pulling a newborn zebra from the muddy bank into the watery
depths. 


 


BA-BANG . .
.


 


The window shattered with the guilty verdict, and
Michelle’s hand—once soft and holding his—shot through with serpentine
quickness. Long, delicate fingers that should have been wearing a ring . . .
Eric’s ring . . . now descended and crushed with vice-like strength around his
already damaged neck.


 


“I . . . loved . . . you,” Michelle spit each
word out with venom as she thrust his head backwards, opening his mouth, “and
. . . you . . . left . . . me . . . to . . . die.”


 


Utterly helpless with undiluted terror, Eric watched
as Michelle brought her left arm through the window, and almost reverently
placed it in his open mouth. Glistening eyes the deep, deep black of a starless
night leaned in close.


 


“Eat,” she whispered as she forced his jaw
shut, tearing off a small, ragged bit of her flesh. 


 


“Eat,” she said again as her powerful fingers
forced him to chew, “and pay for your crimes.”


 


“Eat,” Michelle gave a vicious, victorious howl
as he swallowed, “and serve me.”


 


The fibrous, fleshy chunk left a vibrantly sizzling
trail as it descended into his stomach. Almost with a detached awareness, Eric began
to note the hordes of gray-skinned figures closing in on the truck as the final
sliver of light, of hope, slipped below the horizon.


 


His eyes now closed, and with a strange, tingling
warmth on his lips, he began to hear the whispers.


 


Crunchy on the outside, soft and chewy on the inside. . . 


 


Crunchy on the outside, soft and chewy on the inside. . . 


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. A spasmodic tremor jerked Eric awake. Eyes wide with
the vivid recollection of the nightmare, he took gasping, shallow breaths as
his pounding heart raced. He was on his side, still in bed with Michelle.
Almost in the exact position he fell asleep in—foreheads almost touching. Light
was trickling through a partially opened blind above the dresser, and in the
unseen recesses of the floor beside the bed he could hear Max softly snoring.


 


The pillow underneath his face was damp with hot, sour
sweat, and he could feel his hair plastered against his skull. Forcing his
breathing to slow down, Eric felt the razor edge of adrenaline-induced panic
dulling as it slowly receded. 


 


With an apprehensive shadow of fear creeping into his
throat, he delicately issued the mental command for the toes on his left foot
to slowly wiggle. They did. Reassured, he checked off his other limbs. All were
present and accounted for. A deep, slow breath followed, and then another, and
then a third as his heart descended into double digits.


 


Casting his eyes slightly upwards, Eric studied
Michelle’s sleeping face. The fine, delicately chiseled features displayed both
beauty and toughness . . . vulnerability and determination. A light, almost
invisible scattering of freckles decorated her cheeks, now partially covered by
a swirling descent of her long reddish blond hair. He could see her eyes
shifting underneath their lids as she dreamed.


 


With another shiver of memory, he said a quick prayer
that her dream was better than his. It had to be. Another deep breath followed
. . . and again. Finally, Eric began to relax as he came fully awake. His nose
caught the distant, almost negligible scent of perfume. Michelle’s perfume. It
was a light, flowery-musky combination that she wore like no one else. It was
her scent. Never overpowering, even on the occasions where she had applied it
in his presence, the fragrance always sent him tumbling back through time.


 


He had watched the face so close in front of him
change through the years. From a gawky, bright red-haired tomboy to somebody
else’s stunningly beautiful prom date. From the ponytailed junior high school
archery champion to the amazingly attractive woman accepting her commission
into Federal law enforcement. And with each memory he kicked himself for not
having the guts to tell her the truth. With a sigh and slow blink, he managed
to push those thoughts away for the millionth time.


 


And for the millionth time, they didn’t stay gone. It
was their friendship. The one thing that Eric refused to sacrifice was the
relationship with his best friend, even at the ongoing cost of his heart. Or
maybe he was just afraid. He had been shot at by poachers, charged by bears,
threatened by drug dealers and organized crime smugglers, and he had taken it
all with a grain of salt. But the thought of somehow losing Michelle’s
friendship, and the dream of more that was intricately locked to it, always
sent the migration of butterflies straight to his stomach. 


 


And yet, the memories of the past few days were
skewing his long held sense of reality. From hearing Michelle’s voice at
Walter’s store just a few days ago, to the yellow-eyed feral charging out of
the Gulfstream . . . and onward through Emily’s rescue and the battle at the
cabin. The world was changing right around him. Maybe it was time that he
changed as well. Maybe it was time to stop being afraid. Maybe this one moment,
right here—right now, was the last chance he would ever get to tell Michelle
that he loved her . . . that he always had.


 


Quietly sliding his left arm from underneath the light
covers, he slowly brought it up to her face. With a gentle touch, he gathered the
wavy tangles of hair that had fallen across her cheek, twirling them in slow
ringlets as his fingertips softly caressed her temple. Michelle’s lips parted
with a deep inhalation as she ascended from the heavy fog of sleep.


 


It was now or never, Eric thought.


 


“I love you.”


 


He had barely said it. The whisper of a whisper. A
single flap of a sparrow’s wing amid the onslaught of a hurricane. But he had
said it. And she had heard.


 


Her porcelain face, eyes still closed and dotted with
grains of sleep sand, broke loose and smiled with his words. 


 


“I know,” she said as her right hand slid underneath
the covers and across his face, finally settling in a loose grip on the short,
damp hair at the back of his neck, “and I love you too, but you left me to die.” She had breathed out the last words
in a smoky, resonating voice. Sleepy eyes snapped open to reveal polished ebony
mirrors that reflected back a fisheye caricature of his own terror. Fingers
became inescapable bands of steel locked onto his hair . . . drawing him the
final few inches to her piranha-like teeth.


 


Eric screamed.











Chapter 2 


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. “Eric, are you awake?”


 


Eric froze, rigid and disoriented as the twin
nightmares—unwilling to depart –locked in a conflict with his slowly waking consciousness.
Like ancient enemies battling for possession of his soul, they swirled and
whirled in a vortex of scintillating colors. Dark violet sparking with angry, jagged
shards of metallic green lightning struggled against a forest of blue-gray fog.
The cyclone twisted and tore with vivid flashes of shattered bones and sharp
teeth, but the growing, enveloping mist would not, could not, be denied. With a
final blaze of white-hot embers and black eyes, the spinning whirlwind slowed,
became still, and then dissipated in the rapidly brightening haze.


 


Tap . . . tap . . . tap. 


 


“Eric, it’s Amy. Are you OK?”


 


“Yeah . . . just . . . waking up. Give me a minute,
OK?”


 


“OK. We just wanted to check on you. You’ve been
sleeping for quite awhile and we wanted to make sure that everything was
alright. And nobody wanted to open the door with Max in there.”


 


As if that was his cue, a low rumble emanated from the
floor beside the bed. 


 


Eric rolled over and sat up, sleepy eyes blinking in
the fading glare of what he guessed was the late afternoon sun.  It was shining
in a single, wide beam directly through the room’s lone window, striking his
face as it slowly transitioned to a watery orange postscript near the ceiling.
Silent, but softly telling, as if it were a last chance echo warning that
darkness followed in its wake. 


 


Squinting, Eric gradually shifted his head left and
right, shrugged his shoulders and filled his lungs to capacity—holding it
momentarily as he stretched.


 


Thump-thump-thump.


 


“What?” He snapped out with sleepy annoyance as the
last vestiges of his restless slumber evaporated. Max apparently shared the
sentiment and growled, almost snarling, at the disturbance.


 


A gruff voice, partially muted by the interfering
barrier, spoke. “Eric, it’s Walter. Do you mind holding Max while I come in?”


 


Eric blinked his eyes and rubbed his forehead, still
trying to transition into the waking world as he answered. “Give me a sec.”


 


With another quick series of stretches and rolls, he
became keenly aware that his body felt like it had been dragged a few miles
down a rough cut logging road. And he was hungry. Starving, actually. A quick
flip of his wrist to check the time resulted in a cascade of memories. No
watch. Damn, he had busted it on the Gator. And then there was the cabin, the
cowboy . . . Michelle and Uncle Andy. Shit . . . Uncle Andy! Wave after wave of
memories crashed to the surface as Eric flipped the covers off, rotated and
stood up. Immediately, a sharp, burning throb exploded from his ankle. A few
not so mumbled choice words escaped.


 


“You okay, boy?”


 


Eric ignored him for second and called Max up to the
bed. Max yawned, stretching his paws far forward as his massive black frame
slowly rose.


 


“Come here, buddy.” Eric thumped his hand on the still
warm mattress. Max, after another stretch and shake, obliged and hopped up.


 


A quick look around confirmed that he had no clothes
except the underwear he had on. Grabbing one of the loose sheets, he twisted it
around kilt-like before settling back on the bed.


 


“Come on in.”


 


Walter clicked the door partially open and peeked in,
confirming that Max was under control before entering. He was carrying a large
silver “hot bag” in one hand and a small, vaguely familiar duffel in the other.
Extending the silver bag, Walter said, “Bernice washed up the clothes you was
wearin’ when ya got here last night. There’s a few small rips and whatnot, and
some of the . . . stains . . . didn’t all come out, but they’re good to go. I
also . . . hope you don’t mind . . . but I borrowed your keys and got some
clothes from behind the seat in your truck.”


 


Eric accepted both packages, holding Walter’s eyes as
he did. After a hesitant pause, he cleared his throat and said, “Tell me.”


 


Walter nodded. “Your uncle is alive. Anything more
than that is going to have to come from Doc. He’s waiting outside right now,
him and Rebecca. Go on and get dressed.”


 


He nodded mutely as he stood, wincing again with the
pain in his ankle as he emptied the contents of both bags onto the bed beside
Max. Black sweats and a ratty but comfortable Pittsburgh Steelers long sleeve
top, both from the duffel, fit the ticket. He had two sets of socks, but no
shoes.


 


“Ain’t no sense in putting on socks ‘till Doc takes a
look at your foot.”


 


Eric sat back on the corner of the bed, sliding his
hand onto Max’s muscular haunch for a moment of balance before nodding.


 


Walter opened the door, and with a mumbled “C’mon in,”
admitted Doc, Preacher Dave’s wife Rebecca, and another lady that Eric didn’t
recognize. All of them were carrying various bags, plastic tubs and containers.
The lady he didn’t know was toting a five gallon bucket. Doc, although still
haggard and worn down, appeared to have at least gotten some rest. The nurse
Rebecca—her slim, almost angular face carrying the same reassuring
half-smile—looked exhausted.


 


Several folding chairs seemed to miraculously appear
and the trio sat down. Two more identical chairs were handed through the
doorway by unseen accomplices. One of the chairs went to Walter, and the other
was unfolded and placed at the edge of the bed.


 


“Put your leg upon this chair and let me take a look
at your ankle,” Doc said.


 


Without moving a muscle, Eric bored his eyes straight
at Doc Collins. “Tell me about my uncle first.”


 


Doc nodded as he replied, “I will, but while I’m doing
that were going to need to soak your ankle so I can clean it out, and in order
for me to soak it, we need to cut off your duct tape and gauze bandage.” He
patted the seat of the chair again.


 


Eric held his position momentarily, considering. He
was naturally stubborn and resistant when it came to being pushed in a
direction that wasn’t his choosing. This seemed like one of those times. Max
was picking up on his tension as well, and Eric felt, or rather sensed his
annoyance with the crowd beginning to surface.


 


Biting down the frustration and impatience he felt,
Eric forced a few deep, steady breaths out as he raised his leg to the chair.
With his left hand, he leaned slightly over and rubbed Max on the muscular,
padded area at the front of his chest.


 


“Easy Max, it’s OK.”


 


For his part, Max seemed to settle down to a watchful,
if not quite wary observation of the procedure.


 


In less than two minutes, his homemade band aid had
been removed with the help of flat-tipped scissors that came out of Doc’s
medical bag. Some poking and prodding of the wound, accompanied by several
“mmmm’s” and “hmmm’s” preceded a pair of injections.


 


“I’ve given you something to numb the area, just a
local, for when we clean and re-stitch it. The second shot was some
antibiotics, although I’m going to want you to take some more orally for a
while.”


 


Doc looked over at the new girl and Eric followed his
gaze. She was tall, dark haired and athletically built. Probably college age or
just out, he guessed. She was wearing khakis and a faded tan Hard Rock Café
sweatshirt. Medium sized golden hoop earrings dangled and bounced against her
cheekbones as she brought the almost full bucket over. The chair was removed
and replaced with the bucket, and the girl knelt down and carefully supported
Eric’s leg as his foot was lowered into the warm, frothy liquid.


 


Her eyes were large and friendly, and she shifted them
between Eric and the container as she submerged his wound. “It’s going to sting
a bit, but we need to leave it in there for at least ten minutes.” Her voice
was both firm and comforting at the same time. 


 


She stood, checked a small walkie-talkie clipped at
her waist, and then addressed Doc. “I’m on channel seven. Just call me when
you’re ready and I’ll come back.” A minor shift of her head directed her
attention at Rebecca. “Ms. Rebecca, you really need to get some sleep. I can
handle things here and in the sickroom, and Amy is getting another girl for
backup, OK?”


 


Rebecca dipped her nose slightly. “I’ll go in a
minute.”


 


The dark haired lady shook her head slightly, and with
a low, musical giggle, she replied, “I hope so.” A moment later the door
clicked behind her.


 


“Who was that?” Eric asked.


 


“A lucky find.” Rebecca yawned her answer. “Her name
is Callie. She’s a physical therapy assistant. She was also an EMT for a few
years. So I guess that makes her my backup nurse.” 


 


“What about Sally?” Eric asked as he looked back at
Doc.


 


His peripheral vision caught the quick turn down of
Walter and Rebecca’s faces. Doc gave a barely perceptible shake of his head
before mumbling, “She’s gone.” A long, silent gap filled the space between them
before he added, “At least we think she’s gone.”


 


The tepid water in the bucket released a briny aroma
as he digested Doc’s words.


 


Doc Collins exchanged glances with Walter before
continuing. “But that’s a topic for later . . .” he looked again at Walter, “but
not too much later.”


 


Turning back to Eric he said, “Andy is alive, and
although it’s too early to tell, he might be one of the luckiest SOB’s in the
world.”


 


Eric waited. There was more, there was always more. In
his experience, first came the give—immediately followed by the take. 


 


“Your wife and child made it through the seventeen
hour surgery Mr. Jones.” 


 


“That’s great.” 


 


“However, both of them passed on immediately
afterwards due to unforeseen and unrelated complications.”


 


“Tell me . . . everything.”


 


Doc nodded his head and began. “The good news, well,
great news is that the bullet did not penetrate Andy’s skull.” Using his index
finger and his own head as a visual aid, Doc traced a line that started above
his right ear and traveled slightly upwards as it progressed forward.


 


“The bullet struck the parietal bone at a
complementing angle, as opposed to a conflicting one. It would be very similar
to shooting a bullet in a close, angular plane to the surface of a lake.”


 


“Like skimming rocks,” Walter chimed.


 


“Yes,” Doc replied, “very similar. Because of the
angle of impact, the bullet followed the contour of the resisting surface,
which in this case was your uncle’s skull. It exited the skin approximately four
inches later, about two inches above the temporal line.” His index finger
indicated the position of the exit. “The bony structure was not visibly damaged
anywhere that I could tell along the wound channel. Blood loss was substantial,
although we often see that in similar injuries. Head wounds tend to bleed a
lot. Our impromptu transfusion, although maybe not necessary, definitely
helped.”


 


Eric waited, slowly counting to five . . . uneasiness
evident on his face with the approach of the take.


 


“When a traumatic event happens to a body, it is often
the unseen damage that determines the outcome.” Doc pointed his finger casually
at Eric’s face.


 


“That shiner you got started off as, relatively
speaking, a slow moving blunt force trauma. Although I doubt it felt slow
moving at the time.”


 


Eric forced down the memory of his fight with the
cowboy. He could tell that it wouldn’t be alone, but traveling with an
incredible number of footnotes, to do lists, and responsibilities that were
even now assembling and brawling to be number one.


 


Doc continued. “Immediately after the impact, your
face probably hurt quite a bit. However the damage was not just on the surface.
Cellular walls, skin tissue, capillaries and other parts of the localized
anatomy surrounding the point of impact were also damaged. Even hard tissue
like the zygomatic bone below your eye absorbed some of the impact. The
combined results of which are going to be swelling, tenderness, and the
discoloration evident with the hematoma.”


 


“Yeah, I got
it. I have a black eye.”


 


“Yes,” Doc
answered, “it’s fairly easy to visually inspect your injury and draw a
conclusion as to what happened, and what realistic prognosis for recovery can
be expected. Your uncle’s injury, because of its location and the complexities
involved therein, present another matter. I gather you’ve field dressed enough
deer to know that the typically small entry wound often doesn’t correspond to
what you find inside the body cavity.”


 


“Doc, I
haven’t had years of medical school, but I do work in a profession that
requires a fairly in-depth understanding of ballistics.”


 


“Then you
understand what I mean when I say ‘temporal cavity’?”


 


“Yeah, it’s a
shock wave effect that displaces tissue, organs—and whatever else is in the
way—very rapidly. It can cause anything from minor complications to serious
damage, and even complete liquefaction of vital areas.”


 


“Mmmm-hmm,”
Doc nodded, “but the problem is that without highly advanced medical imaging—and
to be honest, a lot of times even with it—we have no way to really tell what, if
any, additional damage Andy has sustained. He could wake up in an hour with
nothing more than a bad headache.”


 


Eric shook his
head, already chasing the worst case scenario down the wide path he seemed to
travel frequently. “Or, he could never wake up. Or he could wake up and be
brain dead. Or he could . . .”


 


Walter cut in
abruptly. “Eric, there’s only one thing we can do right now, and that’s keep on
praying. Your uncle is a tough old bird, and I don’t think the Lord is done
with him just yet. Or rather, I don’t think the Man upstairs is done tormenting
me with Andy’s continued presence.”


 


Eric gave a
weak smile at Walter’s comment. “So it’s basically a ‘hurry up and wait’
situation?”


 


“And keep
praying,” Rebecca added.


 


“Yes,” Doc
answered, “to both of you.”


 


“How’s Emily?”


 


“Very lucky to
be alive. I’d really like to know what happened. I mean, don’t get me wrong,
I’m glad she’s alive, but her injuries came very close to being fatal. Not
precisely how I envisioned you bringing her back to me.”


 


A split second
flash of memories surfaced in Eric’s mind. The helplessness he had felt, along
with his indignant rage during Michelle’s captivity. The stunned
incomprehension at the personal sacrifice Emily had been willing to risk. The
aftermath.


 


“Your
granddaughter risked her life to save Michelle.” The words, spoken as he held
Doc’s eyes, somehow didn’t seem enough.


 


A soft, double
knock on the door perked Max’s ears up. Without waiting for a reply, Michelle
quietly slid into the room. She was dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, with a
light blue, long sleeve hooded sweatshirt folded across one shoulder. Her duty
belt was clearly visible, and judging from the number of magazine pouches Eric
could see, she was loaded for bear. A brief moment’s eye contact brought a
smile to her face, and much to Eric’s surprise, a quick wink. She stood silent
as Walter spoke.


 


“Listen, I
know there are a lot of things that we need to go over . . . to figure out.
I’ve been able to hear some of the stories of what happened, but there’s a lot
more we need to find out about, and a lot of decisions that need to be made.
Quickly. For right now, Andy and Emily are alive and hopefully healing. Other
lives, ours included, are still at risk.”


 


“How about the
other girl we brought back?” Eric asked cautiously.


 


“Her name was
Samantha,” Michelle interjected softly, “and she didn’t make it.”


 


Doc shook his
head. “There was way too much trauma and blood loss. I tried, but I couldn’t do
anything. I’m sorry. Who was she?”


 


“Someone who
should have stayed at the campground.” Michelle leaned against the wall and
bowed her head as she spoke quietly. “Andy and I are responsible for her being
at the cabin. And for everything that happened to her there. She should’ve
stayed at the campground, she would have been safer.”


 


Doc
immediately shook his head. “No, she wouldn’t have . . . those things . . .
they came out of nowhere—everywhere. . .”


 


Walter cleared
his throat. “Listen, we need to hear about this, and a lot more as well. But
not right here, and not right now. I’ve already got Amy working on a guest
list, so to speak, for our meeting. She’s coordinating with Sam on that, and
some other stuff as well. Rebecca, go get some sleep, Callie’s got it covered.”
Walter continued barking orders. “Doc, stitch the boy up, change his oil and
get him running like new, or at least walking.” Standing up and turning to face
Michelle, he finished with, “And you get the pleasure of being with me.”


 


Five minutes
later, his foot was once again resting on the towel covered folding chair. Doc
had used the radio to summon Callie, and the two of them began to poke and prod
at the gash on Eric’s ankle. The numbness from the anesthetic brought an
uncomfortable reminder of his dream.











Chapter 3 


 


Rapidly
approaching boot steps distracted Estes from the bursts of distant gunfire. He
leaned over the scarred and chipped rectangular conference table in the
teachers’ lounge, and took another look at the map of the school. It wasn’t
good. They had too few capable bodies to adequately guard too many points of
ingress. With no centralized command structure in place, the situation had
swiftly devolved into the semi-organized chaos of its current state. Colonel
Jordan’s timely removal at the hands of, well, whoever they were, had at least
allowed Estes to temporarily get a grip on the downward spiral of their
circumstances here at the school. But night was also approaching as fast as the
boot steps that he hoped were bringing good news. A sharp rap on the open door
signaled the entry of Sergeant Alex Keene.


 


“Captain.”


 


The internal
smile at his new pseudo-rank had quickly worn off with the exponential increase
in the demands and responsibilities required of him. And it had been less than
thirty hours since his “promotion.” 


 


Keene was a
career NCO; a short, wiry Arizona to New York transplant with a prematurely
leathery face adorned by the standard issue TBUG’s—thick, black, ugly glasses
that the military saw fit to provide at no cost. Well, no cost besides your
pride. 


 


“Sergeant,
what did you find out?”


 


Keene shook
his head as he withdrew from his pocket a partially crumpled, but as of yet
untouched by flame cigar. “You mind?”


 


Estes grinned.
“I think most schools have some kind of no smoking policy, don’t they?”


 


“When you hear
my news, I think you’ll agree that it ain’t going to be cancer that either of
us is going to die from.”


 


His grin
slowly modifying to a sigh, Estes replied, “in that case, I hope you brought
two.”


 


A broad smile
was accompanied by a second trip to the pocket, and a few moments later a
wispy, translucent haze began to rise towards the ceiling panels. An upward
glance from Estes revealed the presence of a smoke detector above the door
frame. Sergeant Keene followed his glance, and then slightly shook his head.
“Smoke alarms are all cut off. It was one of the first things I had my guys
do.”


 


Estes
understood, and acknowledged with a nod. Most smoke alarm systems are tied
together, and when one went off, they all did. That was unacceptable in their
current situation, especially considering the extreme likelihood that they may
have to fire their weapons inside the school buildings. And weapon fire creates
a lot of smoke. The last thing they needed was an additional source of noise
like an insanely loud fire alarm to draw in the . . . things.


 


Turning back
to the map, Estes took another drag from the surprisingly mellow stogie before
asking, “What have you got for me?”


 


“The school’s
main generator is down. It ain’t likely going to come back up either. It took a
couple hits in the control panel from some screwball who wasn’t watching his
field of fire this afternoon. Some of the guys have managed to scrounge a few
portable generators from somewhere, and right now they’re running cords into
the end of the northwest wing by medical.” Keene tapped the end of a hallway
displayed on the map they were looking at.


 


“How much power
is that going to give us?” 


 


The sergeant
shook his head in a wide, slow arc as he replied, “Not near enough. Even with
the big diesel generator running, we still had to cut a lot of nonessential
systems out of the loop. What’s really going to suck is that we’re not going to
be able to power the athletic field lights. You’re going to have a lot of kids
shooting in the dark, Captain.”


 


The portable
radio clipped to Estes’s belt chatted in stereo with the one coiling across the
sergeant’s shoulder.


 


Three
different squads were reporting in as all clear after the last incursion. No
casualties to friendly forces.


 


“Well at least
there’s some good news today,” Estes noted. Turning back to the map, he pointed
to the northwest hallway and said, “Sergeant, check my logic on this. Here’s
what I’m thinking. This school,” he indicated with a sweep of his hand over the
map, “is basically in the shape of a giant letter ‘H.’ You’ve got two hallways
heading north off the main building, and two hallways heading south. The
northwest side is also where the athletic fields are, and coincidentally, most
of our vehicles and supplies. I think we need to get all of the civilians,
hell, everybody that we can, into the northwest wing. There are fire doors that
connect each wing to the main building, and we can secure those somehow. That
is going to greatly reduce the area we’ll have to cover, as well as giving us
quick access to medical and resupply. I also want every transport vehicle we
have gassed up and ready to go in case we have to bug out. We can put a squad
up on the roof at the end of every wing, and that should give us full circle
coverage. How many pairs of night vision goggles do we have?”


 


“We had seven,
but four of them went down—mechanical issues, accidents, or just bad luck—I
don’t know. Anyhow, that leaves us three.”


 


“Double check
them for function, make sure they’ve got extra batteries, and then give them to
the squads on the roof of every wing except where we’ll be.”


 


Keene squinted
slightly as he replied, “You don’t want any for the fire team on the roof of
the northwest wing?”


 


“No,” Estes
replied, “one of the Hummers out there has a thermal imaging camera that we can
use.”


 


“It doesn’t
work, sir.”


 


“Specialist
Perkins, one of the guys in my squad, is a whiz with all of that tech stuff. 
As of about twenty minutes ago, he had it operational, at least when the Hummer
is running.  For some reason it’s not working on battery power. And, there
seems to be an issue with it continuing to function for longer than a few
minutes before it shuts off again.”


 


“If we can get
that into play, it would just be the shit.  As hot as those gray bastards are,
they should positively glow in the thermal scope,” Keene replied.


 


“That’s what
I’m thinking.  What other good news to you have for me sergeant?”


 


“Ammo’s
running low. We’re not out, but we need to watch our usage.”


 


Estes nodded
as he replied, “Noted. All right then, rest time is over . . . let’s get
everybody moved to the northwest wing.” With a final puff, he ground out the
glowing ember of his cigar tip on the corner of the conference table.


 


It was almost
midnight when Estes finely had a moment to sit down. The consolidation of
civilians and military personnel had gone fairly smoothly. There were a few
speed bumps, of course, like when they moved Colonel Jordan and his goon squad
from the athletic cage into an empty science lab close to medical. Weaver had
tried to incite a rebellion with anybody who would listen, at least until the
guys on the transport team had threatened to all piss on a dirty sock and stuff
it into his mouth if he didn’t shut up. For a few moments Estes closed his
eyes, rubbing his temples as he did. His brief respite was disturbed when the
requested attendees to the midnight meeting arrived. The room they had chosen
was set up for high school geology, and various samples of rocks and minerals
were scattered on almost every horizontal surface. Sergeant Keene was first
through the door, followed immediately by Corporal Henry. Major Jeffery
Sullivan, the soft-spoken doctor in charge of the medical unit brought up the
rear. Estes stood and saluted as the major entered the room.


 


“Captain, I
wish you wouldn’t do that. Twenty-seven days ago I was comfortably lounging in
my civilian practice making six figures, high six figures every year. My
biggest worries were my golf handicap and my wife’s infidelities with whatever
boy-toy she hired that week to mow the lawn. Then Uncle Sam decides to enact a
classified recall for previously serving military physicians, and my rosy world
came tumbling down. I never much cared for the military attitude when I was in,
and that hasn’t changed in the seventeen years since I’ve been out. With all
due respect, stop saluting me and acting like I’m in charge, because I’m not.
Until this Major Larrabee gets here, as far as I’m concerned, you’re the man
with the plan.” 


 


“Yes, sir,”
Estes stifled a yawn before continuing, “I think we all need to get some sleep,
but before that happens, there’s a couple things we need to go over. Just so
we’re all on the same page, OK?”


 


Nods of
agreement accompanied the weary expressions of the other three men. Estes
turned towards Corporal Henry first. “Where are we at with numbers, Bones?”


 


Bones stood
and stretched before answering. “Good news and bad news there. Like you
ordered, we gave all of the civilians an option to exit the school if they
wanted. Most of them took us up on the offer, and we were able to transport
them in the APC’s to their houses. It took us most of the afternoon to make
enough trips, and we had several encounters with hostiles, but it’s done and
they’re now in charge of their own fate. I think most of them were just happy
to be out of here. Anyhow, we’re down to thirty-one civilians. Check that,
that’s thirty-one locals. We’ve got other civilian contractors who have been
assigned to various units, mostly medical, but I’ll get to them in a minute.
Anyhow, that’s the good news; that our civilian numbers are down from almost
two hundred to thirty-one. Now, the bad news part one. The civilians that chose
to stay are mostly elderly or infirm, or both. And now, the bad news part two.
As best as I can figure, including us, we’ve got forty-nine fieldable swinging
dicks, although eleven of those don’t have . . . um, dicks.”


 


Estes suppressed
a grin at the remark, but Sergeant Keene and Major Sullivan both rolled their
eyes skyward.


 


“Bones, those
eleven women, I know at least some of them have served in a combat role, and
all of them have gone through the same basic training you have, so don’t
differentiate them.”


 


“Yes sir,”
Bones replied. “So we’ve got those forty-nine who are basically combat ready.
We’ve got fifteen non-combatant civilian contractors, again, most of those in
some way connected to the medical team. In addition to that, we’ve got another
baker’s dozen of support and logistic personnel. I can’t give you an accurate
number without pulling everybody from everywhere into a central location and
physically checking them off of a list. Most of those support people are going
to be like the good doctor here; people that have been called up out of the
blue or pressed into service somehow—medical, mechanical, maintenance—that sort
of thing. On top of that, we’ve got four people that I’ve lumped into the
‘specialist’ category. Two of them are the pilots for that Black Hawk outside,
and one of them is an aviation maintenance crew chief, also with the Black
Hawk.”


 


Keene said,
“That’s three, who’s the last one?”


 


“I can’t say
for sure. I found him handcuffed to a pipe down in the boiler room about an
hour ago. Specialist Oakley from the 10th Mountain Division out of
Fort Drum. He looks like a staff weenie to me, but all he’ll say is that he’s
waiting for Major Larrabee.”


 


Keene frowned
as he replied, “Great, another mystery we don’t have time for.”


 


Estes raised
his eyebrows in question toward Keene. “What do you mean ‘another’ mystery?”


 


Sergeant Keene
looked up at the still standing Corporal Henry, who shrugged his shoulders as
he sat down. “That’s all I’ve got.”


 


Estes nodded
and then looked toward the sergeant, who removed his thick, black framed
glasses, rubbed his leathery face with calloused hands and sighed before
speaking.


 


“The Bradley
APC’s that we used to move the civilians out of the school and back to their
houses, well, after the last trip they didn’t come back.”


 


“What?”


 


“They never
came back after dropping off the last load of civilians. Remember though, at
least one of the crews were those guys that fired on the guardsmen, and I’m
guessing both of the crews were in the colonel’s circle. So yeah, we’ve lost a
lot of firepower and protection, but maybe in the process we got rid of a few
snakes. We still have the old M113 APC out there, but my guys say something is
wrong with the engine. It’ll start and idle, but won’t go over five miles per
hour.”


 


“Anything
else?”


 


Keene nodded
as he answered, “We’ve got exactly five of the M35A3’s fueled up, lined up and
ready to go if needed. Each one has a small load-out of ammo and supplies. In a
perfect world we could have everybody at the school on those trucks and heading
out of the fence in about eight to ten minutes. It would be crowded, but we
could do it. With that said, we had to park them pretty close to one another to
fit them all inside the fence with all of our other crap, so our actual ‘get
and go’ time is going to be more. On the bright side, we’ve found enough ammo
to provide full combat loads to everybody, plus another three reloads for most
of them. Still, that’s not very much.”


 


Estes looked
toward the slightly balding physician. “Major?”


 


Electing to
stay seated, Major Sullivan yawned, and then cracked his knuckles before
speaking. “I imagine this conversation is way overdue. How much do you know, do
you really know, about what’s been going on?”


 


Estes and
Keene briefly exchanged glances before shaking their heads. 


 


“Not a lot . .
. and what we do know primarily comes from looking through the ACOG on the M4,”
Estes replied.


 


Major
Sullivan’s tired eyes blinked slowly as he answered. “My area of expertise is Neuroimmunology,
which basically means that I specialize in infectious disorders of the central
nervous system. Multiple sclerosis, transverse
myelitis, Guillian-Barre syndrome, chronic demyelinating polyneuropathy,
myasthenia gravis and other immune mediated disorders of the peripheral nervous
system. That’s what I did. That’s why I was called in.”


 


“Are you saying that these people are getting multiple
sclerosis?”


 


With a scoff and shake of his head, Major Sullivan
replied, “Not hardly. There are other highly advanced pathogens at work here.
The main culprit being . . .”


 


“Southwest tower to base command, do you copy?”


 


Estes pulled the radio off his belt and keyed it. “Base
command, go.”


 


“We’ve got movement, possibly substantial movement
about half a click away where the highway off-ramp dumps into downtown. NVG’s
are acting up and giving us a grainy image, can you confirm with thermal?”


 


“Southwest tower, clarify. Movement, motorized or
not?”


 


“Negative on motorized. We think it’s foot traffic,
but it’s tough to tell. It might just be something in our goggles screwing up.”


 


“Base command to southeast and northeast towers. Can
either of you get a line of sight on what the southwest tower is reporting?”


 


Estes listened as both other fire teams replied in the
negative. No line of sight.


 


“Perkins, it’s Estes, do you have a radio?”


 


A brief pause of silence was interrupted by the sound
of an aggravated voice held too far away from the microphone.


 


“Yeah boss, I heard. I’m working on it. Give me five
minutes more to cool it down, and then I should be able to flip it on for a
least a few minutes before it overheats and crashes again.”


 


Estes acknowledged Perkins, and then caught the wave
of Sergeant Keene’s hand.


 


“You might want to consider sending the night vision
goggles from the northeast fire team down to the southwest until the thermal
comes back on.”


 


Estes nodded and gave a quick thumbs up to Keene as he
relayed that directive. No sooner had his orders been acknowledged when an
unfamiliar voice came across the radio.


 


“Delta Green Halo, Delta Green Halo, this is Scorpion
Flight Two inbound, ETA four minutes, can you confirm accessibility to LZ?”


 


Scorpion Flight Two was the call sign of Major
Larrabee’s helicopter. It was about time, Estes thought. He nodded toward
Keene, who keyed his own radio in response.


 


“Scorpion Flight Two, this is Delta Green Halo,
affirmative on the LZ. It will be a tight squeeze and you’ll need your own
landing lights, but you can make it once we give you clearance. Recommend you
hold above station upon arrival until we confirm or contain a potentially
hostile situation.”


 


“Roger that, Scorpion Flight Two inbound, ETA two
minutes, we’ll hold above LZ and wait for final clearance.”


 


“I think this conversation is going to have to take a
backseat for now,” Estes said. Major Sullivan, Sergeant Keene and Corporal
Henry all nodded in agreement as they stood. “Let’s see what’s happening
outside, and then go welcome Major Larra . . .”


 


Estes’s words were cut off in midsentence by a frantic
call over the radio.


 


“Southwest tower to base command, we have movement,
repeat, inbound people. Oh snap . . . there’s a lot of them!”


 


Estes, Keene, and Henry sprinted out the door as Estes
keyed his radio. “Perkins, give me that thermal now!”


 


“If I flip it back on before it’s totally cooled off,
you’ll only have about a minute until it shuts down again.”


 


“Do it now—we need to know if they’re infected or
not.”


 


The approaching thump thump thump of the
helicopter registered in their ears as the trio ran down the hallway toward the
exit.


 


“Do we have permission to fire? Base command, this is
southwest tower, we have multiple targets, do we have permission to fire?”


 


“Hold one, southwest tower.”


 


Estes burst through the door that led into the fenced
parking lot they were using as a combination vehicle and supply storage area,
and helipad. Rotating left, he dashed toward the Hummer that contained PFC
Perkins, and hopefully, a working thermal sight. Five seconds later he entered
the vehicle in question, just in time to hear the high pitched, whining hum of
the thermal view screen coming on. Estes had used thermal equipment enough to
realize that the bright white figures glowing in the phosphorescent video image
were abnormally hot. Infected! Estes could see a long, bulbous line stretching
from the highway all the way into town. And the line was moving in surges his
way.


 


The rotor wash of the helicopter overhead made Estes
look up as he keyed the radio. “Scorpion Flight Two, this is Delta Green
Halo. Negative on landing, repeat, negative on landing. Hostiles inbound. Base
command to all fire teams, I want a fighting retreat to northwest wing.
Conserve your ammo and prepare to evacuate.”


 


The electronic crackle of the thermal sight clicking
off coincided with the chatter of gunfire erupting from the roof of the school.
Estes slid out of the Hummer’s front seat, immediately followed by Perkins. A
brilliant searchlight emanating from the hovering helicopter lit up the
roadway, revealing an undulating chain of gray-skinned walkers almost upon
them. Flitting on the fringes of the line, fast moving shapes disappeared into
the shadows.


 


Estes keyed his radio again. “All support teams,
gather up the civilians and get to the transports immediately, repeat, all
support teams, gather up all personnel, civilians and military, and report to
the trucks immediately.”


 


From above, luminous tracers accompanied the roar of
the twin miniguns as the Black Hawk tore into the line of infected. Estes,
Keene, Perkins and Henry shifted to the left and crouched near the open door of
the parked M113 as a wave of ashen figures poured against the chain link fence
surrounding the supply area. Raising the radio to his lips, Estes was about
reissue the order to evacuate when his eyes caught the glimmer of headlights
cresting the low hill behind the school. Confusion quickly turned to alarm as
the heavy, rapid-fire THRACK THRACK THRACK THRACK of the 25 millimeter
cannons from the missing Bradleys poured their fire into the hovering Black
Hawk. At that range they couldn’t miss, and the helicopter blazed like a meteor
for a brief second before dropping like a rock toward the school.











Chapter 4


 


Michelle followed Andy down the hall and into the
kitchen where Bernice was hefting a large stainless steel pot off of the
burner. The steam escaping from two more equally large pots puffed and spurted,
filling the kitchen with the aromas of cooking meat and simmering vegetables.
Michelle’s stomach gave an involuntary rumble.


 


“Hey Bern, I’m taking the young lady down to the marina
for a minute. I want to show her that . . . thing. Are you good to go here?”


 


“I imagine the world will keep turning without your
direct involvement Wally, and that includes me. Supper will be in about an
hour. Don’t be early, don’t be late, and don’t complain about it either.”


 


“Why Bernice, you know I always speak kindly ‘bout
your cookin’. That is, with the possible exception of the time you tried to
poison me with your grandmother’s meatloaf recipe.” Walter shot a sideways grin
at Michelle.


 


“I should have listened to my mammy when she warned me
about you. Maybe then I wouldn’t be stuck cooking three meals a day for almost
fifty people. Keep them numbers in mind before you figure on loading up your
plate.”


 


“Awww now honey, you know we all appreciate it, and
ain’t no one a better cook then you,” Walter said as he snuck over and lifted
the lid on one of the steaming pots, earning him a lightning fast smack on the
wrist with a wooden spoon.


 


“Get your hairy mitts off of my kettle,” Bernice
bellowed. Walter scooted away with a double tap of raised eyebrows and a smile
that would make the Cheshire cat proud.


 


With a motion toward the sliding door, Walter tilted
his head and bowed like a jester. “Your ladyship, the chariot awaits.”


 


Michelle and Walter walked onto the wraparound porch,
stopping briefly to slide the door shut behind them. The lightly stained,
pressure treated deck boards in front of the entrance still showed a residual
tinge of darker color where the blond stripper had bled out.


 


Weaving their way through a scattering of patio
furniture brought them to the top of the wooden stairs. Twenty-one steps and
they were on the ground at the edge of Walter’s driveway. They angled further
right toward the split level garage entrance, passing by two men and a lady who
were standing in a tight circle next to an idling Mitsubishi sedan. Just on the
other side of the small group was their target, Walter’s Mule ATV. As they took
a seat in the small vehicle, the three chatters came over. The lady was the
first one to speak.


 


“Mr. Sheldon . . .”


 


“Ma’am, that was my dad, please call me Walter.”


 


She replied with a nervous smile, “Walter, then.” 


 


Michelle watched her exchange an uneasy glance with
one of the men before she turned again towards Walter, leaning down slightly to
be more at his seated eye level. “Walter, my husband and I are very grateful
for all that you have done for us, and for everybody. Now I know that you
suggested that we stay down by the shop. . .”


 


Walter’s curt reply was unvarnished, “It wasn’t a
suggestion.”


 


The lady froze momentarily, but then quickly regained
her composure.  “Well, I felt that what I—what we—had to say was important. And
I’m sorry to have to put you on the spot like this, but we know that you have a
whole room full of food. We’ve seen it. And we know you have gasoline,” she
tilted her head in the vague direction of the two men, “my brother watched you
fill your generator.”


 


“And guns, we know that you have guns too,” one of the
men added briskly.


 


Michelle sat quietly as the ATV idled roughly. Walter,
still looking at the lady, hadn’t made a sound. A few more moments of silence
passed as the utility vehicle’s engine finally warmed up and evened out.


 


Finally, Walter tipped his hat slightly downward and
said, “And . . .”


 


The lady, with a growing spark of irritation on her
face, straightened up and crossed her arms. “And . . . we’ve been talking with
some of the others. Most everybody thinks that you should divide up all of the
food equally, and make sure that everybody has a way to defend themselves
against those horrible monsters.”


 


“I see. So you and,” Walter nosed towards the two men,
“a couple others think that’s the way to go, huh?”


 


One of the men stepped forward, resting his hand on
the lady’s stiff shoulder. “It’s not just us. We’ve talked to a lot of the
other people here. Most of them feel the same.”


 


Ignoring the man, Walter looked up at the lady and
said, “I’ll tell you what . . .,” he paused for a moment, tapping his finger in
the air toward her, “tell me your name again.”


 


“Diane.”


 


“That’s right . . . Diane. I remember now. We’ve got
Diane, and husband . . . William?” 


 


Before she could nod in the affirmative Walter
continued. “Yes, I remember now, your husband’s name is William and your
brother is Colton.”


 


The trio bobbed their heads in unison as Walter
depressed the brake pedal and shifted the ATV into gear. “That is a very
interesting idea you have. And you say others share it as well, huh? Well how
about we do this . . . once we get a few more things taken care of, we’re going
to try and have a nice little ‘sit down and chat’ session with everybody.
Probably gonna happen tonight or tomorrow morning. Make sure you bring that up,
as well as any other ideas you can think of, and we’ll see what we can work
out. In the meantime, there’s about two cords of firewood out there past the
chicken coop that need splitting, so if you’re looking for something to do, it
would be mighty appreciated.” Walter’s sugarcoated words trailed off behind him
as he accelerated the Mule down the driveway.


 


Thick layers of crush and run gravel crunched
underneath the aggressive tread of the ATV’s off-road tires as Walter piloted
the vehicle through the switchback. Another quick series of braking and weaving
brought them to the long flat stretch that paralleled the lakeside. Ahead of
them they both noticed a figure walking slowly toward the shop. 


 


“Do you recognize the clothing?” Michelle asked.


 


Walter shrugged and shook his head as he replied, “No,
and that’s part of the problem. We’ve just been so chaotic the last few days
that I can’t keep track of nothin’. Heck, I don’t even remember what I wore
yesterday. ”


 


“Do you mean that you haven’t memorized the jackets
that fifty refugees brought with them when they crashed your gate and demanded
that you put them up, feed them, and protect them from homicidal monsters?”


 


Michelle looked away so Walter wouldn’t see her grin
as he replied, “No, I can’t say that I have. Smart ass.”


 


“Well,” Michelle said as she thumbed the release of
her holster, “let’s go see who it is.”


 


Closing the gap took only a few seconds, and the
figure, apparently hearing the sound of the approaching vehicle, turned to face
them. It was Amy. Walter coasted to a stop about twenty feet away, but kept the
ATV in gear as Michelle slid off the seat and stood, her hand still glued to
her belt line.


 


“Amy, is everything all right?” From this distance
Michelle easily noted the hastily wiped tracks of tears on Amy’s face.


 


Amy nodded briskly, wiping her mitten-covered hands
across her cheeks as she answered. “I’m fine. I just thought that I would get
some fresh air and walk to the shop. Sam’s up there, and we’re still trying to
work out some things, schedule wise.”


 


“You really shouldn’t be walking alone, you know.”
Walter indicated with a quick glance up and down the road.


 


“I know . . . I know, I just needed a little time to
myself. Besides,” she said as she patted the left side of her puffy jacket, “I
still have this contraption you’re making me carry.”


 


“Don’t leave home without it.”


 


“I won’t . . . I promise.”


 


Michelle inclined her head toward the second bench
seat on the Mule. “We’d be happy to give you a ride.”


 


Amy shook her head slowly, deliberately . . . and then
turned her gaze across the reflective surface of the lake. The setting sun was
painting fiery ribbons of orange on the choppy water, and barely visible in the
fading light was the faint curve of the peninsula where Ravenwood campground
sat.


 


“OK, but don’t be too long, it’s going to get dark
soon. We’ll make sure that we give you a ride back though . . . OK?”


 


Still gazing out over the countless white-tipped
swells that decorated the lake’s sunset, Amy replied, “I won’t be long, and a
ride back would definitely be appreciated.”


 


Michelle scooted back into copilot position, and
Walter accelerated down the gravel. The headlights on the ATV were just
beginning to brighten the road in front of them as they pulled up to the
improvised barrier made from an old cattle gate and a set of homemade ‘steel
pipe and cement-filled tire’ volleyball net posts. On both the left and right
side of the gate, RV’s sat idling.


 


“Why are they running?” Michelle asked with raised
eyebrows.


 


Walter frowned as answered, “Not supposed to be. Dang
it, I told them people not to waste gas . . . that there wouldn’t be any way to
replace it.”


 


“That’s what I said too.” A voice from the left
startled Walter and Michelle. Standing up from a reclining position in a
camouflaged tangle of dried cattails and reeds, Crowbar Mike approached the
vehicle. “But they basically told me to mind my own business, and besides, it
ain’t my gas they’re burning trying to stay warm.”


 


“What the hey,” Walter mumbled as he fished a
flashlight out of the glove box recess. Shining the light into the edge of
shadows where Mike had come from revealed a well cloaked oblong object.


 


“That’s a damn good idea, Mike. Warm?”


 


“Too warm, especially with these coveralls.”


 


Michelle stood and followed the beam of Walter’s
light. Concealed a few steps off of the driveway in the winter-browned and
dried remains of high weeds was a waterfowl ground blind. Essentially an
insulated coffin-like cloth box, the roof could be quickly popped open to allow
a duck hunter to sit up and fire.


 


The door on one of the RV’s creaked open, and two men
stepped out. One of them, a middle aged man with a head full of prematurely
gray hair, elegantly styled and moussed to the point where it looked plastic,
walked straight over to Walter and thumped his hand on the hood of the Mule.


 


“Just the man I was looking for,” he said with a curt
nod.


 


“Simpson, right?” Walter said.


 


“Thomas Simpson, yes . . . and that’s Mr. Lancaster .
. . Howard,” he indicated with a toss of his head toward the second man who
stood by the RV. A rather large-ish band aid was plastered across his nose.


 


Michelle moved around the ATV and stood next to
Walter, positioning herself as the ‘monkey in the middle’ of the line that
stretched between Walter and Mike.


 


“Tom, what can I do . . .”


 


“Thomas please,” the man interrupted and corrected
Walter.


 


Walter stood silently for a moment, and Michelle could
sense his rising impatience. Hers was beginning to reach its limit as well.


 


Ignoring the request, Walter replied, “What can I do
for you?”


 


“Several things actually. Why don’t you come in to the
Northstar where it’s warmer and we can talk about it in a more civilized
environment.”


 


“Nah, I’m good right here, but I also got to tell you
that I ain’t got a lot of time right now, so make it fast. Please.” Walter had
paused for the space of two heartbeats before he added the ‘please,’ an obvious
assessment of where he felt the priority of this conversation stood. The
gesture wasn’t lost on anybody.


 


“Fine then, right here and right now. Howard and I,
and several others have been discussing certain options that may have been
overlooked since we evacuated the campground. Our assessment is that the
security . . . policy . . . that is being implemented is severely lacking.”


 


“I agree,” Walter chipped. Michelle caught the quick
flash of surprise pass over the face of the gray haired man.


 


“Well then,” the man continued, “we feel that, as a
precaution against another incursion of the . . . sick people . . . there
should be at least a dozen heavily armed and capable men on patrol at all
times. In addition to that, since Howard and I have volunteered the use of our
campers for gate duty, we should receive another stipend of gasoline. Fifteen
to twenty gallons per vehicle should get us through the rest of the night,
possibly even through lunch time tomorrow.”


 


Michelle’s proximity to Walter was enough to note his
sudden, sharp intake of breath, and the subsequent clack of his teeth as
he bit down his words. Before he could reply though, Mr. Lancaster chimed in.


 


“Speaking of food, we were told to expect dinner soon,
and as I’ve already mentioned to one of those girls, neither my wife nor myself
prefer rice. And the meat that was served at lunch, which I feel I should also
mention was nothing more than the reheated leftovers of breakfast, was both
tough and gamy.”


 


Michelle flushed with disbelief and anger at the man’s
words, but Walter, apparently sensing her irritation rising, took a sliding
sidestep and positioned himself in front of her.


 


“Mr. Simpson, Mr. Lancaster, I appreciate your
information about the security situation here, as well as the problem with fuel
and food. And while I sympathize with your issues, for right now we’re doing
the best that we can with the limited, very limited . . . resources we have.”


 


A soft chirp emanated from Crowbar Mike’s
coveralls.


 


Mike fished out the Fish and Wildlife radio and mashed
down a button, illuminating the display a pale yellowish-green. “Battery meter
is down to one bar. It started chirping about an hour ago.”


 


“We need to get you a new set then,” Walter said.


 


“And that is another issue,” Mr. Simpson began, “the
batteries for our radios are down to about fifty percent. With all the kids
talking back and forth it’s going to wear that down pretty fast. In addition,
my lantern uses six of the “D” sized batteries, and I have generously lent it
to the main group up at the store. I’d like to see about getting some spares
for that as well.”


 


“What radios are you talking about?” Walter asked.


 


“I brought four of the little outdoor walkie-talkies
with me when I left the city. Again, I have generously donated those so the
children and the women up at the store can keep in contact with me . . . and
each other.”


 


Mr. Lancaster stepped forward, and with a brief,
uneasy look at Mike, addressed Walter. “There is another ‘security’ matter that
needs to be dealt with. How are we supposed to see at night? I realize it’s
currently clear, and the Moon will provide some residual light, but I think we
should leave the headlights of both of our RV’s on all night, hence another
reason for additional fuel.”


 


Mike’s gruff monotone cut in, “We’ve had this talk.
You turn them on before they’re needed, and I bust em’ out.”


 


“And I told you that if you take one swing at my
vehicle with that crowbar I’ll shoot you down,” Mr. Lancaster huffed.


 


“You turn on those headlights, and anything . . . any
‘THING’ . . . within a mile is going to come straight towards it,” Mike
replied, a slight edge now in his voice.


 


“The campground is miles . . .”


 


Walter cut him off with a step forward. “Hold up a
minute gentleman, we have enough problems without fighting each other. Now
supper is supposed to be here in less than an hour, and after supper we’ll try
and get some of these things squared away. In the meantime, let’s leave the
headlights off and keep the attitudes in check, OK?”


 


A moment of silence passed before Mike spoke, “Yeah,
that works for me.”


 


Another hushed pause slipped by before Mr. Simpson
replied, “Fine, after supper then.” Without another word he turned and
reentered the camper, Mr. Lancaster hot on his heels.


 


The last rays of sunlight were slipping behind the
horizon as Amy walked up. “Problems?”


 


Walter nodded at her, and then stepped close to Mike,
speaking soft enough so that anybody inside the RV’s couldn’t hear. “We’ll get
you some batteries in a minute. In the meantime try and ignore the ’Ken doll’
and his buddy.”


 


“They’re both . . .” 


 


He was cut off by Amy who whispered, “Spineless
assholes.”


 


Mike broke into a smile at her choice of words. “Yeah,
that about covers it.” Turning towards Walter and Michelle he added, “But
they’re right about us needing some changes.”


 


Walter met briefly with each of their eyes before
murmuring, “Oh, I think there’s going to be some changes around here. Very
soon.” Turning towards Mike, he continued, “And I’d really like you to
accompany us right now, but as much as I’d like that, I need you here even more.
And just a heads up—I’d expect to see a sedan coming down from the house pretty
shortly.”


 


“I got this . . . just don’t leave me hanging too
long.” He turned and stepped off of the driveway into the weeds.


 


Without another word, Michelle walked forward,
unhitched the gate and pulled it open. When Walter had driven through, she
closed and latched it. Inside the left-hand RV there was a brief flash of a
cigarette lighter, followed by the faint red glow of a drag.  Michelle could
feel the unseen eyes upon her as she stepped towards the ATV.


 


They traveled the last twenty yards or so of driveway
proper before entering the large gravel expanse of the marina’s lot. To the
left Michelle could see the corner of Ghost Echo Lake, and the forty-five foot
wide, double capacity boat ramp that sloped gently into the dark water. To the
right, visible in the dim early evening light as well as her memory, was the
marina itself. Not so much a marina in the true sense, it was more of a
collection of five buildings that catered to the various functions of the
business. Closest to the highway was the ‘L’ shaped, cement block building that
held the combination general store, bait shop, and gas station all in one.
Moving away from the highway around the store brought you to the building that
Walter called his office. Also made out of cinder blocks, it was the location
where they had shared that wonderful meal just a few days ago . . . before
everything went to hell.


 


Walter turned the wheel right and drove past the
office. A rapid fire zigzag left, and then right put them between the huge boat
storage warehouse and two smaller buildings. The warehouse, Michelle estimated,
was almost 120 feet long, and maybe a third of that wide. Built ‘pole barn’
style and covered with prefabricated sheets of galvanized sheet metal, it was
the newest building on the property. Of the two buildings on the left, Michelle
knew that the one farthest away from the store held the large tank of propane.
The other one she wasn’t sure about.


 


“This is crow’s nest to donkey, do you read?”
The three Fish and Wildlife radios, one on each of the ATV’s occupant’s belts,
crackled to life simultaneously.


 


Walter pulled the radio off his waist, keyed the
button and replied, “It’s mule, not donkey, Thompson.”


 


The mirth in Thompson’s voice was evident as he
transmitted back, “Yeah whatever. I’m just makin’ sure that it’s you down
there. Can you . . . uh, hold on a second . . .” Thompson kept the button
depressed, and the faint sound of paper shuffling could be heard. “Yeah, um,
can you 10-61 at this time?”


 


Walter looked at Michelle for help. “I didn’t bring my
cheat sheet, what’s he asking?”


 


“He’s asking if it’s OK to talk, in other words, he
wants to know if you’re surrounded by people you trust to hear whatever’s going
to come over the radio next.”


 


“What’s the correct jargon for telling him that I’m
with two suspicious females?” The millisecond of dead silence was interrupted
when Amy kicked a shoe-full of gravel at his shins.


 


Walter danced, dodging the shrapnel and waving his
hands. “I was kidding, I was kidding,” he laughed.


 


Michelle bit down her own amusement as she pulled the
radio off her belt. “Thompson, this is Michelle, Amy and I are with Walter,
but go ahead and switch to PC four.”


 


“Roger that, switching to priority channel four.”


 


Walter keyed the access code, and then pushed the
channel select arrow until it stopped on four. A moment later Thompson’s voice
came across.


 


“Old mule, do you copy?”


 


Even in the dim light Michelle could see Walter
grinning as he shook his head. “It’s just ‘mule,’ Mr. Thompson, not old
mule, stubborn donkey, or ill tempered ass—all of which you’ve called me in the
last twenty-four hours over this radio.”


 


“Yes sir, I’ll try and remember,” Thompson
replied with an amused snort. “Anyhow, just a couple of quick things. First
thing is my radio’s been chirping—think the batteries are shot. Second thing is
about five minutes ago I think I saw some headlights down the highway to the
east. By the time I got my binoculars up they was gone, though.”


 


Walter, Michelle, and Amy exchanged a quick look as
Thompson finished. “Last thing is that it’s cold up here on this roof.
Whoever you got comin’ up next needs to dress for the occasion.”


 


Michelle glanced at the roof of the store where
Thompson was positioned as their primary scout, but she couldn’t see him.


 


“OK,” Walter replied, “we’ll change out the
batteries in all the radios at supper time . . . should be in less than an
hour. Keep an eye out for any more headlights—or anything else—that might be
coming down the road.”


 


“Will do.” Another open-aired pause came across
before Thompson spoke again. “Hey, somethin’ else. I know I ain’t sitting on
the roof of a building full of ghosts, but someone should probably tell ‘em
that if they keep making as much noise as they have been, they might just
become ghosts.”


 


Michelle watched as Walter rubbed his temple for a
moment before replying in a tired voice, “I know, I’ll see what we can do.
Mule out.”


 


With another slow shake of his head, Walter changed
the radio frequency back to the main channel, hooked it on his belt and looked
up at Amy. “You got any suggestions?”


 


“I could give you about a hundred reasons—physiologically,
psychologically, and emotionally—why they’re acting that way, but it won’t
change anything right now.” Amy gently reached out a hand and set it on
Walter’s shoulder. “Remember, everybody here has experienced a radical shift in
their reality. Everybody here has experienced violence, tragedy, and loss.”
With a sympathetic nudge of Walter’s shoulder, she re-emphasized, “Everybody.”


 


Walter frowned, “I know . . . and I ain’t saying that
anybody has got off Scot free, but it sure feels like the sheep are greatly
outnumberin’ the wolves we have available, and my gut is telling me that very
soon we’re going to need a lot of wolves.”


 


“I’m not saying that you’re wrong, Walter, and I can
certainly understand, given the mantle of responsibility that’s been placed on
you, but maybe it’s not wolves that we need.”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


“Maybe . . . instead of wolves, we need sheepdogs.”


 


Michelle stood silent as Walter paused, considering
Amy’s words. Finally, with a shake of his head and the straightening of his
shoulders, Walter said, “I wouldn’t mind having a few sheep dogs either . . .
but I’ve got a bad feeling that if we don’t find some more wolves, we’re not
going to have any sheep left.”


 


With a quick glance at the luminous numbers on his
watch, Walter cleared his throat and said, “We need to get moving.” He turned
and walked toward the back side of the propane storage building. Michelle and
Amy followed.


 


Stopping at a sliding metal door, Walter reached into
his pocket and withdrew a diminutive flashlight, clamped it between his teeth
and illuminated a large ring of keys. Shifting through the jingling mass with
rapid-fire familiarity, he finally chose a burnished bronze key that fit the
disk lock on the door.


 


“What is this ‘surprise’ that you want me to see?”
Michelle asked to his back.


 


A few soft, metallic clangs sounded as the lock was
removed and the door slid to the left. Walter clicked a button on the small
flashlight several times, and the illumination doubled, and then tripled.
Handing the light to Michelle, he indicated for her to step inside the
building, accompanying her with three cryptic words.


 


“You tell me.”











Chapter 5


 


The bluish-white beam from the tiny flashlight cut a
wide-angled swath through the darkness inside. Immediately obvious to Michelle
was the large tank of propane that occupied the front half of the building.
Various hoses and adapters were hanging on the wall next to the tank, and some
type of electrical pump system was mounted on an elevated shelf above the
adapters. Spaced evenly at ground level, a series of basketball-sized vent holes
had been cut through the wall, each of them covered with a metal lattice rodent
barrier. Shifting the light upwards, Michelle noted an identical series near
the roofline. Moving the flashlight down again brought the cement floor into
focus. An indeterminable hodgepodge of boot tracks carpeted every available
square inch, giving Michelle the impression that a muddy, midnight square dance
had recently been held in the building. The tracks, however, sheltered from the
weather as they were, could have been here for years. It was not the serrated,
lug-soled prints that kept her attention though, it was the flattened swell of
the bright blue tarp that crinkled ever so slightly with the breeze coming
through the vents.  


 


“What is it? What’s under the tarp?”


 


Walter stepped inside the building and slid toward the
wall on the right, making room for Amy to squeeze through behind him. Leaning
in the corner near the door was a five foot length of PVC water pipe. Walter
grabbed the narrow, white tube and approached the tarp. Flipping the first
layer of the plastic-like fabric up and over revealed another level of the blue
material. The thin shaft flexed into a weak ‘C’ shape as Walter uncovered the
second layer.


 


At first, Michelle wasn’t sure what she was looking
at. An oblong . . . ‘blot’ . . . of dirty grease mixed with semi-solid chunks
of . . . something else. She shifted her eyes briefly toward Walter, a
questioning look on her face. A silent nod of his head redirected her to take
another look at the substance on the tarp.


 


Angling the flashlight slightly to the left and down
brought a three dimensional cast to the object. Silent moments of edgy
curiosity surfaced as her brain tried to reconstruct the odd pattern into
something she could process.


 


Another space of tired, over-caffeinated indecision
flew by. Finally, Michelle stepped back and rubbed her eyes, shaking her head
slightly. “I don’t know, did somebody burn something, maybe plastic or
fiberglass . . . and then throw the ashes in the tarp?”


 


Walter shook his head. “Uh-uh, nobody burned nothin’.
Look again ‘Chelle, do you see it?”


 


Michelle shined the light towards the tarp again,
impatience beginning to settle on her face. Another scan up and down triggered
a vague spark of something, but no answers. She was just about to ask Walter
for the answer when Amy blurt out, “Is that a . . . body?”


 


With Amy’s words leading the charge, Michelle’s tired
eyes were able to complete the puzzle. The dark, chunky-thin blob of residue
now took on the hazy, indistinct outline of a human body. The not-distant-enough
memory of a search warrant her agency had served a few years ago sprang to
mind. They had come up empty in their investigation of the private hunting
preserve that had been implicated in the deaths, and subsequent resell of
protected raptors, but a further search of the grounds had revealed something
else—the burnt out husk of their confidential informant’s vehicle. Occupied. It
was her first, and so far, last, flame-blackened cadaver that she had seen.
Michelle could still recall the gaunt, open mouthed visage, seared charcoal
black and reclining in a permanent scream. But this was different. Before she
could comment, Walter stepped forward and used the pipe to flip the last fold
at the upper edge of the tarp.


 


“Kind of like opening a giant, blue burrito,” Walter
said with a cough.


 


“That’s disgusting.”


 


“Yeah, well . . . now for the ‘piece De resistance,’
which is French for ‘the stuff that will make you shoot the snails you just
swallowed out of your nose and back onto your plate.”


 


The final over-fold of the plastic sheeting revealed a
mass of platinum blond hair.


 


“It’s the bimbo that Bernice shot that first night
when all this started happening . . . just a few days ago, really.” Walter
voiced to no one in particular. 


 


When no one volunteered an immediate answer, he
continued. “What happened to her? I mean, I’ve seen a lot of dead things, but
nothing I’ve ever seen ended up like this, at least not in such a short time
and without a lot of help from maggots and buzzards.”


 


Michelle, a strange suspicion beginning to form in the
back of her head, spoke, “Could anybody have gotten in here and tampered with
the body?”


 


“Don’t think so,” said Walter, “place has been locked
up since Andy and I moved her here. Besides, that gal may have been a looker
when she was a live stripper, but I can’t think of anybody who’d be sick enough
to want to mess with a dead body that’s had half of its head blown off.”


 


The suspicion transcended upwards and became a
slightly anxious flare of insight. “Let me see that pipe,” Michelle mumbled. 


 


Walter silently passed it forward, making sure she
grasped the same end he had been holding.


 


Michelle scooted closer, disregarding the quiet words
of warning about getting too close from Walter. Prodding gently where her
mind’s eye had reconstructed the form revealed an oddly colored, slightly
curved item. 


 


“Hmmm . . .”


 


“What is it?” Walter asked.


 


“Wait a minute, let me check something else,” Michelle
voiced as she crouch-walked forward, stopping near the upper-left side of the
tarp. Wielding the length of PVC like a lone, giant chopstick, she probed the
general area of her hypothesis, feeling for the evidence. Scraping aside the
loose, fragmented excess exposed several hard chunks. Thrusting the flashlight
as close as she could get without contacting the surrounding substance brought
the diminutive chunks into focus. They were teeth.


 


The long, lean muscles in her thighs flexed stubbornly
as she stood up, briefly reminding Michelle that she had skipped too many days
at the gym.


 


“Well?” Walter asked.


 


“When did you notice this?” 


 


“I came down here today—this morning ‘bout an hour
before lunch—just to check and make sure everything was still secured. When I
opened the door, the first thing I noticed was that the tarp that we had put
the stripper in looked . . . flat.  Why? What are you thinking?”


 


“I’m not sure,” Michelle answered slowly, “but a
couple of things are coming to mind. As cold as it’s been outside—and with all
the vents it’s going to be the same temperature in here—there’s no way the body
should have decayed at the rate it has. It’s almost like it was submerged in a
vat of acid. But then, if there were some outside caustic force that was at
work here, why are we seeing hair? My first thought is that hair is one of the
hardest things to digest. That’s why you always find it when you examine animal
scat.” Michelle used the flashlight and pipe to indicate the tangle of
whitish-blond hair.


 


Walter and Amy craned their necks for an attempt at a
better view without approaching closer.


 


Michelle continued, “But look at the hair, it’s
practically untouched. As a matter of fact, it looks like it’s been freshly
washed. Walter, you and I both saw the body. Half of her head was blown away,
and her hair was soaked with blood and brains. When you and Andy carried her
down here, she was a pretty much in the same condition, right?”


 


“Yep.”


 


“So we’ve got a dead stripper who goes in to a tarp in
basically one piece, covered with blood. The body then gets stored in what, for
all intents and purposes in a meat locker. And yet, a few days later all we can
find,” Michelle used the pipe to indicate the first area she had looked at, “is
purple manicured toenails,” she moved the pointer upwards as she talked,
“pearly white teeth . . . and bleach blond hair that looks like it’s just been
shampooed.”


 


Walter looked back and forth between Amy, Michelle,
and the tarp. Shaking his head, he shrugged his shoulders and said, “You got
any ideas?”


 


Michelle mimicked his shrug. “Nothing firm, we’d have
to talk to Dr. Collins I’d imagine, but biologically speaking, hair, nails and
teeth all share one thing in common.”


 


When nobody spoke, Michelle finished, “It’s all dead
tissue. Even when you’re alive, the keratin, which is the basic structure of your hair and nails,
is nothing more than a dead protein. Your teeth,” she smiled and clicked her
own, “are covered in an extremely hard organic compound called enamel, which is
also dead. So whatever happened to the body somehow altered—chemically or
otherwise, I’m not sure—all of the tissue that had been living at the time of
her . . . death . . . if that makes sense.”


 


The three of them stood quietly for a
moment, pondering Michelle’s conclusion. When no one spoke, Michelle sighed and
turned towards Amy. “What are you thinking about, Amy?”


 


Amy let out a deep breath, and then slowly sank to her
knees, folding her calves underneath her as she sat on the cold, boot print
marked cement. “Honestly,” she began in a hollow, cheerless voice, “I’ve been
hearing the words ‘body, stripper, bimbo, blond’ . . .” she forced in a sniffle
as she stared at the remains scattered on the cheap, blue plastic, “but no
matter which way we cut the pie, and no matter which words we choose to say,
that girl there had a name . . . she was somebody’s daughter—maybe somebody’s
mother.”


 


Michelle thought back to the first night when they had
found the old van idling up at the store. The hippie stoner, what was his name
. . . Bruce something . . . he had told them her name when he was being
questioned. She closed her eyes and fought hard to remember.


 


“Celeste. Her name was Celeste.”


 


Amy looked up at Michelle questioningly.


 


Michelle squatted down on one knee and put her arm
around Amy. “It was Celeste, I’m sure of it.”











Chapter 6


They closed and locked the propane building, and then
walked over to the Mule for the short journey to the store. From the outside, a
myriad of voices could be heard—mumbled talking, a few elevated shouts, and the
soft but unmistakable noise of sobbing.


 


Faint illumination was leaking through the black
plastic garbage bags that had been hastily stapled over the windows, and
Michelle watched as Walter studied the dim light with a slow tilt of his neck. 


 


“Not perfect, but I guess it will have to do.” A
short, quick yawn escaped his lips as he pulled the radio off of his belt.


 


“Sam, it’s Walter. We’re outside right now.” 


 


“10-4. I’ll be there in the second.”


 


True to the prediction, keys could be heard a scant
moment later, followed by a hard click as the security bolt was
withdrawn


 


Sam opened the door and they were immediately ambushed
with dozens of questions, some asked quietly . . . others with impatience,
anger, or tears.


 


It was, quite frankly Michelle thought, overwhelming.
Two steps inside and they were surrounded by people asking for, or demanding
help. As quick as a fox, Amy weaved through to the front of the crowd—ground
zero for their attention.


 


In a calm, even voice, Amy addressed a
“thirty-something” brunette who was loudly repeating “It’s about time,” over
and over again. Michelle couldn’t really make out Amy’s words, but a few
seconds later the brunette began directing her screeching voice toward the
crowd, asking for silence. Within the space of a few heartbeats, the clatter
had diminished to a low murmur, and a small ocean of faces were staring
expectantly towards them.


 


It was the first time Michelle had been back in the
store since the day they had boarded up the front door and put out the “no gas”
sign. The section she was standing in was the bottom of the “L” shape of the
building, and formerly contained shelves full of groceries and whatnot. It was
now radically different. Several eight foot serving tables were pushed against
the long wall, and the remainder of the floor was filled with a few folding
chairs, three-legged stools, and a mishmash of other furniture—lawn chairs and
un-split firewood included. The dividing line between the upper and lower
sections of the “L” were marked with another set of the homemade volleyball net
anchors. Someone had stretched a rope between the top of the poles, and a few
sheets had been hastily placed over the rope. A crude, but effective divider to
separate the sleeping area from the common area.


 


Walter stepped out into the room, directing his gaze
at the assembly. Before he could speak, Sam leaned over and whispered a few
sentences in his ear, to which Walter nodded slowly. Turning his attention back
to the crowd, Walter cleared his throat and began talking.


 


“Evenin’ . . . as most of you know, I’m Walter
Sheldon, owner and operator of Sheldon’s Marina. I’m not a man given to long
winded speeches, and quite frankly I don’t have all the answers, but I’ll do
what I can to fill you in on what we know.” Walter looked at his watch before
continuing, “It’s almost time for supper. What I suggest is this—let’s go ahead
and get everybody awake and ready to eat. I’m going to take a quick trip back
to the house and fetch the food. When I come back we’ll eat, and then after
that we’ll all sit down here and try and figure out what to do next.” 


 


Before giving them a chance to object, Amy shot
forward again and raised her hand. “I need some volunteers to hand out plates
and napkins over here, and we’ll need some food servers over there . . .” The
rest was lost in the din as the assembly, their attention momentarily diverted
from its previous path, turned they’re interest towards her.


 


Michelle, Walter and Sam scooted outside, stopping
only to mime a “door locking” gesture to Amy, who nodded in acknowledgement.


 


Walter fired up the Mule at the same time he keyed his
radio. “Mule calling driveway gate, do you copy?”


 


A momentary space of dead air came through before Mike
replied. “This is driveway gate, I hear you.” His transmission, although
clear in pitch and tone, was broken up with multiple gaps.


 


“His batteries are almost gone,” Michelle noted.


 


Walter nodded his head toward Michelle as he spoke
into the radio. “Mike, we need to borrow your muscle to help us deliver
supper, we’ll pick you up in about thirty seconds.”


 


A short blip came across the radio in reply.


 


Michelle sent a curious, raised eyebrow look at Walter,
but said nothing as the little four wheel drive vehicle accelerated toward the
gate. This time it was Sam that hopped off and unlatched the chain, allowing
them to pass through before shutting it again. Mike was standing just ahead of
them, and managed to hop onto the coasting Mule with three seconds to spare
before Walter stomped on the gas.











Chapter 7


 


With a soft click, the door latched behind Doc
and Callie, leaving Eric momentarily alone with Max. The wound on his ankle had
been cleaned, sutured, and bandaged before being rewrapped with sterile gauze
and several layers of athletic tape. Doc had argued ineffectively for a loose
covering that would necessitate Eric staying off of his feet as much as
possible for a week or more, but he had refused. In the end, a concession had
been reached with Eric agreeing to have his ankle checked and rebandaged at
least once a day—more so if it became infected or otherwise compromised.


 


The wrapping job Callie had done was amazingly more
flexible, and yet more supportive than his own duct tape handiwork. Perhaps it
was the anesthetic skewing his perception, but aside from the stiffness caused
by the compression, his ankle felt good enough to walk—even jog on—without
pain. He made a mental note to watch her more closely the next time it was
done. Another knock on the door brought him back to the present.


 


He stretched his hand over to Max’s collar, gripping
the thick, fluorescent orange nylon webbing before he answered. “Come on in.”


 


With a clang and several thumps, the door was jolted
open by Bernice, her arms laden with several foil covered plates, bowls and
bottles. A largish, loosely woven chartreuse knitting bag was slung over one of
her shoulders—its contents bulging the weave into semi-transparency.


 


“I figured you’d be hungry.”


 


“Starving . . . let me give you a hand,” Eric said as
he stepped forward, grabbing some of the miraculously balanced plates. The
aroma of fried eggs, herbs, and steamed vegetables surrounded Bernice as she
shifted some of the containers into his hands.


 


“Sit . . . eat. There’s no tellin’ when you’re gonna
have another chance with the way things have been, and you’re already looking
too skinny.”


 


The flopping and gurgling in his stomach jumped at the
opportunity to remind him of the last time he had eaten, and he wasted no time
tearing into the meal. One large bowl was filled with what looked like scraps,
scrapings, and miscellaneous leftovers mixed with rice and oatmeal.


 


Eric picked up the bowl and smiled at Bernice. “And
you brought Max breakfast.” He had the heavy ceramic casserole dish halfway
towards Max’s drooling face before Bernice cut him off.


 


“Are you saying that my mother’s special friendship
stew recipe is dog food?”


 


Eric froze—the large bowl now barely a foot from Max.
A rapid fire shift of his eyes traveled between Bernice, Max, and the casserole
dish . . . and then back to Max as he slowly pulled the large bowl away. Both
of Max’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief, and then dropped to narrow, calculating
slits as if to say, “Yeah, I’m writing this one down. Remember this the next
time you need me, pal.”


 


Eric sheepishly grimaced at Max, and then set the bowl
on the folding chair. In just the past hour it had served as a resting place,
examination table, and surgery center . . . and now it was transformed into a
severely overcrowded buffet line. Using the oversized spoon that was already in
his hand, he dipped out an overflowing gob of Bernice’s mother’s friendship
stew. It was lukewarm, sticky to the point of being almost tacky, and rather
bland taste-wise. Also included with the first mouthful was a narrow grisly
rind of . . . something. Bacon, maybe? He couldn’t tell for sure.


 


Bernice still stood there—elbows out, loosely closed
fists resting at her waistline—as he chewed the mysterious rubbery substance.


 


“You like?” she asked with a tight lipped semi-frown.


 


“Mmmm . . .s’ good,” Eric mumbled out as he shoveled another
large spoonful of stew into his mouth, trying not to look at the other plates
covered with sunny-side-up eggs, sausage patties, hash browns, and homemade
whole wheat toast. Cold toast by the time he got to it. Always cold toast. That
tiny seed of memory was rapidly watered, fertilized and harvested as a full
blown remembrance of one of Uncle Andy’s often voiced thoughts on how the
universe worked.


 


They had been at the Big Buffalo diner in Jamestown—Eric
and Michelle’s hometown. Eric was maybe twelve or thirteen at the time. He and
Michelle had ridden their bikes down to a creek early that morning to try their
luck on some local, overfished population of trout. Patchy blue skies had
rapidly turned to leaden gray, and the morning’s cool breeze degenerated into a
whipping, shifting frenzy. In other words, it was Eric’s idea of a perfect day
for fishing. Not so much for Michelle though. Both of them had been spared from
the event when Uncle Andy had surprised them with a triple blast of his horn.
They had ended up tossing their bikes in the back of his pickup just as the
first heavy drops splattered on the windshield. A trip to the diner followed.
It was there that he first heard his uncle’s conspiracy theory about toast. 


 


“I’ll have the ‘old timers’ special, eggs over medium,
black coffee and a danish,” his uncle had ordered from the gum chewing, weary
eyed waitress.


 


“Sausage or bacon?”


 


“Sausage.”


 


“Regular or turkey sausage?” she replied on autopilot.


 


“Real sausage isn’t made from something that has
feathers.”


 


A quiet moment passed as the tired lady robotically
processed, and then rejected Andy’s response as one not preprogrammed and
listed as acceptable. 


 


“Sorry hun’ . . . what was that? Did you want a
regular or turkey sausage.”


 


Uncle Andy smiled over top of his menu at us.
“Regular.”


 


A swift scribble in the rat-eared order pad preceded
the last question. “White or whole wheat?”


 


“Whole wheat. Cold please.”


 


“’Scuse?” The waitress peered over the top of her half-size,
bottoms only reading glasses.


 


“Whole wheat toast please, and make sure it’s cold.”


 


The gum smacking briefly shifted into overdrive, and
then immediately froze, like a cottontail rabbit suddenly aware of the red fox
peering through the weeds ahead. 


 


“Cold?”


 


“Have you ever delivered a warm piece of toast?”


 


“Couple’ hundred times every day, I suppose.”


 


“No,” Uncle Andy replied, “you haven’t. Nobody has.
It’s impossible.”


 


Eric remembered exchanging a fleeting look with
Michelle, who was seated next to him in the booth. He remembered her smile, and
her barely suppressed giggle as his uncle proceeded with the joust. 


 


Lowering the order pad slightly, the waitress bobbed
her nose toward Andy and asked, “What do you mean, ‘impossible’?”


 


“Well, do you know what the ‘R’ value is for a one
quarter inch thick slice of bread?”


 


“Huh?”


 


“I didn’t think so,” Andy replied quickly, “and
neither do I, but I know it’s low. As a matter of fact, leastwise from my
experience, toast seems to have one of the lowest insulating values of any
organic substance. And just to complicate things, it’s filled with tiny holes
to let whatever heat it had one time dreamed of holding, escape.”


 


Michelle’s foot had kicked mine under the table to
make sure I was paying attention to the unfolding spectacle.


 


The waitress’s blank faced stare was frozen in place as
my uncle continued.


 


“You can hover over top of any toaster in the world,
and FEEL the heat radiating upwards. And yet, as soon as the ‘sproing’ happens
and the toast shoots topside,” Uncle Andy lifted a hand quickly and held it
there—fingers up—like an old fashion karate chop, “the toast begins its
graduate thesis on the self-induction of personal cryogenic properties.”


 


Two slow, deliberate, open-mouthed smacks of gum accompanied
the ‘deer in headlights’ look on the server’s face.


 


“There could be a plate ready and waiting six inches
away from the toaster, and yet, by the time that brown, crispy slice of bread
travels that short arc from the four hundred degree inferno to the plate,” the
karate chop hand snapped down and sideways, “it will have cooled to a maximum
of room temperature minus ten degrees.”


 


I had elbowed Michelle at that point, both to smother
her laughter while also trying to keep mine in check, but the waitress—apparently
oblivious to the two teenagers seated in front of her—ignored us.


 


“So . . . . . . do you . . . . . . . . . want . . . .
. . . . .toast?”


 


Karate hand now parallel to the table’s surface, Uncle
Andy lowered it at a snail’s pace—each millimeter of descent punctuated with
more proof.  “Why, I dare say that even if you managed to somehow place a slice
of warm toast in front of me, the toast gremlins would then kick into overtime
and prevent me from enjoying a single bite while it retained even the least bit
of heat. My phone would ring, the fire alarm would go off, or your coworker
over there with the pink flowery apron would a trip over a puck of turkey
sausage and dump her pitcher of ice water on my plate.” The hand now rested on
the table.


 


Gum chewing resumed slowly, like the restarting of a
big band era song playing on an ancient, weary phonograph that was too weak to
spin at anything above one quarter speed.


 


Backing away at first, the waitress kept her
bewildered stare locked on Uncle Andy, breaking it only when her backside
bumped in to a customer seated at the diner’s bar, spilling half of the cup of
coffee he had been lifting at the time. With a mumbled “’Scuse me,” she had
turned and walked into the kitchen.


 


Fifteen minutes later, a different waitress delivered
our food. Uncle Andy’s toast, riding on its own plate and accompanied by
several tiny, sealed paper cups filled with rock hard, almost frozen butter,
was cold.


 


The second mouthful, similar to the first with the
exception that it contained several of the unidentified, chewy fragments
finally went down. He was lowering the spoon for its third helping of the gruel
when Bernice choked back a snorting laugh.


 


“Eric, stop eating the dog food.”


 


Spoon frozen in mid flight, he could see the amusement
of his predicament plastered on Bernice’s face.


 


“It ain’t going to hurt you, boy. It’s just a mix of
leftovers from breakfast and lunch, with a few other scraps thrown in for good
measure,” she pointed at one of the folding chairs that was leaning against the
wall, “you mind if I sit for a second?”


 


“Not at all.” Eric stood, taking the casserole dish to
the far corner of the room as he called Max.


Golden, expressive eyes regarded him with suspicion. “Fool
me once, shame on you . . . fool me twice, shame on me,” they seemed to
convey.


 


“Max, c’mere buddy.” After another hesitation, Max’s huge
black paws thumped heavily onto the hardwood floor, and he padded over. Eric
leaned down and scruff’d Max’s neck as he slid the weighty bowl into the corner
with a whispered, “Watch out for the squigglies.” 


 


Returning to the bed, he picked up the plate of eggs
and used the gruel spoon to slide two of them onto a piece of toast. Cold
toast.


 


Halfway into his second bite, Bernice, in a sudden,
almost friendly voice said, “I nearly forgot.”


 


Eric froze—folded bread sandwich just about to touch
his lips—and waited. Reaching into the pocket of her quilted apron, Bernice
pulled out a small bottle of Louisiana hot sauce.


 


“You remembered?” Eric beamed.


 


“Of course.”


 


He took the bottle from her extended hand and
liberally, over liberally, smothered his food as Bernice began to speak.


 


“Eric, first things first. I’m awful sorry about Andy.
I don’t really know what happened up at the cabin, I don’t think anybody does
yet . . . ‘cept for you and Michelle, but I want you to know that I’m praying
for him.”


 


He nodded his head, swallowed a chunk of the spicy egg
sandwich, and reached for a napkin as he replied, “Thank you, that’s the best
thing for him right now.”


 


Noting Eric’s pause, Bernice pointed a wind-tanned,
work-hardened finger towards his plate. “You keep eating, I just want to say a
few more things.”


 


The last vestiges of slurps and licks sounded from the
corner, and Max shook his muscular frame like he had just come out of the water
after a long swim. There was no jingle of tags—Eric had always kept them
riveted to the orange collar for silence. The huge, yellow-gold eyes of his
best, and only, four legged friend regarded him with calm forgiveness after the
earlier slight.


 


Another impulsive glance at the former location of his
wristwatch brought with it another frown. “I need to take him out,” Eric said,
quickly scanning the room for Max’s leash, “he’s been in here way too long. I’m
surprised he’s not crossing his legs.”


 


“Michelle took him out before lunch, and then again
about 3:00 PM.”


 


“Wait . . . what? Do you mean he let Michelle put a
leash on him and take him outside?”


 


“Twice, and although it was mostly ‘straight out, do
your business, straight back,’ he didn’t seem to give her any problem. Mostly.”


 


“Mostly?”


 


“Well, he did growl at Wally who was leanin’ in your
truck trying to find some clothes for you.”


 


“Growl?”


 


Bernice chuckled, “It was probably more like ‘snarling
and snapping’ than a growl, but Wally managed to get inside and shut the door
before he lost anything more than a few years of his life from the fright. It
took Michelle about twenty minutes of tugging and pulling before she was
finally able to get your critter away from your truck. We almost thought we
were going to have to wake you up to come and get him.”


 


“Sorry,” Eric mumbled, still partially stunned at
Bernice’s revelation regarding Max and Michelle.


 


“How is your leg?”


 


“Doc thinks I should stay off of it for awhile. That’s
not going to happen.” Another ravenous snap at the egg sandwich and it was
finished. He assembled and doctored up the second one as Bernice cleared her
throat in preparation for whatever she was going to say next. He could sense
her hesitation.


 


“What is it?” Eric paused, hot sauce bottle in his
hand, “Bernice?”


 


“Eric, I’m worried.” It was said with a heavy
exhalation . . . a vulnerability. In the twenty plus years he had known
Bernice, it was the first time that he could recall hearing a tremor in her
voice.


 


He went to say something, but she raised a hand and
cut him off. “Let me get this out. I don’t know what’s going on in this world
right now, but I’ve got two daughters and three grandchildren, that as far as I
know, I might never see again. My husband’s best friend is lying on a bed and
may never wake up. My sister-in-law is missing . . . probably dead. Or worse.”


 


Eric set the sandwich down and focused his attention on
Bernice. Lines of stress creased her face as she continued.


 


“You’re hurt. Doc’s granddaughter is shot. That state
trooper fellow has a face that looks like a punching bag, and I’ve got about
thirty people down at the store or floating around here who are just as lost
and confused as I am.”


 


Bernice looked down at the floor, interlaced her
fingers prayer-like and closed her eyes. “Eric, I’m worried about Walter. I
couldn’t stand to lose him. You know that even as much as I rail and rant and
badger at him nonstop, it’s only because I love the old fool. The problem is
that he thinks, and usually acts, like he’s still a young man, and he ain’t.
There’s been a lot of cockamamie ideas floating around, and most of them
somehow involve my husband and a few others charging back to the campground on
some damned rescue mission. Now I know, just from what’s happened here, that
none of us are really safe, but I guess what I’m asking,” she looked up and met
Eric’s eyes, “is that . . .”


 


She stopped, and then looked down and away, trying to
conceal the gathering moisture in the corners of her eyes.


 


Eric stood and walked over. “Bernice, I don’t know
what’s happening . . . here . . . at the campground . . . or on the whole world
in general. To be honest I’m worried too. One of the main reasons I’m worried
is because I feel like we’re all in the dark. Now I think we can probably
alleviate, or at least address some of our concerns once we put our stories
together. It’s kind of like everyone is holding a piece of the puzzle, we just
need to put them on the same table. Maybe then we’ll have a better overall picture
of what’s going on.”


 


He knelt down next to Bernice and placed his hand over
top of hers. “Hey . . . look at me.”


 


She turned slightly; watery blue eyes that had seen
almost six decades of life met Eric’s.


 


“I’m not going to make a promise that I can’t keep. So
I can’t promise you that everyone, or anyone, is not going to get hurt. But I
will promise you that as far as it’s within my power, I’ll keep Walter safe.”


 


Bernice brought forth a fragile smile as she clasped
her hand over top of his. “I know, and thank you.”


 


The door cracked open about six inches and Walter’s
gruff voice broke in, “Git yer hands off of ma’ woman.”


 


A cavernous rumble resonated from Max’s chest, and
three swift toenail clicking paces brought him almost to the door. 


 


“Oh shit. Never mind, I reckon you can keep her.”
Walter screeched as he yanked the door shut. 


 


“Max . . . easy.” Eric stood up and got Max,
reassuring him with a few heavy pats on his front quarter. “Easy buddy, it’s
just Walter, you know him.” 


 


A voice through the door sounded. “Tell him I’m sorry
for getting in your truck.”


 


Another reinforcing command at Max followed, and then
Eric opened the door. “It’s OK, you can come in now.”


 


“Uh huh . . . I ‘could’ come in now, but I ain’t,” he
said, still eyeing Max from the hallway.


 


Bernice stood and announced, “The food is all ready to
go. It’s in the four large kettles on the countertop. They all go. And I want
them all back—tonight.” After a momentary pause she added, “Clean.”


 


She passed by him, briefly stopping to mouth a silent
‘thank you’ before continuing out the door. Eric watched as she went by the
smiling figure in the hallway, stopping momentarily to give him a quick hug and
an even quicker swat on the seat of his pants. 


 


Turning back to look at Eric, Walter scanned him from head
to toe. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, he glanced at his wristwatch and
said, “Finish your supper. Eat fast.”


 


Eric watched as Walter rolled his eyes slightly
upwards and made minuscule nods of his head, as if he was counting imaginary
fingers. “You’ve got about twenty-five minutes to make it to the tractor shed
past the chicken coop. The back door is already unlocked. Did Bernie bring you
a green bag?”


 


He looked to the left and saw the loosely woven bag on
the floor near the chair Bernice had sat in. 


 


“Yes.”


 


“Open it.” Without another word, Walter turned and
walked down the hallway. Eric clicked the door shut and moved over to the bag.
Inside the hand knitted, bright yellowish-green shoulder bag were his boots and
belt. Underneath those he found a Colt Delta Elite 10mm handgun, a molded leather
holster for it, and several extra magazines—already loaded. The glossy, blue
steel finish on the weapon’s slide and frame both complemented, and drew your
attention to, the bright, blood red triangle set in the center of each grip. 


 


Hefting the masterfully built pistol in his hands,
Eric couldn’t help but feel like he’d just been handed a six-gun and badge by
the widow of a recently deceased sheriff in an old western town.











Chapter 8


 


Stomach now full, Eric switched out his sweat pants in
favor of his recently washed, woodland camouflage pattern BDU’s. Several
additional ovals and splatters now crisscrossed and marked the leafy
design—Eric suspected they always would. The black and gold Steelers top
stayed, however. Comfort over clash was his motto when it came to wardrobe. His
medium weight, forest green Gore-Tex duty jacket completed the picture. 


 


Checking the pistol for safety and function was next.
Each of the four magazines were loaded with eight cartridges—Winchester silver
tip ammunition. Inserting them one at a time, he manually cycled the slide back
for each of the magazine’s cartridges. Thirty-two loaded, thirty-two extracted
and ejected with no issues. Not the ‘end all-be all’ firearm function test of
the century, but it would have to do for now. Several draws from the holster
followed next. It was a little stiff, but overall smooth.


 


The Delta Elite was built on a standard 1911 frame,
the classic ‘45 automatic’ government pistol design. Equipped with a single
stack magazine, it could hold a maximum of nine cartridges—‘eight in the bowl, one
in the hole’—at a time. Although he much favored his CZ, for the moment, that
was out of the question. Besides, the 10mm was a hard hitting cartridge that
approached 41 magnum ballistics. He reloaded one of the magazines, inserted it
in the Delta, and thumbed the slide release. There was now one in the ‘hole’
ready to go. He dropped that magazine out and topped it off with another round
before reinserting it. Eight in the bowl. The smooth metallic click of the
safety sliding up and back finished the preparation. These guns were carried
‘cocked and locked’ with the hammer back and safety on. Max watched as he slid
the loaded weapon into the leather holster.


 


“Max, wait.” Eric gathered up the leftover dishes and
carried them out to the kitchen. No one else was in sight, and no lights were
on. He slid his hand over to the light switch on the wall and flipped it up.
Nothing. Returning to the bedroom, he clipped Max onto the heavy nylon leash
and walked outside. The clear night and his familiarity with the surroundings
enabled him to navigate without incident down to the driveway. Stopping by his
pickup, Eric fished the keys out of the jacket’s pocket and unlocked the door.
Behind the seat was his backup equipment bag. It contained, among other things,
a second Quark flashlight. He grabbed the flashlight, two spare sets of lithium
batteries, and a long ago expired granola bar before locking up and walking
towards the small barn that Walter called his tractor shed. Less than 200 feet
from the house, the tractor shed was just past and slightly to the left of the
combination chicken coop/firewood splitting area. True to Walter’s word, the
back door was unlocked.


 


“How are you feeling?” The question came from a very
bundled up Doc Collins. Doc was sitting on a hay bale that had been pulled from
a stack of perhaps thirty or forty more. Callie, still dressed in nothing
heavier than the Hard Rock sweatshirt, stood nearby. The dull red glow from a
headlight she wore provided faint illumination onto the clipboard in her hands.
She looked up as Eric entered, smiled and nodded, and then went back to jotting
notes on the clipboard.


 


“Family meeting?” Eric asked.


 


“It’s supposed to be. Although from what I can gather,
this is just the preliminary one. The real one is going to come after we meet
with the campers down in the store.” 


 


“So I just wake up after a long winter’s nap, and I’ve
already got three meetings scheduled? Sounds like I’m back at work.”


 


Doc said nothing in reply.


 


Eric set the Quark’s light output to low and looked
around the interior of the shed. The bright orange paint of Walter’s Kubota
tractor glistened like it had been freshly waxed. Even the front end loader
bucket appeared newly painted. Against the wall on the other side of the
tractor was a rectangular, upright fuel tank—painted a vivid yellow and
stenciled in black with the words ‘DIESEL FUEL ONLY.’ A manual pump handle
protruded from the top of the tank, and Eric could see some type of hose system
connected to a set of inline filters and a refueling nozzle.


 


Other than the tractor, the tank, and the hay, the
small barn was remarkably empty. And clean . . . almost spotless. Eric chuckled
to himself with the thought. Walter and Andy. Andy and Walter. Two peas in a
pod—so different but so similar. His uncle was a pack rat that never threw
anything away, although to be fair, he also knew where everything was at in the
bird’s nest backlash of his life. Walter, on the other hand, was neat and
organized to the point of having OCD. It was probably from his career as a
machinist in the navy, where everything was measured down to the micrometer. Eric
walked Max back to the tractor and secured his leash on the bucket pivot, and
then returned to his spot by the door.


 


“Is there any other information you want on this
medical form?” Callie asked.


 


Doc shook his head no and hugged himself tighter. “We
really only need the basic triage information, because anything else is going
to be a waste of my time. I want to know if they have any current infectious
diseases that could contaminate, or cross contaminate any procedure we may have
to perform, but I don’t really care that they might have broken their arm
twenty years ago, so keep it simple.”


 


Callie pulled out a tablet device from a backpack that
Eric hadn’t noticed by her feet. Seating herself on another hay bale, her face
was soon bathed in the flickering illumination of the screen.


 


“Remind me to ask Walter about getting this recharged,
the battery is kind of low.”


 


“What kind of tablet is that?” Eric asked.


 


“It’s a Samsung Galaxy.”


 


“Does it charge with a standard micro USB port?”


 


“Um, I think so.”


 


“Then I should be able to charge it using the power
outlet in my truck with an adapter I have.”


 


“That would be great. If Walter can’t figure out a way
for me to charge this inside the house, then I’ll come and find you.”


 


Eric thought back to his walk from the house up to the
tractor shed. He was sure that he had heard the low, muffled rumble of Walter’s
generator.


 


Callie’s fingers began to tap-dance on the tablet’s
screen. “OK Doc, this is what we have so far—quick and dirty as you requested.”


 


Eric pulled up a hay bale and sat down as Callie read
from the screen. “Section one—‘Name, age, sex,” she hesitated for a moment,
“next of kin.’” Doc grunted, and then tried to hug the heavy parka even tighter
against his skin.


 


“Section two—and I tried to be very straightforward
here—‘List any medical issues that you are currently being treated for,’ and
then I have a subsection underneath that where they’re supposed to write down
any and all medication that they take . . . dosages, frequency . . . and as you
requested, another line for them to tell us how much of it they have left.”


 


“Not that we can do anything about that,” Doc
countered.


 


She tapped the screen a few more times, “Section
three—in big, bold letters I have ‘Are you allergic to anything?’ After that
there’s a space for them to indicate what they’re allergic to, OK?”


 


Doc shivered again and briskly rubbed his arms.
“Sounds good so far.”


 


“The last section is just basic stuff. ‘Do you wear
contacts? Are you now, or could you possibly be pregnant? Height, weight, blood
type . . . any implanted medical devices?’—and then I have a final question in
bold print, it says, ‘Is there anything else we need to know about your medical
condition, either past or present, that would assist us in your treatment?’”


 


Doc nodded his head toward Callie, “How much room does
all that take on the sheet?”


 


“In the font size that it’s currently at, there’s
about three inches at the bottom left over, probably more on the actual paper
since this has built in margins.”


 


“Make a separate box in that section and give us a
couple fields to write down blood pressure, temperature, pulse rate, and
respiration.”


 


“BPR field . . . added,” Callie said after a few pecks
at the virtual keyboard.


 


“That ought to do it . . . and speaking of
temperature, I hope Walter brings some hot tea with him,” Doc grumbled as he
wrapped his arms forcefully around his torso.


 


“Hey Doc,” Eric began, “you’re going to make yourself
colder that way.”


 


“How? I’m compressing my body into a tighter core, and
thereby reducing my exposure to the elements. Plus I’m shivering, and that
friction is going to create heat. I’ll get warmer.”


 


Eric shook his head, “Nope, you’re going to get
colder. Have you ever seen a bluebird sitting on a tree limb in the middle of
winter?”


 


“Probably.”


 


“Do they look skinny to you?”


 


After a brief hesitation, Doc answered, “No, they look
fat . . . fluffy.”


 


“Well they’ve been keeping themselves warm a lot
longer than we have, and one of their secrets is to fluff out their feathers.
That traps the air. For the most part, it’s not whatever material is inside
that jacket you’re wearing, it’s the material’s ability to prevent air
molecules from moving. Humor me, fluff your jacket back out and stop hugging
yourself. If you’re not warmer in five minutes, I’ll buy you a beer.”


 


Distant sounds of a motorized vehicle briefly
penetrated the shed before cutting off. 


 


“I think that was the Mule.”


 


“That figures . . . as soon as anybody mentions the
word ‘beer,’ Walter is drawn to it like a moth to a flame,” Doc commented
dryly.


 


Eric slipped quietly through the door, shutting it
behind him as he thumbed the break of the holster. Three quick steps put him at
the corner of the shed. He waited.


 


The small caravan of figures walked single file out of
the star lit clearing in Walter’s driveway. Snaking their way around the parked
vehicles, the line ebbed into a wider, shorter procession as they traveled up
the gravel lane past the chicken coop. They walked silently and with no
lights—the only signs of their passage were the low, soft crunch of
their footsteps and the occasional cluck of a disturbed hen.


 


He watched the approaching group carefully. His night
vision had always been keen, and he could pick out the forms of Walter and
Michelle leading the pack. As they closed the gap, Eric eased back around the
corner and out of sight. The door opened a few seconds later, and he closed his
eyes, concentrating his senses and focusing on sound. When his ears told him
the last person in line had begun to enter the shed, Eric silently flowed
around the corner and studied the path. Thirty seconds of waiting convinced him
that no one else was following, at least not anyone obvious, and he stepped
through the door. 


 


As soon as he crossed the threshold, the person in
front of him—a tall figure wearing desert camouflage—turned to shut the door.
With a wide-eyed yelp and an impulsive grab at the rifle slung across his
chest, he jumped back and cut loose with a nonstop stream of cussing. 


 


“Thompson, calm your ass down,” Walter hissed. Turning
to Eric he said, “And you stop ghosting people. And you and you,” he nosed
towards several other figures, “grab some hay bales and make us a little
circle.” Walter looked around the room for a count of three before adding,
“Please.”











Chapter 9


 


The rectangle of silage that Eric sat on was one the
baler must have chosen not to wrap tight enough. Every slight movement he made
resulted in an abrupt shift to the left or right as the layers of straw slid
past one another. In just a few minutes his rectangle had become a rhombus
leaning to the right. No, wait, that wasn’t correct. It had started off as a
rectangle, not a square, so it was a . . . parallelogram? He couldn’t remember.
A quick scan clockwise around the circle showed nine other people—Michelle,
Walter, Sam, Crowbar Mike, Doc, Callie, Preacher Dave, and two people that he
didn’t know. There was a short, chubby man sporting bright dimples and wearing a
furry hat with ear flaps, and the young black man in the desert camouflage.


 


Eric glanced back towards Sam. They had briefly talked
at some point last night, but he couldn’t remember exactly when. It had been
out on the porch while he had sat and waited for news about Uncle Andy. At
first he had hardly recognized Sam, and then he couldn’t quite comprehend how,
or why Sam was there. Sam had sat down and expressed his condolences. He’d then
given Eric a short rundown about what had happened to him. As tired and
distracted as Eric had been, he couldn’t recall most of what Sam had passed on.



 


Callie had donated her headlight for the impromptu
‘campfire,’ and the steady, muted ruby light gave enough illumination to see by
as introductions were made all around. Desert camouflage, Eric learned, was
Private Jason Thompson. Eric scrunched his eyes in recollection. Wasn’t there
another Jason somewhere that he had recently met or heard about? Maybe at the
campground? He wasn’t sure. Before he could dedicate any more brain cells to
the task, the chubby man with ear flaps stood up. 


 


“Hello, my name is Leonard . . . Leonard Osloson. Or
just Lenny . . . or Ozzy, whatever works for you.” He smiled, dimples flaring
even more as he met each of their eyes around the circle. “My wife Glenda and I
were staying at the campground when everything happened. I just want to say
that I’m grateful for your hospitality, and if there is anything that Glenda or
I can do to help out even more, just let us know.”


 


Walter cleared his throat, placed his hands on top of
his knees and partially stood up before pausing in mid-rise. “Oh hell, I think
I’m just gonna stay seated.” He sank back down with an audible slap of
denim on hay. Another delay as he took a deep breath followed. Finally, he
looked around the circle and said, “Anybody want to go first?”


 


Eric flipped his hand up. “How much time do we have
right now?”


 


“Not too much.” Walter looked at his watch and said,
“Its 6:14 PM, and I told Amy that we’d be down at the store no later than 7:00
PM.”


 


“Well then, what are our priorities, at least right
now?” Michelle asked.


 


“We need to figure out . . . oh crap, there’s just not
enough time . . .,” Walter trailed off as he shook his head.


 


Sam stood up and held out his hand toward Walter. “Can
I borrow the radio for a second?”


 


Walter handed it to him. 


 


“Amy, this is Sam, do you copy?”


 


“Loud and clear.” Several voices arguing in the
background came through as well.


 


“Amy, we have vehicle problems right now, and we
think it’s going to take another hour or so to get fixed. Can you handle things
down there until then?”


 


Eric looked questioningly at Michelle and mouthed,
“Vehicle problems?”


 


Michelle shook her head and shrugged.


 


“10-4, we’ll make it happen . . . keep me posted.
Amy out.”


 


Sam handed the radio back to Walter and sat down.
“Since Amy and I have been trying to coordinate a couple things, we came up
with a little code to use over the radio if we were going to be late, or needed
a personal ‘time out.’”


 


Walter merely nodded.


 


Another moment of silence passed, and then Mike’s
gruff voice broke the stillness. “Are we going back to the campground?”


 


Several glances were exchanged as the question floated
above them like a vulture searching for carrion.


 


“We need to,” Preacher Dave spoke as he scratched the
side of his head and yawned, “it would be the right thing to do.”


 


“But at what cost?” Doc Collins stated bluntly.


 


Dave started to reply, but Eric stood, stopping him
with a raised hand as he interjected, “OK wait . . . we’re not going to get
anywhere—or go anywhere—until we get a couple of things straight. I don’t know
what happened here when I was gone, and most of you are probably unaware of
some other things that went on . . . elsewhere. So let me ask a couple questions
first, OK?”


 


Several heads bobbed.


 


“First thing . . . are we safe right now? Do we have
guards? Do we need guards?”


 


“I’ll take that one,” Walter said, “the short answer
is that—right now—we have Dave and Rebecca’s son Scott up in what we’re calling
the ‘crow’s nest.’”


 


“Where’s that?”


 


“He’s on the roof of the store. From the front corner
he’s got a good field of fire down the highway both ways, and he can also see the
top edge of the lake, including the boat launch area.”


 


Eric looked around the room, his eyes registering
something they had skipped right over until now. Almost everybody was armed.


 


Walter continued, “We have another guy sitting in the
duck blind that Mike put up. It’s down at the gate you drove through last
night. He’s supposed to watch the area right at the gate. What was the name of
that guy who switched out with you, Mike?”


 


“Alton.”


 


“Yeah, that was it. And then finally I’ve got an older
gentleman and his wife taking turns down at the house. They’re staying on the bottom
floor and making sure the stove stays fed with wood as well. I’ve declared the
upper floor of my house as ‘invitation only,’ and right now Bernice is up
there, hopefully getting some sleep.”


 


Leonard chimed in, “Glenda is also at the house
watching over the sickroom.”


 


“Rebecca is supposed to be at the house as well,” Dave
added with a note of concern in his voice.


 


“She is, I just forgot about her,” Walter said, “I
think she’s downstairs in the den.” Eric watched as Walter gently patted the
pump shotgun in his grasp. “So the answer is ‘yes’ we have guards. Are we safe?
Probably not, but until we can come up with an effective, coordinated plan,
it’s what we’ve got.”


 


Eric looked at Michelle, and then back around the
room, stopping again at Walter. “What happened here?”


 


With a tilt of his head towards Mike, Walter said,
“You were there, you tell ‘em.”











Chapter 10


 


Mike looked at Dave, and then over towards Doc before
beginning. “Well the last time I saw you two,” he indicated Eric and Michelle, “was
the day we cleared out the campground loops. After you left, things were pretty
hosed—people kind of floating between the extremes, I guess. Some of ‘em were
celebrating like they just won the lottery, others were acting like they just
came from their aunts funeral.” He looked again at Doc and Dave, “Feel free to
jump in here at any time, guys.” Both of them nodded, but remained silent.


 


“So anyway,” Mike continued,” Amy got a bunch of
volunteers for different jobs. I was on the guard team—daytime.”


 


“Glenda and I volunteered for the firewood teams that
were supposed to start the next morning. Our shift was supposed to be from 8:00
AM until 2:00 PM. We were called the ‘comfort’ team, although I can’t say I was
very comfortable pushing the wheelbarrow. My wife grew up on a farm though, and
I think she kind of enjoyed it,” Leonard added.


 


Dave cracked his knuckles and rolled his neck as he
spoke, “After you left, Rebecca was still helping with the medical team, so I
told Amy that I’d lend a hand anywhere she needed. I was put on the daytime
guard team, but before I went to bed I ended up doing a midnight church service
at the soccer field.”


 


“And I,” Doc chimed in, “finally made it back to my RV
about 2:00 AM—but I still couldn’t sleep—I was worrying about Emily.” Doc looked
over at Eric and nodded in appreciation. “Thank you again for getting her.”


 


“As far as I know,” Dave looked around, searching for
confirmation, “the rest of the night was uneventful, with the exception of the
guy that tried to bully his way into the campground, but VW took care of him.”


 


Eric’s questioning stare produced a more detailed
explanation about the incident from Dave, and then Mike began to relay the
events from their morning patrol, up to the point where they had seen the walkers
coming out of the forest near the bike riding children.


 


“What time was that?” Michelle asked pointedly,
continuing before he had a chance to answer, “Because Andy and I were at the
campground around 9:30 AM. Heck, we were in Doc’s RV for at least an hour . . .
probably closer to two. And then we spent another fifteen minutes or so getting
. . .” Michelle trailed off as Samantha’s name, and the violent fate she met
with welled up in her memory.


 


“Getting what?” Callie asked.


 


Michelle closed her eyes and steadied herself, feeling
every molecule of the cool barn air as it passed her lips. After a moment, she
heard Eric stand up and step over. She felt his hand settle on her shoulder as
he sat down and scrunched himself tight against her. He didn’t say a word. He
didn’t need to. The calmness and silent inner strength that radiated from him
like a blast furnace was the lifeline that she needed to continue.


 


“There was a . . . young couple . . . at the
campground. Samantha and Garret. She was supposed to be good with computers, so
we took them to Andy’s cabin. They were going to try and find information about
what’s going on . . . tapping into satellite feeds or something like that.”
Michelle paused again as the memory of the first time she had seen
Samantha—sitting at a picnic table in the campground playing computer games
against Garrett in the frosty, late morning air—flashed in her mind. It was
shortly after that that she and Andy had told Samantha that the cabin they were
heading to was one of the safest places on earth to be. They were so wrong.


 


A gentle, but firm squeeze from Eric brought her back.
Again.


 


Michelle looked around the room, briefly locking her
eyes with the silent faces that waited patiently. Another reassuring nudge of
support from Eric’s hand brought forth the story about her and Andy’s trip to
Fort Hammer, as well as the events that had transpired upon their return to the
cabin. 


 


“. . . and so, if it hadn’t been for Eric and Emily .
. . and Max, I would have shared Samantha’s fate.” 


 


“Or worse,” Sam confirmed, anger rising in his voice.
“It’s bad enough that this sickness, or whatever it is . . . is changing people
into animals. And yet the human trash element is still rearing its ugly head.”


 


“I don’t think they have a vaccine for evil, yet,” Doc
stated bluntly.


 


“Yeah they do, read your bible,” Preacher Dave
countered with a practiced, but honest smile.


 


The next ten minutes brought forth Sam’s story of his
captivity, and subsequent rescue at the school. Eric followed with an
abbreviated version of his trip to find Emily. When he was finished, he realized
that his arm was still wrapped around Michelle’s waist. He kept it there.


 


“OK, so now we’re caught up with Michelle, Sam, and
me,” Eric said, “but I want to hear the rest of the story about what happened
at the campground. Mike . . . ?”


 


Mike shook his head and stared at the faint red light
. . . remembering . . .


 


Mike and Brenda watched Scott speed off in search of
reinforcements. Anything would help, Mike thought as he trotted toward the
small group of distant bikers who were apparently still oblivious of the
approaching threat. Brenda was right behind him, huffing and gasping, but
unwilling to quit. Less than one hundred yards away, Mike could clearly see the
gray-skinned walkers closing in on the little pack riding in figure-eights
where the grass met the gravel and dirt. 



“LOOK OUT!!!” Mike shouted as he increased his pace. 



The little girl on the pink bike looked up in his direction, gave a halfhearted
wave and went back to peddling. 



Brenda was starting to fall behind as Mike shouted again. “LOOK OUT BEHIND YOU
. . . RUN . . . GET AWAY . . . GO HOME NOW!” 



The last shout seem to sink in, and the children stopped peddling and looked in
his direction. He was seventy yards in front of them—the walkers were twenty-five
yards behind them. 



Mike ran. It wasn’t fast and it wasn’t pretty, but he ran. Huffing and wheezing
with the exertion, he sounded decidedly like an old freight train as he closed
the distance. The girls on the bikes were looking at each other, trading
curious glances at his approach, still blissfully unaware of the danger behind
them. There were three infected in the lead, another one about fifteen yards
behind those, and two more a little bit further back. 



“GET OUT OF HERE!” Mike managed to scream between gasps as he charged straight
through the kids and swung the crowbar with all of his considerable bulk behind
it. The heavy metal bar smashed through the forehead of the lead walker with a
sickening thud—dropping the creature in its tracks. The other two ashen zombies
immediately turned their attention from the children to him. Mike yanked the crowbar
above his head and spun on his left foot, accelerating the stiff metal rod into
an overhead chop that caved in the entire skull of the one armed walker,
embedding it there. He could hear Brenda ordering the children to ride away as
he pulled the gore covered tool free just in time to block the lunge of the
third walker. Pasty gray hands latched onto the crowbar and twisted with
incredible strength, almost tearing it from Mike’s grip. 



BLAM . . .the explosion of a gunshot echoed across the field as Brenda fired at
the fourth walker, the little 410 peppering the face and neck of a woman in her
mid-forties wearing a blood stained, terry cloth robe. As if brought into a
higher state of awareness from the splattering of pellets into her flesh, the
woman locked her red eyes on Brenda and increased her pace, a low gurgling
growl emanating from her throat as she advanced. Brenda worked the action of
the pump shotgun, chambering another round and firing again—this time knocking
the robed woman down. 



Brenda’s second gunshot had exploded beside him as Mike pushed the reeking
walker five feet backwards, jerking the crowbar from the infected teenager’s
hands. Without skipping a beat, the boy lunged again. Mike dodged to the left
and brought the crowbar around for a haymaker swing. It was a low, but solid
smash into the hip, shattering the bone and knocking the walker down. It also
jarred the crowbar loose from Mike’s grip and sent it flying about thirty feet
away into the weeds, narrowly missing Brenda in the process. 



“Shoot the one on the ground,” Mike yelled as he jumped back and raced for his
weapon. He felt rather than saw Brenda angle her shotgun at the prone target
still struggling on the ground. 



BLAM . . . BLAM. 



Two shots in rapid succession smashed into the face and neck of the walker with
the shattered hip as Mike frantically searched through the grass and leaves
trying to locate the crowbar. There! It was lying on the ground partially
hidden under some leaf litter. He grabbed it just as Brenda screamed. Spinning
around, he saw the terry cloth robed woman struggling against Brenda on the
ground. Brenda was on the bottom trying to use her shotgun as a barrier between
the snapping teeth of her attacker and her own unprotected throat. She was rapidly
losing the battle as Mike sprinted over and tore the woman off of Brenda with
the curved end of his wrecking bar, gouging out half of her throat as he
flipped her off his struggling teammate. 



Brenda scrambled to her feet, desperately fumbling through her pockets for more
shells while simultaneously using her shirt sleeves to rub the heavy blood
spray and splatter from her face. Her trembling hands dropped all of the shells
she found, and she swore through chattering teeth—the coppery taste of blood registering
on her tongue as she did. 



The two remaining infected were less than twenty yards away and closing as Mike
stepped forward, positioning himself as a human barricade between Brenda and
the approaching peril. His breath was coming in ragged gasps as the adrenaline
surge still coursed through his veins. Fight or flight. For Mike, it had always
been fight. Bars, alleys, school . . . even the three years at club fed. It was
always fight. And lesson number one in a crowbar fight was to have a crowbar. He
lightly smacked the heavy, blood covered metal bar into the palm of his left
hand as he squared off against the two infected. One of them, Mike casually
noticed, looked familiar. Maybe from the meeting last night? He couldn’t
remember. The other was a teenage girl, brown hair and painted fingernails,
bike shorts and a lime green tank top. And burning red eyes. She was about five
feet in front of the other walker and would be his first target. He coiled back
into a crouch and got ready to surge forward. 



rrrrrRRRRRRR . . . THUMP!!! 



The faded blue Chevy Blazer crushed head-on into the infected girl, bouncing
her off the brush guard, hood and windshield on her way up, and over, the fast
moving vehicle. The front left side of the bumper had also clipped the man—pushing
him down and away as the truck gunned it’s engine and threw up rooster tails of
dirt and grass, circling for another run. Mike could see that the driver was
Jason Lambert. Other figures were moving inside the Blazer as well. Preacher
Dave and his son Scott, Mike assumed. The truck accelerated again, this time
crunching both of the infected under its tires before skidding to a halt a
short distance away. Jason leapt out of the driver’s seat, slowly approaching
the two targets he had run down. Despite their mangled bodies, they were both
still struggling to get to their feet, to get to him. Mike watched as Jason
raised his snub nose 38 and put a bullet into each of their heads. 



“What about those four?” Jason indicated the one that Brenda had shot, and the
three infected that Mike had bludgeoned, crushed, or torn the throat out
of. 



Shaking his head to clear his momentary cobwebs, Mike answered. “Down and
hopefully out.” 



Jason nodded, replying, “Where the heck do you think they . . .” 



His question was interrupted by another series of small caliber gun shots from
the group camp area. 



“Saddle up people, we’re not done yet,” Mike said through gritted teeth as he
trotted toward the Blazer. 






Mike paused for a moment, and then looked over at Dave,
“You want to add anything?”


 


“I was up at the registration gate—the little
‘outhouse’ shaped building—at the campground with Jason,” he looked at
Thompson, “Jason Lambert I mean. It was almost lunchtime when you,” he
indicated Michelle, “pulled through and left. It had to be less than five
minutes later when I heard the ‘popping’ sounds. Or maybe it was more like
distant, sharp ‘cracking’ sounds. In any event, it was nothing like the noise when
you,” he pointed at Eric, “shot that yellow-eyed monster that came charging out
after us. I guess I just stood there. I don’t know why, but it’s just kind of
blank in my memory right now. Anyway, it couldn’t have been that long, maybe a
minute or so, and then I saw Scott sprinting towards us.” 


 


Doc looked over at Eric. “I saw Andy’s truck leave the
campground right about noon, like Dave just said, and then Sally came back in
and told me that she wasn’t feeling well. Tired, she said.” Doc hesitated, and
then looked at Walter—shaking his head in sadness. “I’m so sorry Walt . . . I
should have picked up on it.”


 


“We’ve already been down this road, Doc. It ain’t
now—and wasn’t then—your fault.”


 


“I know, it’s just that . . .” He shook his head and
sighed, “Anyway, I didn’t hear the gunshots. But I did see Jason’s truck tear
off. That’s when several people came in all at once and started telling me that
they could hear screaming. So I got up and went outside.” Doc leaned slightly
towards Eric and said, “By the way, you were right, I do feel warmer.”


 


Dave took over, “We were in Jason’s Blazer tearing across
the grass—Scott was pointing and yelling ‘ZOMBIES!!’—and, well, you’ve already
heard what happened when we got there.”


 


Mike stood up and began pacing. “So after we took care
of the ones that came for the kids, we piled into the Blazer—all of five of
us—and headed down towards the group camp field,” he stopped and looked at
Michelle and Eric, “It was a bad choice, but we didn’t know . . .” he trailed
off.


 


“Didn’t know what?” Michelle asked.


 


“Anything . . . everything . . . we weren’t ready for
what was happening.” Mike looked around the circle, “You know, it’s one thing
to tell people at a meeting that they need to be on guard . . . but how do you
tell them to protect themselves from a threat that can’t even be imagined . . .
that they can’t even comprehend. I mean, holy shit, we were giving people
tennis rackets as a weapon. What does that tell you?” He frowned, shaking his
head in aggravation or disgust—Eric couldn’t tell which. It was probably both.


 


“Like you said, we didn’t know,” Dave affirmed.


 


“We still don’t know.” Mike heavily emphasized the
word ‘still,’ dragging it out for a long measure.


 


“What happened next?” Michelle steered the
conversation forward again.


 


“We drove down to the field, and it was just . . .
crazy. People were screaming, fighting . . .  running. Tents were down, there
was a car half in the lake . . . it was like the parade scene at the end of Animal
House, only with blood . . . and we were just sitting there. Stunned, I
guess. Right about then this guy slams—I mean really slams— his head against
the truck. Only he wasn’t alone. He had this little child—girl I think—clutched
against his chest. He was like an animal, all screaming and spitting at the kid
as he was beating her against the truck. I must have swore or something at him,
‘cause if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s people that hurt kids. Anyway,
I grabbed my crowbar in one hand and the door latch in the other, and I was
just about to hop out and give the red-eyed bastard a dose of heavy metal when
Scott said, ‘Hey Mike, wait a minute. I don’t think it’s him.’ Something in his
voice made me stop and take another look, and sure as shit, as I’m sitting
there watching, the kid twists around like a spider monkey and shimmies up the
dude’s face. I can see his muscles bulging as he’s trying to get her loose, but
she wasn’t budging. Then she slides around onto his back, locks her legs around
his neck, and proceeds to rip his cheeks wide open. This dude got turned into a
skullface right in front of the truck. And the whole time—as she’s flaying his
skin apart with her bare fingers—the little ghoul is grinning like she’s on
some ride at Disney World.”


 


“Somebody . . . I don’t know who,” Dave interjected,
“suggested that we make a hasty exit from Dodge City.”


 


“That wasn’t what they said,” Mike grinned.


 


“Well, their choice of words may have been a bit more
colorful, but the point was well taken. We did see several vehicles blitzing
past us, so some of the people must have made it.”


 


“Then we heard some more gunfire. Full auto gunfire.
It was coming from Golden Eagle loop,” Mike added as he stopped pacing and sat
down, kicking his legs out in front like he was trying to warm his boots by the
glow of Callie’s headlight campfire.


 


Dave, Mike, and Doc exchanged knowing glances. Callie
powered down her tablet and said, “That was the calm before the storm, right?”


 


All three of them nodded.


 


Eric cut in, “OK, wait . . . were you there too?” He
indicated Callie.


 


She shook her head, “No, I was sailing.”


 


“Sailing?”


 


Callie grinned and said, “You don’t remember me, do
you Eric?”


 


In Eric’s experience, that was never a good question
coming from a female. He quickly searched his mind, trying to locate her face
somewhere in the archives of his memory, but he came up empty. He also felt
Michelle’s hand begin to loosen its grip on his waist. 


 


“I used to be in love with you,” Callie beamed.
Michelle’s arm began to pick up speed as it withdrew.


 


Walter started to chuckle, and Callie laughed out
loud, “Guys are so dumb. Eric, it’s Calista . . . ‘Callie’ for short. I was
Jules’ friend from back in grade school. When I was eleven years old, you were
what, maybe sixteen, and I had such a crush on you. Don’t worry though, I
ditched you for Benny Peterson that fall, because he looked like Justin
Timberlake . . . and he let me ride his skateboard.”


 


Recognition tumbled back into Eric’s memory. Jules . .
. Julie . . . was Walter and Bernice’s youngest daughter, and he vaguely
recalled some of her brat friends that would circle and bother him when he was
trying to fish during the summer vacations he spent with Uncle Andy. Michelle’s
arm stopped its retreat momentarily.


 


“Anyway, I got laid off, or ‘downsized’ as they called
it, about a month ago from my job in the PT department at Richland General, so last
week I decided to spend a couple days sailing. Walter lets me take out Jules’
little skiff anytime I’m up here, and Bernice always insists that I stay at the
house.”


 


Eric reached down and grasped Michelle’s hand, pulling
it back around his waist and holding it there. After a moment her fingers
interlaced with his and squeezed gently.


 


Walter added, “She was out on the boat the last time
you were here. I didn’t even think to mention it.”


 


“OK, well, good to see you again,” Eric said.


 


Thompson broke the momentary distraction and got them
back on track. “What happened with the kid who was rippin’ that dude’s face
off?”


 


“I don’t know,” Mike replied, “Jason cut the wheel and
headed back up the road.” He looked around the circle, waiting for a response.
When nothing came, Mike finished, “By the time we got back to the front gate,
people were already leaving. I don’t know where they went.”


 


“I’m sure that—some of them at least—made it to
safety,” Dave said.


 


“Really? Because I’m not. Hell, I’m surprised any of
us made it out of that campground.”


 


“Did a bunch of those red eyes charge after you?” Sam
asked.


 


“No. It was . . . weird.” Mike reached into his pocket
and grabbed an already opened roll of Lifesavers, offering it with an extended
arm around the circle before popping one in his own mouth. “When we got to the
top, Jason said ‘get out.’ Brenda was still hacking and wiping her face, so I
helped her out the door. Dave and Scott got out as well. After that, Jason took
off down towards the loop where his camper was. I didn’t see him again.”


 


“I did,” Dave added quickly, “it wasn’t good.”


 


A stillness drifted over the circle as they waited for
Mike to continue. Instead, Doc began to speak. “So by now, word has gotten out
that something bad has happened, and it’s like a stampede of lemmings heading for
the cliff. I ran over where Dave and Mike were, and we got Brenda—she had sank
to her knees—up on her feet and over to the little clinic in the office. At
some point Amy showed up. She looked a little green around the gills, but I
remember her asking us what to do.”


 


Mike started again. “I’m no soldier, but I understand
that you need to either circle the wagons and make a stand, or run for the
border. We should have run.”


 


“But we couldn’t,” Doc said, “because people started
coming in with family members that had scrapes and scratches . . . and bites.”


 


Walter looked at his watch. “We need to speed this up
a bit.”


 


Doc sighed, “Once we got the wounded people laying
down, we had a quick ‘come to Jesus’ meeting. The group . . . I guess there was
about thirty of us in there at the time . . . voted to try and use the PA
system to let everybody in the campground know to make their way toward the
office. Once we had as many people as we could, we were going to caravan over
to the marina.”


 


Mike thumbed another candy into his mouth. “OK, this
is where it gets even weirder. It took us maybe twenty minutes to get the
people in the clinic ready to go. The whole time we were doing that, Amy was
announcing over the loudspeakers, ‘Anyone that can hear my voice in the
campground, we are preparing to evacuate, please make your way as quickly as
you can to the campground office. Bring your vehicle if possible.’ Nobody came.
Nobody.”


 


“Nobody at all?” Thompson asked.


 


Mike shook his head. “So we started moving people out
to the vehicles, a couple at a time. But while we we’re doing that, the
campground was . . . eerie . . . no birds singing, even the breeze had fallen
away to nothing. I swear it felt like the grim reaper was scratching his
fingernails on the back of my neck.”


 


“Almost,” Leonard said.


 


Eric shifted his gaze towards the chubby man, waiting
for more.


 


“You were closest when it happened,” Dave nodded at
Leonard, “tell them what you told us.”


 


“Yes, well . . . we had eleven people with some sort
of injury—most of them what I would consider to be very minor. Scrapes and
scratches mostly. There were a few cases of what I would call panic, as well.
When nobody came to the PA announcements, we decided to pack up and leave. Some
of the guys had their vehicle just outside, so it wasn’t going to take us that
long to load and go. We tried to make it somewhat orderly, and I believe we
might have been successful . . . but right about then one of the patients had a
seizure. It was a young boy who’d had a bite mark on his wrist.” Leonard looked
over at Mike, “If you don’t mind, I’ll take that piece of candy now.”


 


“Here ya go.”


 


He popped the offered piece of candy into his mouth.
“Mmmmm, butterscotch! Where was I? Oh yeah . . . So Dave’s wife and Doctor
Collins were telling people to ‘Back up and leave him alone.’”


 


Doc interjected, “Not because of what was about to
happen—we didn’t know that—but because that’s how you treat a seizure patient.
You let the seizure run its course without restraining them, and just try and
keep them from hurting themselves.”


 


Eric and Michelle nodded simultaneously with
understanding.


 


Leonard continued, “The young boy was violently
thrashing on the ground for at least a solid thirty seconds, and then he just
stopped. I was right there. I saw him go limp . . . just collapse. So I reached
down and felt for a pulse on his neck. It was there – rapid, but strong. And
then he opened his eyes.” 


 


Leonard looked at Eric, “They were bright blue, like
yours . . . and then they changed. Almost instantly. It was like looking into a
crystal clear glass of water at the exact moment that somebody pours in a cup
of red food coloring.”


 


“That’s when the second person started to seize,” Doc
said. 


 


“The young boy—the first one who seized—he sat up all
of a sudden. Scared the fire out of me,” Leonard said with his eyes widened,
“and then he looks straight at me—straight through me—like he could see all of
my sins and was counting them one by one. I’m sorry, but that was enough for me
and I scooted back.”


 


Doc cleared his throat, “I remember what happened with
Mr. Hardison at site nineteen, and as soon as I saw that boy sit up, I screamed
at everyone to get out.”


 


“I heard Doc screaming,” Mike said, “so I busted ass
back inside just in time to catch a face full of Lenny’s forehead when he came
charging through.”


 


Leonard smiled and shrugged innocently.


 


“So anyway, I finally get inside, and I see this
‘Eddie Munster’ kid tearing apart the chair that Doc was using like a shield. I
swung the wrecker bar and bopped him upside the head, and he went down in a
heap at the same time as another little red-eyed vampire kid stood up. That was
all I needed to see, so I grabbed Doc and shoved him out the door. That door
opens inward, so I hooked my crowbar on the edge of it and pulled. I held it shut
as Doc was stumbling toward the vehicles. That’s when they started shooting.”
He looked over at Dave.


 


Dave waited through a moment of silence before starting.
“We were almost loaded in the cars and trucks when the other ones began to show
up.”


 


Eric tightened his grip on Michelle’s hand as Dave
went on, “At first it was one or two of them. They’d just appear around the
corner of a camper, or coming up the road from the loops. Slow moving, like
they were really, really tired. Then they’d see us and start to speed up.”


 


Mike stood again, “A couple of the guys had guns, and
they managed to take down the first few pairs. But then the second wave came .
. . and then the third. Each time it was more and more. By the time we were all
loaded, there had to be at least twenty-five of them coming up out of the loops
towards us.”


 


Doc looked over at Walter, “One of them was Sally.”


 


“I saw Jason Lambert, he was covered in blood. I also
recognized several of the other campers—children as well,” Dave added sadly. 


 


Lenny crunched the remaining hard candy and swallowed.
“So we were all loaded and pulling out, except we weren’t ‘all’ loaded. Mike
was still holding the door shut to keep one of them inside the office.”


 


“The last vehicle in line, the RV I was supposed to
get in, was already moving by the time I realized that I was the only one left.
There was a group of infected—at least six or seven of them—that were coming
around the bathhouse and heading my way pretty damn quick. So I dropped my
crowbar and took off for the RV. That prick who was driving it—I know he saw me
in the mirror—kept moving. I kept running, and then I see the RV braking and
swerving. It didn’t stop though. Next thing I know, the back door of the camper
pops open and Doc is there, pointing his little pistol in my general direction
and cranking off rounds.” He looked at Doc and smiled, “You need to learn how
to shoot better.”


 


“You need to learn how to run faster,” Doc chuckled.
Turning to Eric, he continued, “The guy driving the RV would have left Mike
there—I’m sure of it—if Scott hadn’t grabbed the steering wheel and punched him
in the nose.”


 


“Mr. Lancaster?” Michelle asked.


 


“That’s him.”


 


“Anyhow,” Mike finished, “I made it into the camper
and shut the door about three seconds before the pack of zombies smashed into
it.”


 


“They’re not zombies,” Doc stated, emphasizing the
word ‘not.’


 


In the distance a lone coyote began to howl. It was
quickly joined by other members of the pack, yipping and baying until they
reached a full chorus. Max perked up his ears and looked toward the door. 


 


“Anyway,” Mike said, “we made it out of there.”


 


“And you’re thinking of going back?” Thompson asked. 


 


“There might be somebody still alive,” Dave replied.


 


“That’s not the end of it, though,” Doc stated, “we
made it to the marina with a grand total of thirty-nine people. Another
fourteen people were here as well. They had apparently made it out on their own
and just randomly headed west instead of east.”


 


Walter added, “They’d gotten ahold of me over the
marine band radio, Doc and Amy that is, and I was up at the road waiting for
them. Fifty-three total people from the campground made it here, and none of
them were real happy. Can’t say as if I blame em’ either. Anyhow, Doc suggested
that we try and consolidate the wounded in a central location, so we moved anybody
that was hurt up to the house.”


 


“I wasn’t taking any chances though. As you know that,
Walters’s basement is divided into two sections. He’s got the two car garage
area, and the finished basement side. There’s a cement wall between them with a
single steel door. We moved out Bernice’s car—Walter’s truck was already
outside—and cleared out everything else that we could. That basically left us
with a thirty-five foot square cement room. Walter rounded up a half dozen
folding cots, a few more of those old military sleeping bags, and a couple of
inflatable air mattresses. There were eleven people that were injured—that we
knew about—at the campground. Subtract the two boys and that leaves us with
nine.”


 


Dave and Walter shared a glance with Doc and Lenny,
and then Mike squared towards Eric, locking his eyes as he quietly said, “That
we knew about.”


 


Doc said, “It was chaos, really. People screaming . .
. crying . . . demanding this, that, and the other. I can’t even really
describe it other than to say that it was total chaos. Somehow,” he looked
around the room, “a few of the more ‘even keeled’ people started pitching in
and . . . and . . . um, well, let’s just say we managed to get some semblance
of order. I started checking temperatures of the nine people in the
sickroom—that’s what we’re calling the garage. Three of them were elevated.
Since that’s the only thing that I even had a remote suspicion of being a
precursor to the illness, we gave them and their families a choice—allow us to
tie up and restrain the injured person, or get in a vehicle and leave.”


 


“That almost blew up in our face, because none of the
three people who had elevated temperatures had their own vehicle here—they had
all hitched a ride with the caravan,” Dave added.


 


Walter stood and tapped his watch again. “In the
interest of brevity, I’m going to move this along. The people that we knew, or
kind of knew, like Doc, Mike, Amy, Brenda, Dave’s family, and a few others that
I can’t think of right now, stayed up here at the house. Everybody else that
wasn’t wounded or sick was moved down to the store. By the time supper rolled
around, we had a basic understanding. They were temporary guests. Don’t get me
wrong, I done ‘bout everything I could to make ‘em comfortable – blankets,
pillows—that sort of thing, but there was a whole lot more of them than I had
blankets for. I even gave ‘em two shotguns in case . . . well, just in case. We
also set ‘em up with a battery powered CB radio. We had its twin up here at the
house. Now fast forward to about midnight.” 


 


“Rebecca and I were taking turns checking on the
patients, and we were watching their temperatures slowly, but steadily rise.
Right about then a call came over the radio. It was hard to make out with all
the screaming in the background, but they were saying something about a dead
body.”


 


Mike chewed another piece of candy as he spoke, “I’d
already had a cat nap, so I volunteered to drive Doc down to the store.”


 


Dave broke in, “I sent Scott with them, and I stayed
awake and kept my wife company. Brenda said she was feeling better, so we used
her as a guard in the sickroom.”


 


“I drove Scott and Doc down to the store. When we got
there, it looked like just about everybody was standing outside. One of the
ladies—I can’t remember who, but she was about the only one I saw that wasn’t
flipping out—she comes up to us and says that a guy had died inside. And
apparently, the guy’s wife was still with him . . . hugging and crying on him .
. . wouldn’t let anybody touch him. Nobody wanted to go in, especially with
what had just happened earlier at the campground. Well, we pushed our way
through the crowd—did I mention the power had gone off again?”


 


“No.” 


 


Mike nodded as he continued, “It had gone off about
3:00 that afternoon—hasn’t been back on since, either. Anyhow, it was dark
inside the store, so I shined a flashlight through the glass and just about
dropped a load in my pants. There were two pairs of red eyes starin’ right back
at me.


As you can imagine, the crowd responded to that in a
dignified and mature manner. Not. We ended up locking the doors and moving
everybody down to the warehouse, and then Scott, Alton, and a guy name Ross
went back to the store with me. Doc stayed in the warehouse with the crowd. OK,
long, and might I add, ‘heroic’ story made short, we didn’t want to just open
the door and blast away. If we did that there’d be blood everywhere, so we
angled the headlights of the truck we drove toward the door. Then we copied
your plan for opening the door with a rope. Only I was in your position. And I
had a shotgun—12 gauge I think.”


 


“It was,” Walter confirmed.


 


“How many shotguns do you have?” Eric asked with a
raise of his eyebrows.


 


“Not enough.”


 


“So we unlocked the door and pulled it open. Of course
nothing came out. We waited. Nothing. I really wasn’t too fond of going in
after them, but it was looking like we we’re going to have to do just that. And
then Ross—he had a long metal pipe—starts whooping and hollerin’ like he was on
fire. That brought ‘em out. They were walking kind of slow, though, and I let
them get about halfway to me before I plugged them. One shot each . . . in the
head. I ‘bout puked too—ain’t never shot no one before. Anyhow, we were
standing around, just making sure they were really dead when Ross apparently
decided to head into the store.” Mike looked up and frowned, “He got tagged.
Real good, too.”


 


“There were three of them inside?”


 


“Four actually. Ross got his foot chewed up by a
little ankle biter. We found another one—a kid also—squirming in a miniature
sleeping bag. We also found the dead guy . . . the one that started all of this
adventure, only he was dead . . . dead. Next to him was his wife  . . . empty
bottle of pills in her hand. She was still breathing when we got there, but she
didn’t make it much longer. Ross skewered the one that bit him with the pipe,
and Alton and me dragged the other one—sleeping bag and all—out the door and
over by the dumpster. It was brutal. I still see that sleeping bag squiggling
around when I close my eyes.” Mike took a deep breath before finishing, “It
took us another couple hours to move the bodies into the dumpster and get
everybody else back to the store. A lot of people were talking about leaving,
but wanted to wait until daylight. I can’t say as if I blame them. Oh, and Ross
. . . he just chugs along like nothing happened until everybody is back in the
store, and then he hops in his car and just drives away.”


 


“Where would he go? Or for that matter, where did the
other people go who left the campground and didn’t come here? Eric asked. Turning
to look at Michelle, he said, “Didn’t you say that the roads were blocked both
east and west of here?”


 


Michelle shook her head, “No, what I said was that
because of the lack of traffic on highway 704, Andy, Sam, Thompson, and I
figured that the roads have to be blocked somewhere else. Somewhere that’s
preventing people from getting on to 704.”


 


“So, as far as we know, highway 704 out there,” Eric
pointed in the general direction of the store, “might be totally open and clear
all the way east to Richland where it hits route 281, and all the way west to
highway 403?”


 


“Yeah,” Sam answered, “but I can tell you from
personal experience that 403 north heading into Carson is a parking lot for
miles before you get to the border, and it’s a four lane highway. Route 281 is
primarily a two lane road for most of its length, and I can’t imagine why it
wouldn’t be gridlocked just as bad, if not worse.” Sam turned toward Walter, “You’ve
got a straight shot from the road out there directly into Richland. It’s about
what, fifty miles or so?”


 


“A little less than forty before it ‘T bones’ into
route 281 at Richland,” Walter replied.


 


“And route 281 heads straight north out of Richland
towards the border.”


 


“Yep.”


 


“So we’re looking at three possibilities. The first is
that route 281 heads north from Jamestown . . . passes by Devils Lake
recreation area where about a billion people have fishing cabins and vacation
condos . . . and then proceeds further north through Richland on its way to the
Canadian border—all without any traffic jams. In that case we would also have
to assume that the border is open and traffic is flowing in both directions.”


 


Walter looked over at Sam and replied, “That’s one
option, I suppose.”


 


“Yeah, but I don’t believe it,” Sam answered. “From
what I saw on 403, the highway both into and out of Richland could be a parking
lot, which is the second possibility.”


 


When no one said anything, Sam continued, “Having
worked a ton of traffic accidents, there is a third—and in my opinion, most
likely—possibility. A single accident at any point can shut down traffic. With
people rushing around in panic after the president’s speech, there were
probably wrecks everywhere. If you have a wreck up around the border in the
southbound lanes, and another one—say at Devils Lake—in the northbound lanes,
then all of a sudden you have a long stretch of highway that’s empty. Sure, a
short time after the initial crashes other people probably tried to switch
lanes and go around. Maybe a dozen, maybe a couple hundred made it before
somebody wrecked or got stuck crossing the median. The point is, we really
don’t know what’s happening traffic wise, and we really won’t know unless we
get over there and take a look.” 


 


“There’s a lot of little side roads all over the place
up here, most of them aren’t even on a map.”


 


“They’re on my map, well, on my laptop anyhow,” Eric
said.


 


“Sam,” Michelle asked, “that guy we ran in to—in the
little silver or white car—Daniel I think, didn’t he say that wherever he was
on 281 was backed up?”


 


Sam nodded, “Yes, but remember he also said that they
had abandoned their car and walked ‘cross country’ until they found another
abandoned car. For all we know, they could have driven that car 300 miles on
back roads before we saw them.”


 


“Alright, the roads are something we need to
consider.” Walter turned back to Doc, “Can you give Eric and Michelle an
abbreviated version of the rest of what happened that first night?”


 


Doc looked across the circle. “We found some bleach
and a mop, and cleaned up the area where the dead guy and his wife were. Did I
mention that he was the color of a lead sinker? So were the two that Mike shot
. . . and the two kids. The lady was a normal color, though. Anyhow, it was
probably close to 3:30 AM when everybody was back and settled. Somewhere in
there, Amy and Dave volunteered to stay with the people at the store, so when
we went back to the house, they drove down—I think in Walter’s truck. I was
tired, Rebecca was tired, everybody was tired. I guess that’s why we missed
it.”


 


“Missed what?”


 


“When we got back to the sickroom, Rebecca went to bed
and I took over observation duties. Mike was with me, and Brenda was still
awake as well. I checked on the three pyrexia cases . . .”


 


“What?”


 


“Pyrexia . . . fever. All of them were pushing past
102 degrees and fading in and out of delirium. We were using towels soaked in
cold water, but to be honest, I don’t think it was working much. That’s when
Mike taps me on the shoulder and whispers about Brenda.”


 


Mike stood again, “I had pulled up a chair next to
Brenda, just to chit chat, but right away I knew that something wasn’t kosher.
She had this little tremor, and she was really pale. When I said her name she
looked at me, but it was like she didn’t recognize me at first. And then she
handed me her little shotgun and said something like, ‘Tell Doc to tie me up.’”


 


“That’s what we did,” Doc continued. “We secured
Brenda to one of the cots and did a quick vitals check. Her pulse was rapid,
her temperature was 105. Her whole body was quivering and tensing against the
restraints.” Doc rubbed his eyes and continued with a tired yawn, “Within the
next hour, two of the three fever cases passed away. The third one . . .
changed. The other patients who hadn’t shown any temperature spike were moved
to a large RV out in the driveway.”


 


“Right after we finished moving them, Brenda broke
loose.”


 


Doc nodded at Mike, “She just tore apart the aluminum
frame of the cot. Pieces of it were still strapped to her wrist when Mike put
her down.”


 


“It took four shots—even then she was still trying to
drag herself towards me. Walter had come running down when he heard the
gunshots, and we used his pistol to finish her off.” Mike trailed his voice away
for a moment before adding, “I also had to shoot the one that was still tied
down. He . . . ‘it’ . . . was almost free when I pulled the trigger.”


 


“And, just so you know, the six people that we moved
to the RV, they’re still around . . . still OK,” Doc added.


 


Walter cleared his throat and stood. “We don’t have a
lot of time left. It’s almost 7:30 PM, and we need to come up with some type of
. . . plan I guess . . . before we go down and talk to the people at the store.
Before we do that, there’s a couple other things that need to be said.” Walter
turned toward Michelle and Eric, and then scanned all the way around the circle
as he spoke, “The next day, a few more of the people from the campground showed
up. I don’t know where they came from, or where they went after they left
Ravenwood, but they caused a bit of trouble—demanding food and gasoline. A few
shots got fired as well. Nobody was hurt, but that’s when we decided to put a
gate across my driveway. It’s also when we started having somebody on watch
both there, and up on the roof of the store.”


 


Walter sat back down and clasped his hands together.
“Don’t get me wrong, my heart goes out to everybody down there, and I have no
doubt that a lot of ‘em are good people, but we’ve got a few rotten apples as
well. Now, Bernice and me, well, we’ve been puttin’ back food and supplies for
quite awhile, just as a way of life I suppose. And for the past several days,
we’ve been using those to help out. It’s a very finite resource though, and
feeding the whole crowd we have is going to burn through it in no time at all.
Gasoline is another problem. So are guns. Hell, everything is a problem.
However, what I perceive to be our main problem, at least in the immediate
future, is whether or not we’re going to make a run at Ravenwood. There’s a lot
of folks who are hoping that some of their loved ones are still alive over
there. Myself included.”


 


Eric looked through Walter’s tough façade and saw the
pain lurking underneath. A rapid fire flashback to his conversation with
Bernice completed the puzzle. “Marty and Francis?” he asked.


 


Walter nodded.


 


“Don’t forget about the radio,” Dave added.


 


“What radio?” Michelle asked.


 


Walter said, “Bernice has a little radio room
assembled upstairs. Nothing fancy really, just a corner in her sewing room that
has a few different ways for her to get ahold of me when I’m down at the marina
or out on the lake. Marine band, GMRS, CB, that sort of thing. Anyway, several
times now we’ve picked up a faint . . . I guess ‘call for help’ would be
correct . . . that we think is coming from the campground. It’s on the FRS
band, and it sounds like a kid. Twice now we think he’s said that he’s ‘on a
boat on the inside,’ although Amy thinks he said that he’s ‘on a boat that’s on
its side.’ Problem is, he’s never answered when we’ve replied.”


 


“He might have the radio turned on, but not turned up.
You could hear him, but he’d never hear you because the volume was all the way
down,” Callie chipped in.


 


“In any event, we ain’t heard from him yesterday or
today.”


 


Several moments of deep silence followed before Eric
spoke. “Where are my uncle and Emily?”


 


“We completely hosed out the sickroom—bleached
everything—and burnt all the blankets, cots, pillows, and everything else that
had been in contact with any of the patients. Basically we stripped the room
down to the concrete, and then bleached the fire out of it. Walter found a few
single bed frames out behind the warehouse—the old metal angle iron and spring
variety—and we brought them up to the house. We’ve got a couple of comforters
folded in half to serve as mattresses,” Doc said.


 


“None of that tells me where they are.”


 


“Sorry, they’re in the sickroom—the garage. Rebecca
even set up a little privacy sheet between them.”


 


Eric stood, trailing his hand off of Michelle’s
shoulder at the last moment. “Here’s the way I see this. And keep in mind, this
is just my opinion, but I think we should go down and talk to the people at the
store. Find out who in their family is missing, and presumably, still at
Ravenwood. But I’ll be honest, at this point right now, I don’t want to promise
them anything. I’m not saying ‘no’ to the idea of jumping back into the lion’s
den, but we need to give some serious thought to the price that we’ve already
paid.”


 


“Agreed.” Walter said, “So here’s what I’d suggest.
Let’s head down there and talk to the crowd. I don’t want to make any
commitments at this point, other than to keep an open mind. Later tonight, if
some of you are willing, we can talk again and decide what we’re going to do,
OK?”


 


Several nods bobbed around the headlight campfire.


 


Callie shouldered her backpack and stood. Turning to
Walter she asked, “Do you mind if I connect my tablet to your printer and run
off some copies of the medical forms that Doc wants everybody to fill out?”


 


“Do you need some type of cable?”


 


“No, I can do it wirelessly, but I will need power for
the printer, and I’d also like to charge my tablet.”


 


“That won’t be a problem. For those of you that don’t
know, my house has been running on generator power since the grid went down.
The way it’s set up is pretty simple. Any white outlet covers are currently
nonfunctional. Anywhere you see a black outlet cover, that’s tied into the
generator. Most of those black covers are downstairs, although there’s a few
upstairs as well. You may also see a red cover here and there. Those are
connected to a separate circuit that is fed by an inverter generator. It
doesn’t put out anywhere near the watts of my diesel unit, so try not to plug
anything into a red outlet that’s going to suck a lot of juice. It’s mostly for
sensitive electronics like the radios and computers. Any other questions?”


 


“It’s not really a question,” Lenny said, “more of an
affirmation. I just want you to know again how much Glenda and I appreciate
your hospitality.” He stood and patted his ample belly as he continued, “I’m
probably not the best person to choose if you’re going to be sprinting either
into, or out of, the campground. But I’m not going to—as my old coach put
it—‘crutch out’ just because I’m carrying a few extra pounds. If you want me,
or even Glenda, on a line somewhere with a gun, or even a tennis racket, we’ll
be there. If you’d rather us fill a different position or have a different
responsibility, all you have to do is say the word. In the meantime, I’m going
to head back to Glenda and give her a very well deserved hug and kiss. She
promised me that she’d try and cook another batch of peanut butter brownies on
the wood stove downstairs. So gentlemen, and ladies, have your meetings and
make your plans, and let us know how we can help.”


 


“Peanut butter brownies?” Sam’s eyebrows shot up.


 


“Best in the world. She’s not used to cooking on top
of a wood stove though, and the first batch she tried turn into carbon.
Although I do say that the smell of burnt peanut butter is much preferable to
the atrocious fumes given off by that unholy concoction that Buck makes.”


 


Michelle shot to her feet, “WHO?”


 


“Um . . . I’m sorry, did I say something wrong?”


 


“What did you say?” Michelle repeated as she advanced
toward Leonard.


 


Leonard looked at the wild-eyed grin on Michelle’s
face as she approached. “Um . . . I said that the smell of . . . burning peanut
butter . . . was, um . . .”


 


Walter cut in, “We had an older couple show up here a
few days ago, apparently on yours and Andy’s suggestion. Buck and Fredrica—you
do know ‘em, right?”


 


“Oh yeah!” Michelle beamed ear to ear as an
involuntary shiver shook her body in anticipation of another round of Bucky’s
frying pan coffee.


 


“Well,” Walter chuckled, “I guess that’s a good thing
then. Anybody got anything else to say before we go?”


 


In response to Walter’s question, the radio crackled
to life.


 


“Hey this is Scott up on the roof, can anybody hear
me?”


 


Walter keyed his button and replied, “I read you
Scott, this is Walter, go ahead.”


 


“I can see somebody walking along the edge of the
road . . . maybe two people . . . they’re coming from the direction of the
campground.”


 


“Amy, did you get that?”


 


“10-4 Walter, Scott has one, possibly two figures
approaching down the road from the campground. I’m making sure the doors are
locked.”


 


“Amy, keep everybody as quiet as you can in there. 
Scott, we’re on the way. Don’t do anything until we get there. Alton, did you
copy of all of that?”


 


There was no reply.


 


Walter waited another ten seconds, and then keyed the
transmit button again. “Alton, this is Walter, can you hear me?”


 


Dead silence filled the room.











Chapter 11


 


The small group left Walter’s tractor shed and headed
down the path toward the house. Eric, Michelle, and Max brought up the rear. When
they reached the top of Walter’s driveway, Sam stopped them.


 


“How do you want to do this?”


 


“We need lights, guns, and radios. I suggest two
‘two-man’ teams. How about Michelle and I . . . and Max on one. Sam, are you up
to going?”


 


“Might as well. I’ll take Thompson again, as a much
trouble as he’s been, at least he hasn’t shot me . . . yet.”


 


Thompson’s echo of the word ‘yet’ coincided with
Sam’s, and they both laughed.


 


Walter handed his radio to Thompson, then trotted into
the house and brought back three more.


 


“Batteries are all charged, and I’ve got another one
up here. Keep me informed, and let me know what you find. Once we get this all
squared away, a few more of us will come down to the store and talk to the
folks with you.”


 


“Who’s got a flashlight with them?” Eric asked.


 


Thompson and Michelle both raised their hands. Walter
reached into his pocket and pulled out another one, handing it to Sam. “It’s
set to bright . . . just click the button once and it’ll come on.”


 


Eric looked around at their little group, stopping at
Mike, Dave, and Walter. “You’re our backup, so stay alert and be ready. You
might even want to have a vehicle started and ready to go. Max, get in the
truck.”


 


Max trotted around and vaulted into the bed of the
pickup as Eric unlocked the door. Turning to Michelle he said, “Do you know
where this Alton guy is supposed to be?”


 


“Yes.”


 


Eric keyed his radio, “Scott, this is Eric, what’s
your situation right now?”


 


After a brief pause the radio crackled to life and
Scott’s whispered voice came through, “Eric, hey man, it’s Scott. Glad to
see you’re up and around.” The radio cut off momentarily, and then came
back on as Scott transmitted. “OK, I can still see the two guys, at least I
think they’re guys, out near the road. One of them looks like he’s kneeling in
the weeds at the edge, like where it starts to slope down toward the lake. It’s
hard to see though, and I didn’t want to turn on my flashlight unless they came
closer.”


 


“How far away are they from you?”


 


“Um . . . about 270 feet.”


 


Eric squinted at the radio, and then turned his head
towards Sam and Thompson. “That’s kind of an odd number to say. Not 250 . . .
or 300 . . .”


 


Dave chuckled and said, “Remember who you’re talking
to, and what he does with ninety-nine percent of his life.”


 


Eric’s tired, blank stare went on for the space of
three heartbeats before Dave queued him in, “Baseball. That’s what he lives and
breathes. Right now he’s playing on his college team . . . remember?”


 


“I do now, but what’s that got to do . . .”


 


Thompson snorted and cut him off, “I got it. It’s the
distance if you run, say, from home plate all the way around until you get to
third base. There’s ninety feet between each base.”


 


Eric let out a slow breath and did the mental
arithmetic. “OK, got it now.”


 


Raising the radio to his lips again, he replied, “Scott,
have you seen any other movement?”


 


“No . . . it’s hard enough to see down the road
without a light. I mean, not that I’m slacking on the job, but man, a
herd of elephants could have walked by and I might not have seen them.”


 


“Just do the best you can.”


 


Eric turned to Michelle, “You ready?”


 


She nodded.


 


Turning back towards Sam, he said, “What vehicle are
you driving?”


 


“Figured we’d take Walter’s Mule.”


 


Eric glanced at the small utility vehicle, and then
back at Sam. “Why don’t you take something else . . . maybe something with
doors and windows. At least that’ll give you some protection.”


 


“Here,” Walter handed over some keys, “take my truck.
Is everybody armed?”


 


They nodded.


 


“OK,” Sam jingled the key ring, “let’s do this.”


 


They hopped into their vehicles and started them up,
and then maneuvered around the other cars and trucks that were crowded into the
wide area at the top of the driveway.


 


“Scott, we’re heading down your way right now, any
change?”


 


“I don’t know, it looks almost like, well, like
they changed positions or something. Maybe not, it’s hard to tell. They both
hunkered down at the edge of the road a second ago—I mean at the same time as
each other. I think they’re looking for something maybe.”


 


“I want you to tell us about any changes that you
see as we come down. Any movement, any change . . . anything.”


 


“Got it.”


 


“Be careful guys,” Amy’s voice came over the
radio.


 


“Sam . . . what do you think, should we run with
the headlights on or not?”


 


“I can probably see good enough to follow your
truck, but don’t forget we have a long, dark stretch of driveway that runs
beside the lake, and at the end of that driveway is the gate where our guard is
not answering.”


 


“Good point . . . Scott, our headlights are going
to be visible from a mile away as we’re coming down the driveway. Let us know
if there’s any reaction from the road.”


 


“Got it.”


 


Eric reached behind him and opened the sliding
partition window. Immediately Max’s giant black head poked through into the
truck’s cab. Michelle gave a short, amused laugh.


 


“What?”


 


“I just had an idea of what to get you for Christmas,”
she said.


 


“Yeah, what’s that?”


 


“I’m going to have a walnut trophy mounting board
made—only this one will have a big circle cut out in the middle. You can bolt
it to the back of the cab, so when Max sticks his head through, it’ll look like
he’s hanging on the wall above the fireplace.”


 


Eric chuckled as he drove down the switchback, “That
would be hilarious. And speaking of Max, you and I are going to have a
conversation about how you managed to put him on a leash.”


 


“I imagine we should have a talk about several
things.” 


 


Michelle’s voice was light, but Eric picked up the
subtle undertone of seriousness in her reply as well. A few seconds later, the
high beams of his truck cut a wide arc across the lake as he made the sharp
right turn at the bottom of the ‘S’ switchback. 


 


“Yeah, we should talk. Soon. Keep a sharp eye out on
your side, OK.” The resident butterflies in his stomach began their typical
fluttering with the thought of talking, actually talking, to Michelle.


 


Michelle mumbled a swift ‘Mmmm-hmm’ as she drew her
Glock—resting it in an easy, practiced grip on her lap. “I’ve been doing a bit
. . . well . . . a lot . . . of thinking.”


 


“Me too. Come up with anything interesting?” 


 


“Perhaps,” she replied, and then added a low, but
firm, “we’ll see.”


 


“Hmmm,” Eric thought, “have an honest
conversation with his best friend, who has been so close, and yet so far out of
reach all of his life, or drive down into the darkness and risk a violent
confrontation with people who were potentially infected with a deadly,
homicidal rage-inducing zombie sickness.” 


 


Zombies for the win, Alex.


 


Michelle cleared her throat, and then keyed her radio.
“Scott, it’s Michelle. Any change?”


 


“I can’t really tell. I can still see a figure
moving a bit at the edge of the road. I think that his partner is in the weeds
just below him, but it’s so dark I can’t really tell. Do you want me to light
them up with the spotlight?”


 


Walter’s voice came across the radios, “Hey Eric, I
forgot to mention to ya’ that they got a big spotlight up there with ‘em on the
roof. It’s one of those bazillion candlepower rechargeable jobbies. The battery
won’t last but about twenty minutes or so before it gets sucked dry, but it’ll
shine from here to Mars while it’s runnin.’”


 


“OK, thanks Walter . . . Scott, hold up on
the light for a minute.” Turning to Michelle, he said, “We should have two
people, at the minimum, up on that roof. There’s no way he’d be able to hold a
spotlight and provide accurate fire at the same time. Do you know what kind of
weapon he has?”


 


She shook her head.


 


He grabbed his radio, touching the brakes and slowing
down to a crawl as he did, “Walter . . . or Sam . . . what kind of weapon is
up on the roof with Scott?”


 


“I’ve got one of those black machine guns,”
Scott answered proudly.


 


“It’s not a ‘machine gun,’” Walter’s dry voice
came through, “Eric, he’s got an AR up there with him.”


 


“Ammo?”


 


“It’s got a total of four 30 round magazines.”


 


Eric tapped the brake again, this time stopping. He
closed his eyes for a moment, envisioning the marina and its surroundings where
he’d spent so much time fishing, boating, and as it turns out, being crushed
upon by Jules’ friends. After another moment’s contemplation, he keyed the
radio, “Scott, how much experienced do you have firing that kind of weapon?
No bullshit either, I need to know for real.”


 


“I have a buddy back in college that has one. He
let me shoot it a couple times.”


 


“Do you know how to reload it, and what to do to
clear a jam if it locks up?”


 


“I can eject the empty magazine and put a new one
in . . . no problem, but I’ve never had to un-jam one.”


 


“I think I know what you’re thinking,” Sam’s
voice came across.


 


“Hold that thought for a moment, Sam.”


 


Eric paused again—lost in concentration with the radio
still held close to his lips. Max’s heavy tongue made several rough textured
passes across the back of his hand before withdrawing into the cavernous depths
of his mouth. He shifted the radio into his left hand, and then reached around
and scratched the immense, fuzzy head that was now puffing out a locomotive’s
worth of dog breath every few seconds.


 


“Walter, how are they getting up and down from the
roof?”


 


“We’re using an extension ladder. It’s on the back
side where I used to have the stack of pallets.”


 


“Is it set up right now, or pulled up on the roof?”


 


“Should be up and ready to climb.”


 


Eric turned and looked at Michelle in the pale blue
light emanating from the dashboard. “Do you want the job?”


 


The faint illumination was enough to see an abrupt
shift in her countenance. She stared at him for a long ‘three count’ before
replying, “This is one of the things that we’re going to talk about.” The tiny
sparkle of reflected dashboard light glowed in the centers of Michelle’s unblinking
eyes as her words settled between them.


 


“If you truly think that I’m the best person available
for that job, I’d be on that roof in a heartbeat. If you’re just trying to
protect me, well, you better take another look at who you think I am.” 


 


Her words came out rigid, intense, and honest. And yet,
accompanying them was another undercurrent. Eric matched her eyes for a moment;
a trail of thoughts forming as he reexamined his perception of her words . . .
her tone. The endless battle between what was said, and what was left unsaid.


 


Still locked with her eyes, he reached over and put
his hand on top of her knee, squeezing gently. Almost immediately she placed
hers on top of his.


 


“I’m sorry, I just . . . it’s just . . .” He stopped—hesitation
locked in combat with opportunity.


 


“What?” Her response was much softer this time.


 


After another pause, Eric lightly shook her knee and
said, “Just tell me one thing—from you, from ‘Michelle’—where would you want me
to be?”


 


Her eyes swung away, and she turned to look out the
passenger window. Her hand stayed on top of Eric’s, though. He counted two
breaths before she spoke.


 


“You’re the best shooter that I know—that I’ve ever
seen. I watched the tapes that you sent of your 3-gun matches. You’re pretty
amazing.” She hesitated for a second before continuing, “I’m hoping that this
is just two guys, normal guys, up on the road. But if it’s not, then I’d want
you down on the ground.” Turning to face him once more, she looked deep into
his eyes and said, “But the honest truth is that I’d want you on the roof too.”


 


Guarded silence filled the truck as they both tested
the waters. Michelle was the first to speak a moment later.


 


“Eric, there’s something else, something that you need
to know right now.”


 


The ice ball of dread that signaled rapidly
approaching letdown formed in his throat. A boyfriend? Not the right time? End
stage cancer? Already remarried? His heart spit out those—and a million more
possibilities—as he waited.


 


“What is it?”


 


“The back of your hand is really slimy with Max’s drool.”


 


The stunned look on his face held him there long
enough for Michelle to lean over and give him a quick kiss. It wasn’t on the
cheek.


 


“You know our headlights are shining right into
your truck, don’t you?” It was Sam.


 


Michelle giggled as Eric pulled away from her. “Ah,
10-4 Sam, I was just helping her find a contact she dropped.”


 


“Amazing what people can do with their lips these
days.” Thompson’s voice could be heard hooting in the background.


 


Eric let another few moments pass by before he
transmitted, “Sam, I’m thinking that we need another shooter on the roof.
Maybe even two. What type of artillery are you and Thompson carrying?”


 


“Shotgun for me, and Thompson has his M4, selective
fire version, and a full load out of ammo.”


 


“I could get up on the roof and run the spotlight
if needed,” Amy’s voice came across the radio.


 


“Negative. I don’t want anybody to risk going
outside until we know what’s happening. Keep everybody inside the store.”


 


“Will do.”


 


“Eric, Walter here . . . I’ve got about five people
up here who are all raising their hand to volunteer if you need ‘em.”


 


“OK thanks, I’ll let you know. For right now, just
keep them on standby.”


 


“Roger.”


 


“Sam, let’s get moving again. I’d like to have both
you and Thompson upon the roof watching our backs, if you’re willing.”


 


“That’ll be fine, but let’s see what we find at the
gate first, OK?”


 


“10-4”


 


He let off the brake and accelerated slowly. Twenty
seconds later he coasted to a stop about fifty feet behind the RV’s. “Both of
the guys in the RV’s are too good for us, if you know what I mean,” Michelle
said.


 


“Where’s Alton supposed to be?”


 


Michelle pointed forward and left. “There’s a duck
blind—one of those insulated box types—just off the road in the reeds.”


 


“Are you ready?”


 


She nodded.


 


“Sam, are you ready?”


 


“Good to go, just waiting on you.”


 


“Everybody stay alert. If you have to shoot, be
sure of your target. Remember, we have potential non-hostiles in the area, and
watch out for Max. If he goes for something, don’t get in his way.”


 


Eric opened the door latch and stepped to the ground.
Drawing the Delta with his right hand, he crossed his left wrist underneath and
held the Quark flashlight in the ready position. It was called the ‘Harries’
method for using a flashlight in conjunction with a handgun, and was especially
suited for lights that had their pressure switches located on the tail cap. 


 


Thompson and Sam joined them a moment later.


 


“Max, come here.” For such a large animal, he could
move remarkably quietly, and Eric barely heard him hit the ground and pad up.
It was obvious that he sensed the tension in the air, and Eric watched as Max
bobbed his head and flicked his ears.


 


“Max, tight . . . stay tight Max.” Another quick check
of their group showed no inconsistencies that they could change at this point,
so Eric began walking—Max took lead about a dozen paces ahead.


 


Both RV’s were silent and dark as they passed.
Michelle shined the bright beam of her flashlight off the left side of the
driveway. “Over there,” she indicated.


 


Max had paused up ahead, and Eric flashed a hand
signal for him to wait. As a line, the four of them approached the reeds where
Alton was supposed to be hidden. It didn’t take long to discover the ground
blind. It was empty. 


 


“Let’s do a quick search. No more than fifty feet from
the gate—stay in pairs.” Their brief investigation turned up nothing, other
than discovering that the two RV’s were locked. There was no answer to their
soft knocking. They took a moment to open the gate before walking back next to
their trucks. 


 


Eric holstered his weapon and unclipped the radio. “Scott,
Alton is not at the gate, repeat, Alton is not at the gate. Is there any change
from the road?”


 


“Not that I can really tell. I still see—at least I
think so anyhow—somebody standing by the edge of the road. I’m not sure where
the other one is. Like I said, they’re pretty far away and it seems like it’s
getting darker.”


 


A swift glance upwards showed Eric the leading edge of
wispy clouds that were beginning to move in.


 


“Scott, we’re coming up now. Sam and Thompson are
going to join you on the roof in a minute, but don’t leave your observation
point until they get there, OK?”


 


“Got it boss.” 


 


Max jumped back in the truck bed at his command, and
within a minute, their two vehicle convoy crept through the gate.


 


Behind them, the soft cherry glow of a cigarette ember
momentarily pulsed orange inside the left hand RV.


 


Sam drove Walter’s truck to a point just below the
store. He parked it but left it running with the headlights angled toward the
broad, gravel lot that led to the boat ramp. He and Thompson exited the vehicle
and trotted over to Eric. Extending the shotgun, Sam asked, “Wanna trade?”


 


“No, if this goes south we’re not gonna stand around
and duke it out wild west style, we’re going to bust ass backwards and join you
on the roof.” 


 


“Just phone ahead, and we’ll leave the light on for
you.” They turned and scuttled over to the ladder. In a few seconds they had
disappeared over the roofline.


 


“Any ideas?”


 


“Whether they’re human or . . . not . . . they’ve got
to know we’re here already,” Michelle answered. “So let’s be quick, but not
unsafe. Just remember what I told you about how hard it was to stop them in the
back hallway of my office.”


 


Eric nodded and shifted the truck into drive. Curving
to the right, he circled around the store counter clockwise, bringing them out
onto the highway near the bagged off diesel pump.


 


“Last chance to head west and drive to Hawaii.”


 


“I wish.”


 


He cut the wheel left and drove out onto the highway.
Almost immediately Max’s growl rumbled in through the sliding window. Up ahead,
a single figure could be seen standing at the far edge of the road near the
weed line. A steady press of the accelerator brought the truck to twenty miles
an hour, and they closed the distance in just a few seconds. The figure was
wearing a puffy, yellow and purple ski jacket, and as they approached it began
to turn towards them. Max’s growl resonated deeper.


 


“Eric, I think it’s infected,” Michelle said in a low,
hushed tone.


 


“I think you’re right.” Eric drifted the pickup closer
and closer, finally stopping about forty feet away. The headlights of the truck
pierced the darkness of the road, but didn’t have the angle to show what was
below the slight drop off heading toward the lake. The ski jacket-clad figure
turned full-on towards them, and they could easily make out the smear of blood
on his hands and face. Dull red eyes glared back at them, but it made no other
move. Max’s rumble transformed into a hair raising, fearsome snarl.


 


“Max . . . wait.”


 


Eric mashed the brake and shifted into reverse. “Tell
Sam to get ready with the spotlight, but not on this guy here. I want to see
down to the left in the weeds where his partner is.”


 


Michelle picked up her radio and called out, “Sam .
. . the one on the road is definitely infected, but we can’t see to the left down
the slope. On my mark, we’d like you to hit that area with the spotlight, OK?”


 


Scott’s voice came over the radio. “Miss Michelle,
this is Scott, I have the spotlight ready to go. Sam says that him and Thompson
are lined up and waiting on your word. Wait a minute . . . OK, Sam wants to
know if you want him to take care of the guy on the road first?”


 


Eric risked a short look at Michelle. “I can’t make
that call. It just doesn’t seem . . . right.”


 


The figure on the road slowly cocked its head and
stared at the truck.


 


“Do you realize what might happen if that thing gets
close to you . . . or me?” Michelle’s question ricocheted back immediately.


 


“I know . . . I’m just still having a hard time making
the jump from ‘what should be’ to ‘what is.’”


 


Michelle dropped a series of ‘F’ bombs in a manner
that would make a drill instructor blush. “Not me, I’ve already sailed down
that road. Think about it, Eric, in the space of just a few days, those
‘things’ out there,” she pointed towards the ski jacket, “have been directly or
indirectly responsible for the deaths at the campground, for Miss Fran, all of
Thompson’s friends in the Guard, for what happened to Samantha and Melissa—and
what almost happened to me—and let’s not forget about your uncle, and Brenda,
and Sally . . . do I need to go on?”


 


“I know, I just need a minute to . . .”


 


Michelle cut him off with, “I don’t.” She keyed her
radio and said, “Sam, do the headlights give you enough light to shoot by?”


 


“He said it’s plenty.”


 


“Tell him to drop it.”


 


Almost immediately, the sharp crack of a high
velocity 5.56 mm round shattered the night, and the red-eyed monster’s neck
snapped up and backwards. The lower pitch boom reaching their ears a
millisecond later coincided with the dull thump as the ghoul collapsed in a
heap.


 


Michelle counted to five silently as she watched for
movement. The ski jacket remained motionless.


 


“One down, one to go,” she mumbled half to herself.


 


“Scott, the area to the left of the road . . . light
it up.”


 


The massive beam of light—diffuse and uneven around
its perimeter but with a hot, white core—flooded a path thirty yards wide by
the time it tracked from the parking lot of the marina to where it stopped at the
left side of the roadway. In the nucleus of the blinding flare, an undulating
darkness began to ripple. As Eric and Michelle watched, the darkness flowed and
transformed as a single figure detached from the whole and stood, its vermilion
eyes quickly locking on Eric’s truck.


 


“Oh-oh . . .” Eric and Michelle both echoed in unison as
one by one, more figures separated from the mass and stood, their hellish gaze
focused intently toward the road.











Chapter 12


 


“Get us out of here!” Michelle hissed as Eric let off
the brake began to accelerate backwards. Instantly, the murky hub surged and
fragmented—transforming itself into a swelling, rolling pack of howling
infected.


 


Michelle grabbed the radio as Eric shot the truck
backwards toward the marina, “There’s more than one . . . it’s a whole
shitload of infected . . . fire at will—repeat—fire at will!”


 


Halfway to the store, Eric slowed enough to cut the
truck in a ‘J’ turn before slamming it into gear and accelerating, this time
forward. Max was spread wide and anchored on the rubber bed liner, growling and
snarling at the pursuing throng of infected. In front of them they could see
flashes of light as Sam and Thompson fired round after round at the horde. 


 


“Get ready to get up on the roof!” Eric said to
Michelle as he gauged the distance to the infected in the rearview mirror.


 


“What about you?”


 


“We’re all going to be on the roof—we’ll pull up the
ladder and pick them off from there.”


 


Several orange tracers cut glowing lines from the
rooftop to the road behind them as Michelle paused with a questioning look on
her face. “Can Max climb a ladder?”


 


Eric swore to himself as he turned onto the gravel
parking lot and cut down the side of the store, barely slowing down enough to
make the left turn around the back.


 


“LOOK OUT!” Michelle yelled.


 


Fifteen feet in front of them stood a man—a staggered
look on his face in the glare of Eric’s rapidly approaching headlights. He had
the long extension ladder cradled in a curled arm hold, and a bulbous—almost
comical—gauze band aid encasing his nose.


 


Eric slammed on the brakes and skidded to a gravel-crunching
stop less than a frog hair away from the shock frozen man. 


 


“What the hell?” Eric sputtered.


 


“That son of a bitch,” Michelle swore; astonishment
blending with anger evident upon her face.


 


The small dust cloud of Eric’s skid washed briefly
over the man as Eric searched for the right words, the right action—even the
right thought process—to deal with the sudden comprehension of the scene in
front of him.


 


Michelle swore again as gunfire echoed above them, and
the man—shaken back to reality—dropped the aluminum ladder with a clang and
bolted back in the direction that Eric had just came from. 


 


“NO!” Eric shouted through the closed window as the
figure scooted past—gaining additional speed at the sound of Max’s snarl and
incisor slamming lunge.


 


Eric and Michelle both spun in their seats, craning
their necks to follow as the man sprinted past the store, paused for less than
a second in indecision, and then ran for Walter’s idling truck. In the wash of
illumination, they saw at least a half dozen infected surge out of the weeds
along the lake and enter the parking lot. Three of the ghouls angled toward the
running man as more and more emerged from the weeds.


 


With surprising agility, the bandaged-nose man dodged
around the closest threat, and using his momentum, he hooked the lip of the
tailgate and shot himself toward the driver’s door. The second closest infected
grabbed for the man, but was temporarily blocked and pushed back as the ladder
thief threw the door open into its chest. By now, the first ghoul had
reoriented itself and made a diving pounce as the man practically jumped into
the driver’s seat. The third approaching infected made it almost to the front
of the truck before a streaking orange tracer round burned a hole in its left
temple. 


 


Still entranced by the unfolding spectacle, they
watched as the man fought both the red-eyed ghoul and the truck, finally
yanking the pickup into gear as his attacker clawed and tore at his face.
Walter’s truck sprayed rooster tails of gravel as it accelerated rapidly,
careening in a slight left hand arc toward the boat launch. With a jarring
double wallop, the front and back wheels jumped over the line of cement curb
stops and bounced twice before the truck powered down the gradual incline of
the boat ramp. A huge geyser of cold lake water exploded upwards as the heavy, steel
and fiberglass vehicle buried itself up to its side mirrors in a watery grave.
For a moment, in the faint map light of the sinking, open-door truck, the
struggle could still be seen.


 


“Eric . . . Eric . . . was that you? Are you OK?
. . . Can you hear me?” Scott’s burst of questions erupted from the
radio.


 


“No, that wasn’t me. I . . . we’re . . . all OK.”


 


Behind them, several more pairs and trios of infected
materialized from the weeds and scuttled across the lot toward the store. Eric
spun and faced forward again, pausing only long enough to peek in the rearview
mirror and confirm Max’s presence before tromping on the gas.


 


As his truck rocketed out of the parking lot, he
grabbed the radio and called out, “Scott, the ladder is down, repeat, the
ladder is down. Do you copy?”


 


The sound of gunfire poured through as Scott replied,
“Understood, the ladder is down.”


 


Walter’s voice came across as Eric made it to the
highway and turned right, “Eric, what’s the situation down there, do you
need help?”


 


“Hold on a second.”


 


He sped away for a solid ten seconds before
heavy-footing the brake and turning back around towards the store. A flick of
the emerald green, illuminated toggle switch kicked on the truck’s off road
lights and showered the roadway with a mixture of white halogen driving lights
and brilliant yellow, wide angle fog lights.


 


“OK . . . Sam . . . I’m holding position about 200
yards west of the store. What’s your situation?”


 


It took a moment for Scott’s reply to come through, “Um
. . . OK, I see your truck lights. Thompson says that they’ve put down at least
ten already, but they think there’s at least that many more still out there.”


 


Amy’s hushed voice came over as soon as Scott paused,
“Eric,” her forced whisper sounded urgent over the partially muted
crying in the background, “there’s some right outside the door. I think at
least two of them—maybe three.”


 


“Sam, did you copy that?”


 


Another pause—longer this time—before Scott replied, “Ahhh
Eric, we have a problem. Sam and Thompson say they have no line of sight
straight down, there’s a roof in the way . . . do you copy?”


 


“Eric, it’s Walter. Scott’s right, that wraparound
porch roof goes from the front side by the pumps all the way around to the side
by the boat ramp. It’s four feet the wide the whole way.”


 


Eric shook his head in disgust as he envisioned the
outside of the store. He’d seen it hundreds of times before, but none of that
mattered right now. A few muttered curse words escape from his lips as he sat
in the idling truck trying to formulate a plan.


 


Michelle laid her hand on his forearm. “This isn’t
your fault.”


 


“No,” Eric agreed, anger and frustration showing
through in his response, “it’s not. But that doesn’t make me feel any less
responsible.” After another breath he added, “Or any less pissed.” He keyed the
radio, “Amy, you’ve got two shotguns in there with you, correct?”


 


“Yes but . . . right now, I’ve got one of them. Mr.
Lee has the other one. He’s solid,” she added at the last moment.


 


“OK, hold on a second, we’re coming.” Without
giving her a chance to reply he keyed to the radio again, “Sam, how many
more targets can you eliminate before we try and make a run?”


 


The rifle fire died off, and then a moment later Sam’s
voice came across, “Eric, we have zero, repeat zero new targets within
visible range. The last minute or so we’ve been punching a few holes in the
ones that were already down. And just to make it interesting, the big spotlight
is dying. What’d you do out there, poke a big stick in a hornet’s nest? . . .
Wait, a sec . .” 


 


Sam’s voice trailed off, and was immediately replaced
with Amy’s frantic whisper, “They’re right outside . . . oh crap, they know
we’re in here.”


 


“Amy, have everybody lay down on the floor right
now, we’re coming in. . . tell them to get flat on the floor right now!”


 


Eric kept the transmit button mashed down to broadcast
as he gave the truck gas. Turning toward Michelle, he said, “I’m going to pull around
back and up close . . . when I get there, have your Glock ready to fire down
the length of the building. I’m going to try and line it up so our shots won’t
pass through the store if we miss. Don’t get out of the truck, OK? . . . ‘cause
if things somehow get worse than they are—if that’s even possible—I want to be
able to hightail it out of there and come around for a second run.”


 


Eric dropped the radio on the seat and drew the 10mm
Colt from its holster.


 


“Make sure you give me enough angle to shoot from,”
Michelle answered as she rolled down her window, “and don’t forget we need the
truck’s lights to shoot by.”


 


He gunned the V-8 back down the highway, cutting in to
the gravel as soon as he could. Flying in a straight line past the diesel pumps
took him to the narrow corridor beside the propane storage shed, and he had to
lock up the brakes in order to slow enough for the sharp right turn that would
take him past the boat warehouse and towards his goal.


 


The intense combined wattage of the truck’s lights
plowed through the dark path ahead, and Eric slowed as he broke between the
warehouse and Walter’s office.


 


“Ready?”


 


Michelle’s arm and shoulder were already extended out
the window as Eric cut the steering wheel right—quartering the truck toward the
store. The brilliant white and amber radiance lit up half of the parking lot as
the truck skidded to a stop thirty feet away from a cluster of figures pounding
bloody fists on the glass door. Eric threw the truck into park and pulled the
door latch as Michelle opened fire. Stepping out with one foot, he thrust the
Colt through the ‘V’ section between the windshield frame and open door. The
large, white ‘3-dot’ sight picture lined up on the face of a man with blood red
eyes, and he steadied the weapon for half a second before squeezing the
trigger. The roar of the large pistol accompanied a flash of white light that
exploded from the muzzle, and the target dropped like a brick.  Another one
crumpled to the ground outside as Michelle poured fire into the group.  The
remaining three walkers turned away from the store in an instant and scampered
toward the truck.  From the truck seat, Eric’s radio blared out garbled voices
as the thunder of gunshots echoed from Michelle and the roofline.


 


Eric adjusted his aim toward a shirtless teenage boy
with beady, red eyes visible behind gold, wire-rimmed glasses.  The first shot
hit low and wide, crashing into the boy’s upper left shoulder.  Compensating
with the recoil, he sent the next two rounds into the center of the boy’s
chest.  Incredibly, the bare-chested walker didn’t drop.  It was now at the
front corner of the pickup, barely five feet away and closing.  Eric compacted
his shoulders into a tight coil and tried to steady his adrenalized nerves as
the ghoul snarled.  Envisioning a single point on the tip of the boy’s nose, he
lined up the white dot of the front sight and snapped off a shot.  The 175
grain silvertip hollow point smashed through the bridge of the wire rimmed
glasses and blew out the back of the teenager’s skull.  The boy
collapsed—bouncing off the front quarter panel on his way to the gravel. 
Michelle had taken down another one, and Eric turned the Colt toward the final
walker—an elderly lady with stringy gray hair and bony fingers.  Twin
explosions boomed as Eric’s Colt and Michelle’s Glock turned the woman’s brain
into a crimson mist.


 


“TO YOUR LEFT . . .  LOOK TO YOUR LEFT!” Voices were shouting
from the rooftop, penetrating through the accompanying gunshots into Eric’s
half deafened ears.


 


With one foot on the ground, and the other still on
the floorboard of his truck, Eric slammed a new magazine in the 10mm and
rotated left.  In the half light reflecting and diffusing from his truck, he
could see another group of four walkers coming up from the boat launch area. 
Only they weren’t walking.  Three of them were trotting with an awkward,
rolling combination of stiff-legged movements.  It looked deceptively slow to
the eyes, but they were covering the ground quickly and gaining speed with
every second.  Overlapping cracks of AR-15 fire rained from the store’s
roof into the trio as they approached.  The fourth walker moved different.  It
was small—less than five feet tall—and seemed to flow like quicksilver over and
around obstacles.  Immediately, Mike’s story about the little girl tearing the
face off of the man at the campground came to Eric’s mind.  


 


“Get in the truck and shut your door,” Michelle said
as she changed magazines.


 


Eric dropped back into the seat and pulled the door
shut.  Shifting the truck into reverse and backing away from the store at an
angle flooded the boat ramp with light.  The three stiff-legged walkers were
down, spread in an uneven line about fifteen feet apart.  Several twitches and
spasms still rocked their bodies, and somebody on the roof was slow firing into
their remains.  Three gunshots spaced five seconds apart—the last one verified
by an orange tracer—brought an end to the spasms.  Of the fourth ghoul, there
was no sign. 


 


“Sam . . .  Eric . . .  are you guys OK down there?”
It was Walter.


 


Michelle picked up her radio and answered, “Eric
and I are OK.  Amy, is everybody all right in the store?”


 


“We have no . . .  physical . . .  injuries at the
store.  A few very frazzled nerves, however.”


 


“We’re all in one piece up on the roof.  Getting’
low on five-five-six ammo though,” Thompson’s deep voice resonated, “and
we’re out for the shotgun.  The big light’s out of juice too.  We still got our
flashlights though.” 


 


“Ask them if they saw where the other one went,” Eric
said as he scanned the parking lot.


 


“Thompson, do any of you have eyes on the fourth
one—the little, fast one?


 


After a moment he replied, “Ahhh, wait a sec’ .
. .” Three flashlight beams shifted back and forth from the corner of the roof
as Thompson continued, “negative, we don’t know where it went.”


 


“Keep looking.”


 


Michelle turned to Eric, “Remember Pickle Barrel?”


 


“That’s what I was just thinking.” Eric’s memory
drifted back a dozen years or so.  He’d been invited to go on a boar hunt in
Florida by Michelle’s father, and the three of them, along with several other
of her dad’s friends stayed for a weekend at a hunting cabin located in the
swampy forest of a private game preserve close to the Everglades—and as it
turned out—apparently also positioned next to the world’s foremost mosquito
breeding facility.


 


The first night they were there, the owner of the
cabin—a gray-stubbled, shifty-eyed Cajun transplant—proceeded to fill them with
the legend of a huge, silverback monster hog that was rumored to haunt the local
swamps. His coarse voice crackled over the smoke from a charcoal-fired, cast
iron hibachi, and he pointed a gnarled finger in their direction as he spoke.


 


‘Five hun’ert pounds ifn’ it’s n’ ounz,’ en’ as big
‘round as uh pikkl’ burrl’ at ‘is shulders,’ ‘Itz dun ben’ imp-la-kated
in ‘bout a duzen’ mur-durs round har’, but ain’t nobody been abl’ ta kill it. 
M’be yous yungin’s gonna git yur’ chance come mornin’ . . . jes’ you ‘amember
ta’ aim fer’ his ‘ed, cuz’ yur bullits jus gonna bounce offa ‘is hide.’ 


 


Michelle and Eric had both looked at the corner of the
rickety shack that served as base camp.  Leaning against the wall on top of their
sleeping bags were two compound bows. The old man followed their eyes to the
corner, and then slowly lowered his chin and shook his head. ‘Ya ain’t a-plannin’
ta go out wit’ ‘dem toad-stikkers af’er ol Pikkl’ Burrl, is ya?’ They had,
but the look that Michelle and Eric exchanged upon hearing the grizzled man’s
words said that they were both having second thoughts.  When they didn’t
answer, he got up out of his creaky, cypress-peg rocking chair and stepped out
the door onto the porch, returning a moment later carrying an old, weather and
sun bleached shovel.


 


‘I rekken’ I ought ta’ start a-diggin’ yur graves
ta’night, so as I ’ont havta’ do it in the’ mornin.’


 


The cabin had exploded with laughter at the
open-mouthed expressions on their faces, and that probably would have been the
end of it, except it wasn’t. The next day, Eric had been positioned in a low
tree stand located at the busy intersection between warring mosquito clans, and
after spending all day drenched in sweat with nothing to show for it other than
a few million welts, he was ready to pack it in. That’s when the thick brush to
his right began to shake and part with the approach of a snuffling, grunting
shadow. Memories of the old-timer’s story, multiplied and magnified throughout
the hot day in Eric’s own mind, jumped to the surface as he drew back on the
bow. His shaking arm had held full draw for what seemed like hours before the
beast stepped out barely fifteen yards ahead of him. He was fully expecting the
broadhead-tipped shaft to ricochet off the monster as he let it fly, but
instead, it had hit too low and too far back—sinking in to the boar’s belly.
The animal had squealed and torn off into the dense underbrush alongside an
alligator infested canal, and Eric had waited another thirty minutes before
descending from the stand. The whole time, not so distant sounds of rending and
tearing vegetation had intermixed with spine tingling grunting and squealing.
It was almost dark when Eric made it back to the cabin. After telling his story
to the gathered group, the old man took down a well worn, double barrel shotgun
from its resting place atop two moth-eaten, wall-mounted deer heads, and after breaking
it open, reached into the pocket of his faded canvas vest and removed a pair of
high brass, 12 gauge rifle slugs.


 


‘You’s gonna need dis.’ Watch out fur’ dem gators .
. . dey be drawn’ ta the smell o’ blood en’ whatnot. Now you’s only got two
shots, so as if’n the firs’ one don’t do it, I’d might ad-vize ya ta’ save that
there secon’ one for youself.’ 


 


Eric had looked around the room at the amused faces of
the men as they waited for him to chicken out, and more than one set of
eyebrows went up when he grabbed the shotgun and shells from the old man.


 


‘If’n I’z you, ahd be takkin’ sombod’ wit me out
der inna the ol’ by-yoo. Leas-wise dey cun’ tell us war’ yur body be layin.’’


 


“I’ll go,” Michelle had said. 


 


Forty-five minutes later, Eric and Michelle had been
transported via four wheeler to the area where he’d shot the boar. Several of
the other men, including the crusty Cajun but not Michelle’s father, had also
tagged along, ‘just in case.’ The old man had fired up an ancient carbide
lantern and handed it to Michelle with some words of advice.


 


‘You-all go real slo’ . . . en’ be wachin’ fur dat
devl’ pig wit’ each step, ya hear. En’ the gaters too, dey be feedn’ ‘bout now
. . . en’ all da ‘nakes be jes ichn’ ta bite som’ dat Nort’ Deekota blood frem
ya too. Uder den thet’, I ‘magin you’s got no wurrees.’ 


 


“Yes sir.” Eric had responded with much more bravado
in his voice then he felt in his gut.


 


‘You wants’ dat I shud’ go in der wit’ ya? Er m’be
you’s want me n’ sum da’ boys ta go afer’ ol Pikkl’ Burrl ‘sted of you? 


 


“No, it was my bad shot that wounded him; it’s my job
to finish it.”


 


The Cajun had formed a tobacco-stained, jack-o-lantern
smile with all the speed of an August sunset as he digested Eric’s words.


 


‘Mmm-hmm, I rekn’ it tis’ at dat.’ He took two
half limping steps closer and leaned toward Eric. ‘You got em’ made a’
brass, boy. Jes be curfl’ en’ lissn’ ta the’ sounds of theh swamp, caz dat ol’
pig gonna lay all qui-eht ‘till yeh gets right up on im,’ but ifn’ ya’ gots
good ears, ya can a-hear him huffn’ jus’ e’nuff ta’ git som warnin’ afore he
eats’ ya.’


 


Then, much to Eric and Michelle’s surprise, the old
man had leaned even closer and whispered in a chewing tobacco scented breath,
‘Boy, you be careful out there. I’ll be right up here if you need me. Follow
the blood, but don’t keep your nose pointed at the ground. One step at a time,
and remember what I told you—use your ears. You can sometimes hear these big
old porkers breathing from ten yards away. When you see it, even if it looks
like it’s dead, you put another slug into it. You got it?’


 


Eric’s wide-eyed surprise at the sudden loss of the
Cajun’s accent lasted only a moment before Michelle tapped him on the shoulder.
“Are you ready?”


 


“I guess, what about you?”


 


“Let’s go before I change my mind or come to my
senses.”


 


What had followed was a thirty minute, ‘pucker factor
ten’ stalk through the dense underbrush following a blood trail that could
barely be seen. Every step forward seemed to cost them a few years of their life,
and enough adrenaline was coursing through Eric’s veins that the mosquitoes
probably exploded soon after biting him. After forty yards, they had found an
area of shredded vegetation and trampled earth. At the center of the torn up
area was a huge spray of blood mixed with clumps of bristly black hair. The
arc-white light cast by the lantern threw fingers of shadows into the already
eerie clearing, and the oppressive, humid silence seemed to squeeze them from
all directions . . .


 


“And that’s when the screech owl shrieked right above
us,” Michelle vocalized his thought from the truck seat next to him.


 


Eric couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t know who jumped
higher—me when the owl screeched, or you when I fired off both barrels from the
air.”


 


When the dust had settled and their hearts had stopped
racing, they’d found the pig crumpled in the brush just outside of the
clearing. It was dead. Eric’s broadhead had struck further forward then he’d
thought and clipped a major artery near the pig’s heart. It also wasn’t the
legendary ‘Pickle Barrel’ of the Cajun’s story, but instead a rather diminutive
old sow that barely topped one hundred pounds—before being field dressed.


 


Their chuckling died away as they scanned through the
windows. After another moment of contemplation, Eric picked up the radio and
spoke, “OK, everybody listen up please. Sam, give me a round count for the
AR’s.”


 


Scott’s voice came back, “Thompson says he has two
full magazines, thirty rounders, with a tracer every five, and Sam has one full
magazine, and one with about eight shots left—thirty rounders also, he’s
telling me.”


 


“OK, hold on . . . Walter, what kind of shotgun
ammo is loaded in the weapons at the store?”


 


“They’ve each got eight rounds of number four
buckshot.”


 


“Any reloads?”


 


“No.”


 


“OK, everybody hold on a moment.”


 


Turning to Michelle, Eric said, “What do you think? On
one hand there may be more of them still coming from that direction,” he leaned
his head toward the campground, “in which case staying right here and providing
light for Sam and Thompson to shoot by sounds pretty good to me. On the other
hand, I really don’t like the idea of that fast one being out there and
unaccounted for.”


 


Michelle thought quietly as her eyes continued to scan
the surroundings. After a moment she answered, “Let’s sit here for another few
minutes. If nothing comes out, let’s drive around the lot in the truck and see
if we can find our missing . . . friend.”


 


“And if we can’t?”


 


“Well, I’m pretty sure I’m not going to sleep very
soundly if one of those ferals are loose around here, so I guess it will be
‘Pickle Barrel’ round two.”


 


“Can I carry the light this time?” Eric teased.


 


“Nope, you be gettin’ dat ol skattergun’ ‘till you’s
gets it right,” Michelle offered up a bad imitation of the old Cajun, and after
a moment both of them burst out laughing.


 


When they settled down a few minutes later, the area
was still quiet.


 


“OK, um . . . everybody. We’ve seen zero additional
movement so far, but we know there’s at least one more of those things out
there. We think it’s a feral. Michelle and I are going to circle the lot a few
times in the truck to see if we can find it. Sam, I’d like either you or
Thompson to follow our progress from the rooftop as best as you can. The other
one needs to keep watching toward the lake and road for any stragglers. If we
can’t find it after a few laps, we’re going to have to regroup and hunt it
down. Any questions?”


 


There weren’t, so after another glance in each
direction, Eric shifted the Dodge into drive and slowly circled back towards
Walter’s office.


 


They had barely gone five feet when Walter’s voice
broke through, “Um . . . hey, hold up a minute.” Eric tapped the brake
and waited as the sound of shuffling papers came across. “Ah, Amy, can you
ensure your radio stays on channel one for a moment?”


 


“Yeah, of course.”


 


“Eric and Sam, can you . . . ah . . . 10-61 to
channel . . . um, how about channel seven?”


 


Michelle punched in the code and switched her radio to
channel seven. A few seconds later Thompson’s voice confirmed he was onboard as
well.


 


“OK,” Walter said, “just something I should
have mentioned before. My bad, sorry. Anyhow, watch your fields of fire.
Especially towards that small building closest to the diesel pumps. We don’t
want anything to go boom that’s not supposed to, OK?”


 


“Understood,” Michelle and Thompson both
replied.


 


“Switching back to channel one now.”


 


“10-4”


 


Michelle keyed her radio, “Amy, we’re getting ready
to start circling. Keep your eyes on the door. There shouldn’t be anybody at
ground level outside, so if you see something, it’s not one of us.”


 


“Got it, anything that moves outside is not
friendly. If I see something, I’ll call on the radio. Do you want us to stay
flat on the floor?”


 


“Yes, at least until we circle few times—maybe
longer—we’ll let you know.”


 


“10-4”


 


Eric kept his foot on the brake a moment longer as he
pictured the layout of the marina. While he sat in contemplation, Max’s big
head poked through the sliding window.


 


“Are you ready?” Michelle asked.


 


“Almost—just thinking . . . trying to narrow down our
options.”


 


He picked up his radio. “Walter, check me if I’m
wrong here, but the two small buildings are solid and locked—no way in from the
outside without a key, even for a smaller person, right?”


 


“Yeah Eric, that’s correct. If the doors are both
shut and locked, those buildings are clear.”


 


“OK, and we know the store is locked down and
secure.”


 


“Yep.”


 


“OK, that leaves us with your office and the boat
storage warehouse, and from what I remember, both of those buildings have entry
points that can’t be secured airtight, correct?”


 


“That’s right. The front side of my office is a
normal door—should be secure. The backside though, has the sliding garage door
that goes into the old motor shop, and another sliding door that opens into the
room where the big wooden picnic table is. Both of those sliding doors can
probably be pulled open wide enough to give a small or skinny person a way in. And
once they’re in, they’d have full access to the building. As for the boat
warehouse, it’s just a pole building. The big sliding bay doors just run on
tracks up top—you could pull the bottom open five feet or more easily—and
there’s also several gaps where the tin doesn’t go all the way down to the
foundation. I’ve had cats, coyotes, and even a big ol’ beaver come in that way.”


 


“OK, that’s what I thought, thanks.”


 


Max gave a small, excited whine, and then turned and
licked Eric’s face. Swiveling his head to the right, he nosed Michelle briefly before
pulling back through the window.


 


Eric’s eyes narrowed in false disgust at the sight of
Max and Michelle bonding, although Michelle’s barely hidden smirk showed that
she knew the truth, perhaps more than Eric did.


 


It didn’t take her long, “So, that little whine, does
it mean your hairy mutt has to go pee-pee?”


 


“No, it means he can sense the excitement of the hunt,
and he’s trying to get the pack moving,” Eric replied with one arched eyebrow
and the millisecond-late comprehension of what he’d just set himself up for.


 


“So, you’re saying that Max considers me part of his
pack now?” She was staring straight out of the windshield as she replied, but he
could see the amused restraint that was forcing her flat line smile almost to
the point of breaking.


 


“Apparently.”


 


“Hmmm . . . interesting.”


 


With a shake of his head, Eric let off of the brake
and drove slowly around the marina. Three laps produced nothing, and he coasted
to a stop out where the gravel met the highway.


 


“Walter . . . Sam—everybody else too—we didn’t find
it, so here’s what I’m thinking; I’m going to drive down the road just to our
initial contact point, and then I’m going to circle back and head up the
driveway. Assuming we don’t see anything there, we’ll drive back down to the
marina and make plans for our search. Everybody got that?”


 


Three ‘Yes’s’ came back.


 


They drove slowly out the road, weaving around several
bodies that either Sam or Thompson had put down. Nothing else was visible, and they
turned around just past the corpse in the ski jacket. The drive back to the
marina and subsequent trip up to Walter’s house also produced nothing.


 


At the top, Walter called them on the radio and asked
them to hold up a minute. The heat blowing from the vent at the floorboard was
just beginning to reach maximum temperature when Walter came out of the house and
walked up to Michelle’s window. Max watched him, but stayed silent.


 


“You OK?”


 


They both nodded.


 


“Do you think it’s wise to search for this thing at
night?”


 


“Honestly, no. But I also don’t think it’s wise to let
it just run around, either. And we still don’t know if anything else is lurking
out there in the weeds. Either way our choices suck.”


 


“I hear that,” Walter said, “give me a minute to throw
on a different pair of boots and I’ll come with you.”


 


“No,” Eric answered—Bernice’s words still fresh in his
mind, “I’d rather have you up here right now where you can help coordinate
things on the radio.”


 


Walter paused and stared at him. “Don’t try and
protect me, Eric. I ain’t lookin’ for no favors or special treatment. This is
my place, and it’s my responsibility to keep it as safe as I can. No matter
what Bernie says.”


 


“I’m not. As a matter of fact, I’m counting on you to
keep this place safe. What I’m trying to avoid is having too many people
crowded together in our little hunting party. Besides, there’s no telling where
this thing is.” Eric motioned with his head back towards the wooded switchback,
“It could be fifty feet from the first curve and heading this way right now,
and if so, I’d rather have you up here . . . seriously.”


 


Walter was silent for another moment, and then he
slowly nodded. “Alright, I’ll be up here with the radio until you give the ‘all
clear’ signal. Besides, I’m still working on my speech for the meeting at the
store. Anyhow, take these.” Two boxes of 12 gauge buckshot were handed through
the open window, immediately followed by a chrome plated pump shotgun. Attached
to the magazine extension tube were two split rings. Walter tapped them with a
calloused finger as he handed the weapon through, “These little clamps should
fit your flashlight just about perfectly.”


 


Eric took the Quark out of his pocket and snapped it
into the retaining clamps. The hard plastic fingers held the light securely,
but still left enough room to access the flashlight’s on/off switch.


 


“Thank you.”


 


Walter patted the truck door, “Be careful, both of
you.” Without another word, he turned and walked back into the house.


 


Eric drove back toward the marina slowly, swiveling
the truck as much as he could within the limited width of the driveway to get
the maximum coverage out of the truck’s lights. Again, they found nothing.


 


Halfway there, Amy’s voice came over the radio,
carrying with it several heated shouts. “Hey Eric and Walter, it’s Amy . . .
we seem to have a small, developing situation down here at the store . . .”
Several garbled, angry voices began to interrupt her transmission, and she
keyed off for a moment.


 


“She’s pretty amazing when it comes to dealing with
people,” Michelle said.


 


“Yeah, and we’ve left her alone in the lions’ den with
a lot of scared people.”


 


“A lot of the angry ones, also.”


 


“Angry?”


 


“Well, I think they’re angry because they’re
afraid—most of them anyhow. But there’s a couple that are pissed because, so
far, Walter hasn’t provided them with room service and a personal bodyguard.”


 


Eric shook his head but said nothing. He was almost to
the gate when Amy’s voice came back. “Eric, or Walter . . . is there any
chance I can get one of you to stop at the store for a moment before you start
looking for that thing?”


 


“Walter,” Eric replied, “I got this . . .
Sam, I’m going to make another loop or two around the store, and then I’m going
to put the ladder back up. If you’re up for it, I’d appreciate your help when
Michelle and I search for the feral.”


 


“The last time I bailed off of a roof isn’t too
fond in my memories, but I’ll give it another chance. What do you want Thompson
and Scott to do?”


 


“Same thing as before—one of them needs to stay
focused towards the area where they all came from, and the other one needs to
follow us from above. Just remember about shot placement, especially since
we’ll have our boots on the ground. Everybody’s flashlight still juiced up?”


 


“We’re good to go with that up here.”


 


“Hey Sam, leave the AR up there for Scott, and
bring down the shotgun with you.”


 


“Got it . . . in position and waiting for the
ladder.”


 


Triple loops around the store, office, and
outbuildings kept their score at zero. They made a final pass from the gas
pumps back to the store, and then Eric pulled up next to the downed ladder.
They opened their doors simultaneously and got out, scanning the immediate area
once again with their flashlights. Once again they saw nothing, so Eric grabbed
the ladder and leaned it back against the store, holding the bottom as Sam came
down.


 


“Thompson or Scott, will one of you pull the ladder
up on the roof with you?”


 


Indeterminate hands grabbed the ladder, and a moment
later it had vanished up and over the roof line.


 


Eric hopped back in the truck and drove it twenty feet
forward, parking it at the corner of the store and shutting it off. He left the
keys in the ignition though—pulled out just enough that the reminder ding
wouldn’t sound. The off-road lights were shut down, but the headlights were
left on.


 


In less than a minute, both he and Sam had loaded
their shotguns while Michelle continued to scan the area. Another handful of
the buckshot went into each of their pockets.


 


“Max, guard the truck.”


 


The bodies on the ground hadn’t moved, but as a
precaution, they gave them a wide berth to avoid stepping in any fluids. Even
so, their noses crinkled with the stench. 


 


“Not trying to be a potty mouth here,” Sam drawled,
“but have you two noticed that every one of these things smells like shit?”


 


Michelle shined her flashlight across the bodies,
“Most people void their bowels after death.”


 


“I know, but I mean even the ones I shot from the top
of the semi truck smelled like a diaper, and that was before they were . . .
dead.”


 


Michelle put the light on the corpse of the old lady
that she and Eric had taken down last. “Are you saying that they were dead
before we shot them—that they had already emptied their bowels?”


 


“Maybe.” 


 


“You’re kidding me, right? Do you really think these
people were zombies?”


 


Sam grinned his gap-toothed smile, “Hey, I’ve been
divorced for nine years, so I watch a lot of television.”


 


“Were you watching television at home the day they
taught about gathering evidence and drawing conclusions at the academy?”


 


“Probably, why?”


 


Michelle put the light back on the old lady. “Look at
her legs, they’re covered with feces.” A wave of her flashlight at each of the
other bodies near the store showed the same—pants, skirts, or bare legs—all
covered in defecation. “These people were processing waste material through
their bodies continually. It just looks like they couldn’t keep it inside.”


 


Sam used his own flashlight to scan the bodies. “Well,
I hereby promote you to chief detective, effective immediately and for however
long we stay alive.”


 


Any further repartee was interrupted with a rapid
knocking on the glass entrance to the store.


 


“Somebody remind me to be nice,” Eric said as he
headed for the door.











Chapter 13


 


Amy unlocked the door and let them in, rolling her
eyes and gritting her teeth as she did. “Sorry to call you, but after awhile
people get tired of listening to the same voice.”


 


Small groups of standing people were scattered
throughout the dimly lit, crowded interior. Many more were still huddled in
groups on the floor, and it seemed to Eric like they all began to talk at once.


 


Sam leaned in and mumbled into Eric’s ear, “You want
me to wing a few of them to get their attention?”


 


Eric suppressed a smile, “No, not yet anyway. Let me
try to be diplomatic first, if that doesn’t work, then we’ll consider your
alternative.”


 


Eric raised his hand and stood there silently. Every
shouted question was ignored; every attempt to draw his attention went
unanswered. It took almost two solid minutes before the crowd realized that
nothing was going to be said until they had quieted down. Two of the standing
groups contained most of the worst offenders, and were the reason for the last
thirty seconds of delay.


 


Scanning the crowd slowly, he could see a definite
divide in the sea of faces. Fear, anger, heartache, apprehension and doubt—it
was all there. Especially fear.


 


“Well, are you going to stand there with your hand up
in the air like some royal asshole addressing his subjects, or are you just
going to get back in your chariot and drive up to the castle on the hill where
you have electricity and food?” 


 


It had come from a middle-aged man in a business suit standing
with one of the groups. From Eric’s view, it looked like the man’s hair had
been chiseled out of silver plastic.


 


Eric took a breath to calm himself as he turned to
face the man. “I understand that you’re . . .”


 


“You don’t understand shit.” The man stepped to the
front of his little group, buoyed by nods and agreements from others in the
crowd. “You . . . and him . . . and those two,” he nodded toward Sam, Michelle,
and Amy, “and all the other ‘special people’ are safe and protected up there in
the house, and you’ve got us down here, locked up in the dark just waiting on
your grace for food. We’re not your subjects, and we’re sure as hell not going
to lay on the floor and be bait for your little safari out there.”


 


Eric lowered his hand and forced several more breaths
between his tightening lips as the crowd, spurred on by the man’s angry
statements, exploded once again. A dark-haired lady standing with another group
shouted over the din, “They’ve got a whole room full of food and guns up at the
house . . . and they’re supposed to be lawmen. Seems more like jailers to me.”


 


“Nobody is making you stay here, you can leave anytime
you want,” Eric’s raised voice was loud, but barely pierced through the crowd
before he was shouted down again.


 


“I know that the old guy has a lot of barrels full of
gasoline in that big warehouse. He flat out told me that he wasn’t going to
give me any, though. I’ll tell you what I think—I think there’s enough of us
like minded folks in here to convince him otherwise.”


 


Each word that was said chipped away at the remaining
threads of Eric’s patience, and with a quick spin, he long-strided over to the
door—almost bulling over Amy in the process.


 


She reached up a hand to his shoulder, and in a very
tattered, worn out voice said, “Remember that saying about a few bad apples.
There’s a lot of people in here who are doing their best to be on your side,
but as usual, most of those people are not as outspoken as some of the ‘squeaky
wheel’ groups.”


 


His face still red with anger, Eric managed to give a
quick nod of acknowledgment to Amy before continuing over and whispering to
Sam. The questioning look that Sam shot back rated another whisper, and then
Sam nodded slowly. Eric stepped back toward the middle of the fray, pausing
momentarily next to Michelle. His whispered words brought a grim look to her
face, and with a terse nod of her head, she shouldered through the crowd toward
Sam and Amy—Glock in hand.


 


The dark-haired lady threw out more curses at him
before shouting, “Yeah, big people with guns and badges pushing the rest of us
around. It’s just like Fargo all over again.” 


 


Eric raised his right hand again. This time the
majority of the crowd quieted quickly, but interspersed derogatory comments
continued to flow from the standing factions. Without saying a word, he dropped
his right hand back to his side, and slowly lifted his left—pointing it toward the
glass door. The crowd swiveled their necks at the sound of Sam’s key ring
jingling, and even the standing groups became quiet when he unlocked the door
and wedged it halfway open with his boot.


 


“Now the bastards are kicking us out . . . I don’t
think so. We deserve an explanation about what’s been going on, and I want it
now. I’m not going anywhere—none of us are—until we get it.”


 


A stout man with a pot belly and braided white beard
stood up from a group that had been huddled in the corner. He wove his way
through the crowd until he was standing midway between Eric and the abusive
loudmouth. Turning towards Eric’s accuser, he folded his arms across his chest
and said, “Sit your ass down and let the man speak. Everybody here is just as
much in the dark as you are, but we’re getting pretty sick of hearing your
nonstop bitching and moaning.”


 


A trifecta of ‘amens’ detonated from around the room,
and Eric used the ensuing stillness to jump in to the mix.


 


“That door is open for two reasons. Number one, and most
importantly—anybody, and I mean anybody—is free to leave at any time they want,
as long as their departure does not put other people at risk.” He turned toward
the stiff-haired speaker, “But let me be absolutely, crystal clear—you will be
walking out of that door with exactly what you brought in. Any thoughts you’re
entertaining about forming some ‘Frankenstein lynch mob’ and trying to
take—either by deception or violence—any property that does not belong to you
will be met with force.” Three of Eric’s strides put him right in the face of
the plastic-haired man positioned at the point of the standing group. Eric
raised his hand and pointed a stiff index finger at the man’s forehead. A rapid
poke thumped him dead center between his eyebrows, and Eric punctuated his jab
with, “Lethal force.”


 


Spinning away and stepping back, Eric continued,
“Number two—that door is open because just moments ago, these ‘special people’
here,” he indicated Sam and Michelle, “and others just outside, were risking
their lives to keep you and your family safe. A dozen feet on the other side of
that door there are five corpses that we had to blow the brains out of just to
keep them from tearing through and coming after you. For all I know, it could
be your mother . . . or your son, lying out there. If you think I’m jerking
your chain, now’s your chance . . . go out there and take a look . . . and
there’s at least ten more scattered between here and the road. WAKE THE HELL
UP, PEOPLE! Most of you were at the campground . . . you experienced the shit
storm that went down. Well guess what folks—as far as we know, it’s not better
anywhere else. We don’t know what’s happening, so don’t start demanding answers
that we can’t give. I can promise you this, though—whatever happened—this is no
longer ‘yesterday’s world’ that we’re living in.”


 


Eric lowered his voice in pitch, but the intensity
remained. “As some of you may have picked up from Amy’s radio, there’s at least
one more of those things out there. And we think it’s one of the fast ones—the
ones we’ve been calling a feral. The last one of those that Officer Owens
encountered,” he nodded toward Michelle, “took a half dozen rounds of
buckshot—point blank—before it went down. So if you think for one moment that
I’m abusing my authority or violating your rights by asking that you stay in
here while we hunt it down, well then, you just say the word and I’ll be damn
glad to trade places with you.”


 


The crowd was silent as Eric finished his speech and
walked toward the door. Pausing with his hand on the aluminum push bar, he
turned to face the crowd once more. “Don’t misunderstand me; I am truly sorry
for the losses that many of you have suffered. Just don’t forget that you’re
not the only ones in that boat.” Eric clicked the mounted Quark flashlight on
high. “One other thing before we go out there—we’re still planning on meeting
with everybody tonight. I’m sorry it’s been delayed. Shit happens—deal with it
. . . because to be totally honest with you, right now I could give less than a
hairy rat’s ass if you’re offended that a meeting is behind schedule while
we’re out there putting our lives on the line for you.”


 


Eric pushed the door and walked outside; Michelle and
Sam followed.











Chapter 14


 


Backtracking in a wide arc around the bodies took them
to the truck, and Eric reached in and started it back up—flipping the switch
again for the off-road lights.


 


“Worried about draining your battery?” Sam asked.


 


“The off-road lights will suck it down pretty fast if
it’s not running, but the main reason I turned it off when we were inside was
to make it as silent as possible out here for Max to hear if anything was
coming—he seems to hate these things.”


 


“Do you think he can find the missing one for us?”


 


“I don’t know. He’s a hunter, not a tracker, but his
senses are about a hundred times sharper than ours.”


 


“Are you going to have him on a leash?”


 


“No. He doesn’t like that when we’re hunting, and I’d
feel a lot more comfortable knowing that he had free reign to protect himself
if the doo-doo hits the fan. Don’t worry though; he won’t take off unless I
gave him the command. Probably.”


 


“Probably?”


 


Eric shrugged and smiled, “I can honestly say that we
have zero experience tracking down zombies at night. Maybe I should have
watched some of those television shows with you.”


 


Sam laughed and shook his head, “Maybe. Oh, and by the
way, I think I was supposed to remind you to ‘be nice’ in there, I just
couldn’t decide if I wanted to say it before—or after—you threatened to put a
bullet in that guy’s head.”


 


“OK boys, I’m starting to suffer from testosterone
poisoning here, so if you don’t mind, let’s figure out a plan and get moving,”
Michelle chimed in.


 


Eric took his radio off of his belt, “Scott . . .
Thompson . . . any news?”


 


“So far, nothing.”


 


“OK, we’re going to start searching in a few
minutes. I’m going to leave my truck angled the way it is so you have a lot of
light to shoot by if anything comes from the road. Scott, I want you facing
that way. Thompson, I want you covering us as best you can. Just remember to be
absolutely sure of your target if you have to fire. There are three of us, plus
Max, that will be down here on the ground.”


 


“Understood.”


 


Eric whistled, and Max jumped out of the pickup’s bed
and trotted over, a deep growl emanating from his throat as he got closer to
the bodies outside of the store.


 


“C’mere buddy.”


 


Max gave a few more low snarls at the corpse of the
boy with wire-rimmed glasses before bounding over to Eric.


 


Eric knelt down and put Max in a fake choke hold,
scrubbing his head with his other hand.


 


“You ready to go hunting, Max?”


 


Max pawed the ground and pushed his monstrous head
into Eric’s chest, almost bowling him over.


 


“I’ll take that for a ‘yes.’” Turning to Sam and
Michelle, Eric asked, “Any ideas?” 


 


“Why don’t we walk out along the road first? Sam
suggested, “That way we can get a feel for how Max might react if we find one,
and it’ll also put us out in the open with more room to fire—or run—if we have
to.”


 


“Sounds like a plan.” Eric handed the chrome plated
shotgun to Michelle, “I’m going to be on point with Max. It’s going to be
easier if you and Sam carry the heavy artillery . . . but I’ll need to borrow
your flashlight.”


 


Michelle completed the trade, and then the three of
them began walking toward the road—Max and Eric in the lead.


 


As they passed each downed body, Max gave a slight
growl and bristled menacingly, as if waiting for them to spring up again. None
of them did. Halfway to their endpoint, Max stopped and stared into the weeds;
flattening his tail parallel to the ground and curling his lips back.


 


“Max, wait.” Eric slid next to Max and knelt down.
“What is it, buddy? What do you see?” The cavernous rumble reverberating
through Max’s chest vibrated against Eric’s shoulder as he stared into the
weeds by the lake.


 


A few seconds later, Sam and Michelle moved up into
flanking positions. “He got somethin’?”


 


“Yeah, look at his pose. Tail flat out, lips curled,
partially crouched and focusing—that’s wolf for ‘danger.’”


 


“What now?”


 


“Now we move up and take care of it,” Michelle
answered.


 


After commanding Max to wait, they spread into a
curved skirmish line and slowly approached the weeds, stopping briefly at the
edge of the road to shine their lights down the gradual slope that led to the
edge of Ghost Echo Lake.


 


“There,” Michelle hissed, “next to that little clump
of willows . . . something’s moving.”


 


“I see it,” Sam echoed.


 


“I don’t,” Eric said, craning his neck in the
direction Michelle had indicated.


 


“Look on the ground at the ‘seven o’clock’ position
from the base of the willow tangle.”


 


Eric slid to the left a few feet and stared again.
“OK, got it.” Aligning the 10mm’s sights on the object in question, he began to
walk forward—Michelle and Sam slightly ahead to his left and right.


 


As they closed, it became obvious that the thing on
the ground was human. Or was. Inflamed red eyes looked up at them from a
chubby, mud and blood speckled feminine face. Her brown, woolen parka blended
in almost perfectly with the surroundings as she pulled herself through the
weeds. Grasping roots and rocks with shredded fingers, she wormed and heaved
herself forward inch by inch. Her legs followed limp and useless behind her. 


 


“Look at the back of her coat,” Michelle said as she
closed the gap, stopping about twenty feet away from the crawling woman, “it
looks like she took a round in the lower spine.” 


 


Eric shined his flashlight off to the right. A beaten
down trail had been dredged through the thick underbrush for at least seventy
feet. “Damn, look how far she’s pulled herself with a broken back.”


 


“Let’s take care of her and get moving, we still have
a lot of stuff to do tonight,” Sam voiced with a bit of impatience showing
through as he raised his shotgun.


 


“Hold on a minute,” Michelle said as she edged closer
to the dragging lady, “I want to see something.”


 


She crouched fifteen feet away from the crawling ghoul
and stared at it momentarily, shifting her head to the left and right to be
sure. “You’re wrong, Sam . . . she’s breathing. So they’re not your ‘up from
the grave, midnight theater zombies’ that you were worried about.”


 


“So what you’re saying is that since this flaming-eyed
fat lady—who managed to drag herself a hundred feet through the thick brush
with a broken back and probably massive internal injuries—because she’s still
breathing, I should feel all warm and fuzzy inside?”


 


“Yep,” Michelle stood and backed away, “anybody want
to say a quick prayer?”


 


“I think we’re all going to be saying a lot of prayers
before this is over,” Sam replied, “do you want me to finish her?”


 


The thunder of the chrome 12 gauge was his answer.


 


They finished their sweep out the road with no other
encounters. A total of sixteen bodies were found, counting the five in front of
the store. 


 


“Now the fun part,” Eric said dryly as they walked
back to the store.


                                                                          


“OK, let’s circle the marina parking lot and see if
Max picks up on anything. From there, we’ll start spiraling in, checking
buildings as we go.”


 


“Do you want me to take point?” Sam asked.


 


“No . . . thanks for offering, but I need to be out
front with Max.”


 


Sam nodded, and a few minutes later they began their
loop. Going slow and searching every shadow with their lights took almost
twenty minutes, but yielded no results. “How do we know this thing isn’t five
miles down the road by now?”


 


“We don’t, but let’s eliminate the close possibilities
before we worry about what might be five miles away.” Eric picked his radio up,
paused, and then turned toward Michelle, “These are great, but I’m really
wishing we had a ‘hands free’ option.”


 


“We do, for six of them anyhow. The ones that Andy and
I brought back from my office have single transducer throat microphones and
earpieces—we just haven’t taken the time to set them up yet.”


 


“We need to make that a priority.”


 


“Everything is a priority right now.”


 


“I know what you mean. Are you ready?” Sam and
Michelle both nodded.


 


“Thompson, we’re getting ready to make our sweep
between the buildings.”


 


“10-4”


 


They circled around the front of the store, past the
gas pumps and over to the first block building. It was still locked.


 


“What’s inside here?” Sam asked.


 


“Walter uses it as an overflow storage building for
products he stocks at the store.”


 


“So it might be filled with food?” Sam’s eyebrows rose.


 


“Knowing Walter, it’s probably stacked floor to ceiling
with empty beer bottles.”


 


The propane storage shed was also secured, and as they
passed, Michelle gave them a quick rundown of what Walter had shown to her and
Amy.


 


“All right,” Eric sighed, “that leaves us with
Walter’s office and the boat warehouse.”


 


They reversed course and headed back past the two
small outbuildings, re-examining every nook and crevice as they went by. Ahead
of them, the garage door side of Walter’s office building loomed still and
steady in the cool, night air. Puffs of their breath fogged into miniature
clouds in the brilliant illumination of their lights as they approached the
structure, weapons at the ready.


 


“Let’s circle it . . . there’s a couple of windows on
the front side that we can look through. They’ll only give us a view into the
area where Walter has his desk, but at least it’s a start.”


 


They circled counterclockwise, coming up between the
store and the office before continuing around and putting the store at their
backs. Above their heads, just under the eve at the corner of the building, a
small surveillance camera was facing outwards. Eric stopped and shined his
flashlight along the roofline of Walter’s office, and then jumped it over to
the store. He found two more cameras.


 


“Hey Walter, when did you get the surveillance
system?”


 


“About two weeks before Christmas last year, so
that’s what—about five months ago, I guess.”


        


“I’m guessing that they don’t work right now,
correct?”


 


“No, they’re tied in to grid power. I’ve got ‘em hooked
to a UPS backup that’ll provide about twenty minutes of runtime for the cameras
and the DVR system before it shuts down, but that’s just for the occasional
power interruption.”


 


“How many cameras are there—I can see three from
where I’m standing—one of them is above my head at the corner of your office
facing towards the store, and I can see two of them on the store, but I can’t
tell which direction those are pointed.”


 


“I have two separate systems. The first one has
three of those little black dome cameras flush mounted in the ceiling of the
store. One is above each register, and one is at the point where the two wings
come together. Those are the only inside cameras hooked to the system. There
are six cameras linked with the outside system. Three of them are on the store,
and three are on my office.”


 


“Where do they point?”


 


“Ah, let me try and picture this for you .  . . OK,
on the store, there’s a camera that picks up from the two small outbuildings
over to the road, so it catches the diesel pump as well. There’s another camera
out front pointing straight at the gas pumps, and then the last one catches the
edge of the boat launch, the road out front, and just a sliver of the gas
pumps. You with me so far?”


 


“Yep.”


 


“OK, on my office there’s a camera—the one right
above your head—that faces towards the store. Another one is on the backside of
my office and faces towards the warehouse. The last one is also on the
back—actually just around the corner—and it gets a wedge from where my driveway
cuts off of the marina all the way over to the boat ramp. On a clear day you
can see the horizon over at the campground on that one.”


 


“Any of them have night vision capability?”


 


“All of them, but the range is pretty sucky. On a
dark night without any external light source, you’ll get a clear picture out to
maybe thirty feet. Out to the fifty foot mark, you can see, but it’s pretty
fuzzy. Beyond that it’s black. Normally it’s not a problem since we have the
big mercury vapor lights at the boat launch, as well as other spotlights and
whatnot scattered around the marina. Of course, they ain’t been on for awhile
now, so we’re back to suck central—but none of that matters since there’s no
power.” 


 


“OK, thanks.”


 


“So much for catching a break,” Eric grumbled.


 


“Maybe not right now, but there might be a way to
figure out how we can use them later.”


 


Eric nodded at Sam as he slid past and positioned
himself near a window. Michelle leapfrogged past him and pressed her back
against the wall by the second window. “On two and a half?” she teased.


 


Eric smiled as he whispered, “One . . . two . . .
three.”


 


On three he spun and pressed the light flat against
the glass of the window, flooding the inside front room of the office with a
white glow. Michelle’s weapon light added to the illumination—the bright chrome
barrel of the shotgun holding steady less than a foot away from the glass.
Nothing moved. Another few moments of searching through the windows kept their
score at zero.


 


Eric quietly slid over to the door and tested the
knob. It didn’t move.


 


“I hope one of you has the key.”


 


Sam stepped forward, “I do supposedly, although I
don’t know which one it is.”


 


It turned out to be the first key that Sam tried, and
the door opened silently inward.


 


“Max, come here,” Eric called out softly.


 


Max trotted over and paused in the doorway, his head
shifting and bobbing as he peered into the room beyond.


 


“Let’s go buddy . . . go get ‘em.”


 


Max’s bushy black tail curled partway over his
haunches as he stepped into the building and moved haltingly past Walter’s
desk. Eric followed quietly, searching left to right with the Colt and
flashlight combination. Michelle trailed five feet behind, and Sam brought up
the rear. The office and restroom were empty, and Max moved through the open
door into the hallway.


 


Barely ten feet long, the wood paneled length of the
hallway dead ended at an oil painting hung on the wall. The painting depicted a
field of pastel wildflowers, and Eric knew that the artist of the work was
Walter’s oldest daughter, Zoe. The door on the right at the end of the hall led
to the room with Walter’s handmade picnic table. The door opposite it opened
into the old mechanical shop where Walter tinkered with everything from
trolling motors, to large, fuel injected V8 engines from ski boats.


 


“Left or right?” 


 


“Left,” Sam said from the back.


 


“OK, right it is,” Eric chuckled back.


 


“What the hell . . . don’t you trust my Native
American instincts?”


 


“I’ve seen the bruises all over your face—I’m not sure
if your instincts are functioning at their peak levels.”


 


Sam directed his flashlight beam at Eric’s feet. “I
don’t suppose your own instincts are going to win you any prizes either,
hopalong,” he remarked with a snicker.


 


Eric returned the laugh, “Good point . . . Michelle,
pick a door.”


 


“Right.”


 


“Brown-noser,” Sam whispered with a sneer.


 


“Max, let’s go.” Eric softly padded up to the
right-hand door, and with a nod back toward Sam and Michelle, turned the knob.
The room beyond was as he remembered it. A large, roughhewn picnic table sanded
smooth on all the contact points sat on a deep layer of wood chips. In the
corner, a laundry sink was bolted to the wall just below a ceiling mounted heater.
The far wall of the room was made up of a metal garage door. The room was empty
of anything else.


 


“Watch the hallway for a second,” Eric said as he
walked back to the garage door and tested it.


 


“This seems pretty secure. I doubt if anything larger
than a rat could get in this way.”


 


Sam and Michelle nodded, but said nothing as Eric and
Max wormed past them. Pausing at the door to the motor bay to verify they were
all ready took only a second, and then Eric turned the knob. The door opened
with a squeak, and Max immediately began to sound a throaty growl. The growl
mutated into a thick rumble as he bounded into the room and froze—shoulders
locked and head low to the ground. 


 


Muscles tensed in preparation for conflict, Eric leapt
after Max and spun in a quick half circle—shocking the room into brilliance as
he searched for the source of Max’s growl. The long rectangular partition
occupied almost the same square footage as the rooms with the picnic table and
Walter’s desk combined. An assortment of pulleys, hoists and stands were in
use, suspending outboard motors at varying heights across the area. To Eric’s
eyes, it looked like a surreal underwater snapshot of old, world war one ship
mines floating on cables that descended into the depths. The smell of oil,
grease, and gasoline was present. And shit. Michelle and Sam came in behind
him—guns pointed and lights blazing—but they found nothing except the faint
odor. A thorough search confirmed the room was empty, and also revealed that
the garage door entrance was so loose in its tracks that the door itself could
be moved almost eighteen inches. They located some lengths of chain and load
binders, and sealed the door shut.


 


“It was in here.” 


 


“Well that should keep it from getting back in.”


 


“One place left to look,” Eric said.


 


“Yeah, save the worst for last,” Michelle whispered
harshly.


 


“Why? . . . What do you mean ‘the worst?’” Sam asked.


 


“I take it you haven’t been inside the warehouse?” 


 


“Not yet.”


 


“There’s a lot of places to hide in there. It has
three levels of boat racks on the long walls. They use a forklift with extended
. . . uh, ‘forks’ I guess, to lift the boats and slide them in the rack. If we
have to search every boat in there, we’ll be there all night,” Eric answered.


 


“I take it you have a plan?” 


 


“It’s more of an idea, but it’s going to depend on
what we find inside.”


 


Sam looked down at his watch, “It’s a little after
9:00 PM, so whatever we’re gonna do, let’s do it.”


 


Eric reflexively gazed at his still bare wrist,
grimacing with the reminder that he was still ‘watchless.’


 


“Let’s go.”


 


They backtracked through the hallway into Walter’s
office, pausing momentarily as Eric opened the ancient green Frigidaire.


 


“We have diet soda—generic. Regular soda in about
twenty different flavors—also generic. Dr. Pepper—not generic and reserved
exclusively for the brave lunatic walking point with his dog . . . and we have
beer . . . not the cheap stuff either. In any event, no matter what you pick,
it’s all warm . . . well, room temperature anyhow.”


 


“It’s probably about forty five degrees outside, and
not much warmer in here,” Michelle commented.


 


“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that,” Eric said,
“remind me to bring it up later.”


 


“Any water in there?” Sam asked


 


“Water? Why? Are you planning on taking a bath?”


 


“Smart ass . . . bottled water to drink,” Sam
answered.


 


“You drink that stuff?” Eric chuckled as he continued,
“Water should only be used for three things—to fish in, to fill a hot tub with,
and to make Dr. Pepper and beer with.”


 


“Which probably explains why you stink almost as bad
as those things do,” Sam rebutted with a grin.


 


“Holy crap,” Michelle exclaimed, “what are you
guys—back in third grade?”


 


“Sorry ma’am,” Eric whined, “me and Sammy, we was just
foolin’ around. Please don’t send us to the office.”


 


“Besides,” Sam echoed in a juvenile voice, “he started
it.”


 


Michelle stood there, rolling her eyes as Eric and Sam
ruptured with barely restrained laughter. After a moment as a spectator, it
became too much and Michelle joined them in the mirth.


 


When things settled down, they finished their drinks
and rechecked their weapons. Eric switched out the batteries on the shotgun
mounted Quark, and then locked eyes with Sam and Michelle. “Thanks, I needed
that.”


 


“We all did,” Sam replied, still grinning.


 


“Weapons hot and safeties off?” Eric asked.


 


Michelle nodded and Sam said, “Loaded for bear.”


 


“Let’s get this over with.”


 


They left the office, locking it behind them as they
moved out to the gravel lot. Another scan with their flashlights showed no
change that they could tell, and a brief radio contact with Thompson also came
up clear. With Max again walking point, Eric, Michelle, and Sam moved into a
triangle formation and followed. The long, rectangular metal building stretched
both up and away in the darkness of the cool night, and a short look skyward
confirmed that the hazy cloud cover had finally developed enough momentum to
conceal the stars.


 


They crept down the wide pathway between the boat
warehouse and Walter’s office, finally halting about fifty feet away from the
huge sliding door. Max continued to pace slowly as Eric keyed his radio.


 


“Thompson, you got your eyes on us?”


 


Two bright flashes from the roofline of the store
accompanied his response. “I see you.”


 


“We’re getting ready to go in the warehouse.”


 


Max halted and cocked his head toward the warehouse,
and then looked back toward Eric before trotting toward the large door.


 


“Max . . . wait.”


 


“10-4, I’ll keep a watch for anything that comes
out that ain’t you.”


 


Max’s giant black head swayed back and forth as he
froze his feet in place. His ears stood stiff and upright, shifting faintly
from side to side as he stared at the metal door.


 


Walter’s voice cut over, “You need to be careful
where you aim inside the warehouse. Same problem as before . . . understand?”


 


Eric watched as Max’s ears shifted and jerked with
unusual speed. Max turned again to face Eric and gave an excited whine, pawing briefly
at the gravel before turning back to face the warehouse.


 


“Understood,” Eric replied almost absent
mindedly as he watched Max’s odd behavior.


 


“What is it?” Michelle whispered.


 


“I’m not sure. Max is acting strange.” After a
momentary pause, he added, “Get ready.”


 


As quietly as he could, Eric snuck over to Max’s side.
Thumping the broad muscular chest brought an additional burst of confidence,
and he stood and crept toward the door. A silent hand motion was enough to
bring Max next to him. Five feet from the door Max began to rumble.


 


“What is it, buddy?” Eric reached down and rested his
palm on Max’s thickly furred neck. Dense vibrations quivered through the coarse
coat of hair, and he could feel the powerful cords winding up and tensing as
Max picked up on . . . something.


 


Michelle and Sam glided past them and took up positions
against the metal-skinned, sliding bay door. Over Max’s low growl, Sam
whispered, “What’s wrong?”


 


“I’m not sure. He’s definitely sensing something, but
it’s odd.”


 


“Odd how?”


 


“How much time do you want me to spend right now
giving you a lesson in wolf psychology?”


 


“None . . . just tell us what you want to do.”


 


“Let’s pull back a little bit and reevaluate.”


 


Sam nodded. “OK.”


 


Eric pulled the radio off his belt and talked softly,
“Thompson, we’re going to step back for a minute and reconsider our plan of
entry. Keep a sharp eye out.”


 


“Eric wai . . .” Michelle started to whisper but was
cut off as their radios broadcast Thompson’s reply.


 


“I got it. Your team is pulling away from the
warehouse to reevaluate.”


 


Max’s ears twisted and shifted again as he continued
to focus on the warehouse and growl. 


 


From the corner of his eye, Eric caught Michelle
leaning flush against the sliding door.


 


Their radios blared again as Walter’s voice sounded. “Eric,
is everything OK? Do you want me to send Dave or Mike down there to help out?”


 


Both Max and Michelle tried to get his attention
simultaneously. Max by increasing his growl to a lip curling snarl, and Michelle
by flapping her hand to draw his eyes.


 


“Easy, Max . . . wait,” Eric whispered as he turned to
focus on Michelle, “What?”


 


Michelle held a finger up to her lips for silence, and
then sent a hushed whisper back at them.


 


“Turn your radios all the way down.”


 


“Off?”


 


“No, just all the way down.” 


 


They reached down and rotated the knobs. Michelle
followed suit, and then brought her radio up to her lips.


 


“Walter, I have a strange request for you . . . as
soon as I stop transmitting this message, I want you to reply on the radio by
counting to ten slowly and clearly.”


 


A leaden silence followed for the space of three
heartbeats, and then from somewhere behind the sliding door, Walter’s faint
voice could be heard.


 


“One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .”











Chapter 15


 


The three of them exchanged looks as they listened to
the ghostly count piercing through the metal door. When it ended, Eric motioned
them back toward the office.


 


“It’s got to be Alton’s,” Michelle said.


 


“How many of the Fish and Wildlife radios do we
have—total—and where are they?”


 


“I brought back six of them from my office, plus the
two portables that I’d already had—one of those I already gave to you—and the
base unit in my Tahoe . . . so that’s eight, plus the base.”


 


“Minus the one you gave me. It’s still sitting in the
back of the broken down Gator on the logging road above Uncle Andy’s cabin. And
. . . I, uh . . . kinda broke it.”


 


Michelle frowned. “OK, seven then, plus the base.”


 


“They’re all out,” Sam added. “Us three, Walter, Amy,
the roof guard, and the gate guard. The only one were not using right now is
the base unit in Michelle’s truck.”


 


“So if they’re all accounted for, the one we’re
hearing in the warehouse has to be Alton’s.”


 


“Yep.”


 


“He could still be alive in there,” Sam suggested.


 


Eric reached a weary hand up and pinched the bridge of
his nose in concentration. “That had to be why Max was acting squirrelly—he was
hearing the radio from inside the warehouse.”


 


“Yeah, but he was also growling, wasn’t he?” Michelle
asked.


 


Eric nodded. 


 


“So how do we want to do this . . . didn’t you say you
had some kind of an idea?”


 


“To be honest, I was toying with the idea of using
Walter’s tractor to seal the warehouse from the outside. It wouldn’t be too
difficult to push some dirt around any openings or gaps in the wall, and then
park the tractor out front against the sliding door to keep it wedged shut. I
figured we’d be better off tackling the warehouse in the daytime.”


 


Sam frowned and shook his head, “I don’t think that’s
going to be a great option for us. Logistically anyhow.”


 


Eric nodded, “Yeah, I came to the same conclusion
pretty quick. Too few people, too many places to watch, too much noise, and too
much time.”


 


“So what then?” 


 


“Let me think about this for a second,” Eric sighed.


 


After a long minute’s silence, Eric turned to
Michelle, “How do you access the private channels on these things?”


 


She gave him the code and showed him how to punch it
in.


 


Eric turned his volume back to normal and brought the
radio up to his lips, holding it there for a few seconds as the last few
baggage cars were attached to his train of thought.


 


Dropping the radio slightly, he looked at Sam and
Michelle, “Does everybody know how to switch to a private channel on these?”


 


“No, only the people that have them right now—or the
people that had them already—like Crowbar Mike and Preacher Dave. Why?”


 


“But Alton would know how to do it, right?”


 


“Yeah, why?”


 


“I’m just wondering . . .”


 


“What?”


 


Eric paused again, a frown of concentration evident on
his face before he answered, “Do we have any reason to think, or suspect, that
these things—the infected I mean—act with any sort of thought process higher
than a base level . . . ‘drive’ . . . I guess would be the word?”


 


“We know practically zilch about them, other than the
fact that we’re apparently their favorite food source. What are you getting
at?”


 


“Well, I’m just thinking out loud here, but if I call
Walter on the radio and ask him to switch to a private channel, and Alton is
one of ‘them’ . . . well, is there any reason to suspect that he’d change the
channel to listen in?”


 


They exchanged glances, but nobody spoke for a moment.
Finally Sam broke the silence, “Eric, I think the honest answer to your
question is that we don’t know. We’re not sure if Alton is inside the
warehouse, or if somehow it’s just his radio. If he is inside, we don’t know if
he’s dead, alive, or one of them. We’re also missing the original target of
this little expedition, and we’re ‘assuming’ that he-she-it is inside the
warehouse . . . but we really don’t know. Does that answer your question?”


 


“Not at all.”


 


Sam grinned, “Disorder, anarchy, and chaos—my job here
is done.”


 


Eric and Michelle chuckled. “You’re still on the clock
until after we clear the warehouse.”


 


“Well let’s do it, then.”


 


Eric nodded, “That huge metal door slides on a track.
From a closed position, it only slides to the left. It’s not a powered door,
either, which is good since there’s no power. But even for its size, one person
can move it pretty easily—it’s not that heavy—just sheet metal over a tubular
frame. Since we don’t have any other brilliant ideas, I’d say we go with what
has worked in the past. One of us will open the door, and the other ones will
handle potential contact.”


 


“What if we slide it open just a few inches and shine
our lights through? I mean, it would really suck if we fling the door wide open
and there’s another pile of infected just waiting for us,” Michelle questioned.


 


“We’d lose any chance of surprise that way.”


 


“I don’t think surprise is much of an option at this
point.”


 


Eric nodded, “I agree. Let’s get this over with. You
two have the heavy artillery, so I guess that means I get to be the doorman.
Are you ready?”


 


They nodded.


 


“Don’t forget to turn your radios back up,” Eric said
as he called on his.


 


“Thompson, Amy, Walter . . . we’re heading back
over to the warehouse. Please maintain radio silence unless it’s an emergency.
Walter, we may ask you to count again—we’ll let you know.”


 


Three replies came back in the affirmative.


 


They moved back over to the warehouse, and Michelle
and Sam took up positions forty feet away from the door. Eric positioned Max
off to the left, and then stalked up to the leather-wrapped grab handle of the
big door. Another look at Sam and Michelle confirmed their readiness. Taking a
firm grip, Eric pulled the door slightly backwards. Overhead, the series of
metal suspension wheels rotated slightly as the door slid open six inches,
revealing the inky blackness beyond. With his shoulder braced against the door,
Eric peeked around the corner, flashlight leading the way. The echoing
stillness of the vast storage area stared silently back as the beam from his
light danced through the narrow opening. The long wall opposite the door was
covered in a triple layer, wooden framed chessboard grid. Each rise in
elevation corresponded with a reduction of the grid dimensions—the largest
boats being stored at the bottom. Scanning the light to the left brought the partial
silhouette of a propane powered forklift into view. To the right, the cement
floor followed the grid and was lost into darkness with the limitation of
Eric’s viewing angle. Eric pulled back and flattened his shoulders against the
metal door. Miming the ‘I don’t know’ gesture, he pointed to his eyes and shook
his head. Sam and Michelle both nodded, and then Sam pointed at the door,
motioning for Eric to throw it open.


 


Eric grasped the door handle with the bottom three
fingers of his left hand, maintaining a grip on the flashlight with the other
two. The 10mm was welded in his right hand. With a low rumble, the door slid
open as Eric walked backwards and pulled. After four heaving steps, he let go
of the door—its momentum coasting it another yard before stopping—and backed
away. The twin lights from Sam and Michelle poured through the twenty foot
opening, casting long and shifting shadows into the void beyond. 


 


Nothing came out.


 


“Moving up,” Sam uttered as he shifted forward and
molded himself to the outside, right door edge.


 


Michelle skulked closer and crouched down—fifteen feet
out and dead center in the door opening.


 


Eric trotted up and merged against the edge of the
open door, angling his light into the recesses of the grid to the right of Sam.
He saw nothing moving except Sam, who was walking his shotgun in a slow zigzag
pattern, searching with the mounted light to Eric’s left.


 


“I don’t see anything,” Sam whispered.


 


Eric nodded and then dropped his elbow down, covering
his radio’s speaker with the inside of his forearm. Sam followed suit.


 


Michelle picked up her radio, “Walter, please count
to five slow and clear.” She muffled her own speaker and waited for the
reply. Almost immediately it came, ringing out from the front side of the
forklift.


 


“Cover my right,” Sam whispered as he sidestepped to
the center of the opening.


 


Michelle moved up and positioned herself to Sam’s
right, searching high and low with the 12 gauge.


 


Eric shifted around the door and smashed his back
against the inside wall. Almost straight ahead was the back end of the yellow
forklift. Countless scratches and dents spoke of the machine’s long service
history before moving into the semi-retirement of an aquatic season that lasted
barely two-thirds of the year at this latitude. The very top of the roll cage
dipped into a shallow ‘V’ in memory of some ancient battle fought—and
won—against the forces of mass and gravity, although judging from the missing
windshield and innumerable other scarring, the victory may have been a hollow
one. 


 


Sam drilled his gun toward the forks as he stepped
quietly forward. Halfway to his target he began alternating—one step forward,
one step to the right. After two more steps he froze.


 


“Contact,” he hissed.


 


Eric watched as Sam bobbed and stretched his neck for
a moment before creeping closer. Five steps away from the business end of the
forklift he froze again.


 


“It’s Alton . . . I think.”


 


“You think?”


 


“He’s pretty tore up.” 


 


A hollow, reverberating thump echoed from the
recesses of the warehouse to Eric’s left, and Sam immediately raised his
shotgun, jumping it back and forth searching for a target. Michelle sprinted up
next to Sam, adding her light to the area momentarily before Sam yelled, “THERE
IT IS!” 


 


Eric scuttled around the back of the forklift and came
up beside Michelle, gun and light following the direction of her shotgun barrel.
It was pointed at a short row of blue metal drums that were lined up against
some empty spaces in the storage grid down the left hand wall. 


 


Crouching behind the metallic cylinders, the partly
visible form of a scrawny teenage boy stared back at them. Angry yellow eyes
blinked like a trapped barn cat in the glare of their flashlights. 


 


“Don’t shoot those barrels.”


 


Any risk of that happening was immediately dispelled
when the feral ghoul leapt straight upwards and clung to the grid section that
separated the first and second rows, momentarily pausing before launching
itself like a missile towards them. Twin blasts from the shotguns slammed into
the aerial target and the creature crashed to the ground ten feet in front of
them. With an unbelievable resilience, it flipped onto its side and tried to
gather its legs underneath for another leap. Blood poured out of a horrendous
neck wound as the boy scrambled and clutched at the cement floor of the
warehouse. Another double blast from the shotguns tore into the ghoul’s head,
shattering it in a cone of pink, red, and white fragments.


 


“Son of a gun—did you see that thing jump straight
up?” Sam exclaimed.


 


“I’ll bet it cleared almost six feet vertically . . .
what the hell is going on with these things?” Michelle answered.


 


“I don’t know, but that was some nice shooting—both of
you.”


 


Eric turned and illuminated the area between the
lifting arms of the forklift. Crumpled against the machine was a vaguely human
form. Torn muscles and shredded flesh still steamed lightly with heat loss in
the cool night air. Huge chunks of tissue had been ripped from the thigh area,
and most of the left arm from shoulder to wrist was exposed to the bone. The
missing radio was face down near the corpse. Eric whistled for Max, and the
giant black canine trotted through the doorway—hackles raised and golden eyes staring—pissed
that he’d been left out of the fight. 


 


Eric moved his light back and forth between the feral
and the remains by the forklift. As he did, an uneasy feeling began to settle
in his gut. 


 


Snapping around quickly, he looked down both stretches
of the long warehouse before turning back towards the forklift. Max began to
grumble and sniff the air.


 


“What is it?” Sam asked.


 


Pointing his flashlight at the ragged cadaver between
the forks, he said, “There is no way that kid,” he indicated the practically
headless ghoul, “ate thirty pounds of raw meat in the short time he’s been in
here.” Focusing the beam on the outstretched arms of the boy brought a cold
chill to Eric’s stomach, “Look at his hands . . . they’re clean—no blood.
Whatever tore Alton to pieces, it wasn’t him.” Max began to bristle and stare
into the shadows down the long warehouse as Eric finished, “You’d better reload
. . . I don’t think we’re done here.”


 


The metallic sproing of shotgun shells
compressing tubular magazine springs coincided with Max’s straight-tailed
snarl.


 


“Tight Max . . . stay tight.”


 


“Loaded,” Sam yelled as he moved forward, passing by
Eric and sliding a little to the left behind Max.


 


“Sam . . . STOP!”


 


Sam skidded to a halt just as Max turned and
lunged—slamming his jaws shut with a bone shattering snap just inches from his
face.


 


“MAX . . . NO!”


 


Eric leapt forward and wedged himself between Max’s
teeth-bared, furrowed-eye crouch, and Sam’s perfectly still, wide-eyed, blood-drained
face.


 


“Max . . . no.”


 


Eric turned to look at Sam, “Are you OK?”


 


“As soon as my heart starts beating again I’ll let you
know.” 


 


“Sorry, I should have told . . .”


 


Sam interrupted with a continual shake of his head,
“No-no-no . . . it’s my fault—I know better than to get between a K-9 unit and
its handler.”


 


“Multiply that by ten and you’ll come closer to what
happens when you get between a wolf pack and its prey.”


 


“It won’t happen again . . . I can damn sure promise
you that,” Sam exhaled slowly as he backed away several paces.


 


Eric reoriented Max forward and then took up the lead
position of their small triangle as the warehouse settled once again into eerie
silence, broken only by the low rumble from Max’s throat.


 


“Go get ‘em, Max,” Eric whispered. 


 


Max took a half dozen stiff legged paces forward
before freezing again—growling and sniffing the air towards the far left
corner.


 


Three flashlight beams sliced through the darkness as
their triangle moved closer to the shadowy recesses. When they had closed the
gap enough, Max trotted ahead another twenty feet before halting—hackles raised
and lips curled back in a teeth baring threat display.


 


The very back corner of the warehouse was occupied by
a cornflake brown colored, semi-V hull, fish and ski boat that still rested on
its trailer. The low topside, as well as the short, highly angled dual
windshield had been decorated—badly—with attempts at hand painted cattails. 


 


Eric leaned down and shined his light underneath the
trailer.


 


“I don’t see anything,” he whispered.


 


“Maybe it’s inside the boat.”


 


Eric looked at Max’s shaggy black, snarling head. It
was focused almost dead center toward the boat.


 


“Do either of you have an extra shotgun shell in your
pocket?” Eric whispered.


 


“I do,” Michelle hissed.


 


“Toss it in the boat.”


 


Eric crept forward another half step before Michelle’s
soft voice halted him.


 


“Get ready, I’m gonna throw it in three . . . two . .
. one . . .”


 


The corner of his eye caught the rotating brass and
red plastic shell as it arced skyward, cresting momentarily about twelve feet
above the ground before tumbling down and thumping noisily on the fiberglass
topside of the boat. 


 


Immediately the boat thrummed and shook violently on
its trailer. Max lowered his front quarters and snarled a warning as a huge
figure seemed to flow and unfold from the shadowed recesses of the craft.
Taller and taller it stood, towering into the arc-white illumination of the
three flashlights. Burning red eyes gazed down at them with insatiable hunger.
Corded muscles shifted and throbbed under the tattered remains of an expensive,
long sleeve business shirt. Blood—some drying, some fresh—stained the figure’s
mouth, throat, arms and hands. And axe. Welded in an iron grip, the tainted
steel, razor edge of a woodsman’s felling axe glittered crimson against the
glare. The gigantic ghoul that was formerly Victor Wayne Chapman howled
an ear-spitting cry and vaulted out of the boat, landing half crouched with a
thump in front of the three shocked figures.


 


“Oh shit,”
Eric and Michelle echoed simultaneously as the figure stood fully upright,
stretching well above their own considerable height.


 


BOOM .
. . BOOM. The rapid double tap of Sam’s 12 gauge shattered the night as
the two rounds slammed into the massive abomination’s chest. With a lunge
belying its gigantic stature, the ghoul shot forward toward the trio, bare hand
and axe hand leading the way.


 


Eric thrust
the Delta towards the monstrous figure and managed to get off three quick shots
before Max tore into the fight—slamming his iron jaws shut in a bone crushing bite
around the ghoul’s axe wielding arm. With an almost nonchalant look, the huge
ghoul stopped and lifted his arm—Max still attached—clear off the ground and up
high before jerking him sideways and down, slamming Max into the ground and
dislodging him momentarily. The impact sent Max rolling and skidding across the
warehouse floor, but also cleared the field of fire. Sam, Michelle, and Eric
poured round after round into the monster, each hit smashing into VW and making
him jerk and spasm like a giant marionette controlled by an insane puppeteer.
In a flash, Max charged back in and ripped the ghoul’s left ankle off the
ground, teetering it momentarily before it fell like a giant oak. Snarling and
growling with VW’s ankle locked in a death grip, Max dug in and pulled, moving
the still writhing ghoul backwards. Another burst of gunfire from the trio
finally shredded the head and neck, and at last colossal ghoul lay still.


 


The echoes of
gunfire were still ringing in their ears as they illuminated the body lying in
front of them. Max trotted over to Eric’s side and traded a few head scratches for
a series of enthusiastic victory licks.


 


“I guess this
is where it starts to become personal,” Michelle mumbled.


 


“What do you
mean? Do you know this guy?” Sam asked.


 


“Not really, I
mean not personally. He was from the campground, and he was on my team when we
cleared the loops. He also saved Doc with that axe the very first night when
everything started.”


 


“Who was he?”
Sam focused his flashlight on the badly damaged head of the ghoul. “It’s hard
to tell, but I almost want to say that I’ve seen him before.”


 


“VW . . .
Victor Wayne Chapman . . . was the name he told us. I think he said he worked
in real estate in Fargo or Bismarck. Amy thought there was more to his story,
though. Why,” Michelle added, “do you know him?”


 


Sam shook his
head and squinted, pausing for a moment in recollection before answering. “No,
that name isn’t ringing any bells, and with all the damage we did to his head
and face, I can’t be certain. It almost seemed—at least when he first came out
of that boat—that I had seen him before. I just don’t remember where, or when .
. . or even if.”


 


Eric lifted
his hand away from Max’s heavy tongue and pointed at the blood splattered axe
still locked in the corpse’s death grip. “Did you catch what he did with
that—or rather, what he didn’t do with that?”


 


“Yeah, it was
just in his hands, almost as an afterthought. Like he wasn’t even aware of what
it was or how it was used. In any event, he didn’t try and chop us.”


 


The silence
that permeated the warehouse lasted a full minute as each of them pondered
unspoken thoughts.


 


“Eric,”
Michelle called out softly.


 


Shaking out
the cobwebs of heavy contemplation, Eric turned.


 


“You should
wash that. Right now.”


 


Following
Michelle’s gaze, he locked his own on the hand that had been scratching Max. It
was covered with sticky traces of saliva and blood.


 


“Crap.”


 


“There’s a
sink against the wall near the forklift, let’s get you over there and cleaned
up.”


 


Eric nodded,
“Keep an eye out; there may be more of those things in here.”


 


The trip to
the sink was uneventful, and Eric spent several minutes scrubbing the drying
blood from his skin. Only the cold water faucet worked. Next to the sink was a
half gallon pump dispenser of hand sanitizer, and Michelle practically bathed
his hand and forearm with the liquid.


 


“I don’t see
any cuts. It looks like your skin is intact.”


 


“Yeah . . .
um, I guess we should still let Doc know that I might have been . . .
contaminated.”


 


Michelle and
Sam both had their faces frozen in neutral as Eric continued. “Do we have any
information, or a guess as to whether this contagion is zoonotic?”


 


“What’s that
mean?” Sam asked.


 


“It means,”
Michelle answered, “can whatever bacteria or virus that’s causing this sickness
jump to a different species.”


 


In unison,
three flashlights swiveled towards the dark silhouette of Max who was crouched
near the forklift. Almost on cue, his huge, pink tongue scalloped against his
furry muzzle, making several passes through the blood drenched hair before
disappearing back in his mouth.











Chapter 16


 


Stiff springs
bounced over yet another obstacle—pothole, speed bump . . . he couldn’t tell
from inside the cargo area of the box truck. It didn’t matter. All that he cared
about was his girls. All three of them. Two daughters and a wife. They were all
asleep—somehow—in this frigid, jarring nightmare. Perhaps for the ten
thousandth time since he had traded their Escalade for a promised safe
transport back to the United States, the man had asked himself the same
questions. Did I do the right thing? Will they keep their end of the
bargain? Are any of the other people in here sick? The truck had stopped a
half dozen times since they had boarded. On four of those occasions more people
were loaded into the back with them. The first was a group of three frightened
looking Spanish ladies. Two of them were older, with graying hair and shaking
hands. The third one, younger, but not young—maybe in her forties—escorted her
companions one at a time up the metal ramp that pulled out just below the
truck’s rear bumper. All three of them wore similar khaki colored long skirts
emblazoned with a hem of tiny dark airplanes. Some logo was stitched above the
hemline, but the darkness of the late night combined with the swishing motion
as they passed made it impossible to read.


 


The second
time the vehicle slowed to a bumpy, grinding halt, they had sat there idling
for almost ten minutes with the rear door closed. Distant, muted voices seemed to
be arguing—some in English, some in the heavily accented Russian—until with a
screeching grind, the door was rolled up and the ramp pulled down. A baker’s
dozen procession of figures marched up and into the cargo area. Men . . . women
. . . no children that he saw. Tourists, vacationers, stranded college
students—who knew. Outside, he caught a glimpse of two people huddled near the
front of what looked like a hotel’s courtesy shuttle. Standing next to them was
the same cigarette smoking Russian man that he had dealt with in what seemed to
be a lifetime ago. The footsteps on the metal ramp combined with the engine’s
low rumble blocked most of the conversation from his ears, but he did catch the
repeated words “Not sick, just a flu . . . not bad sick . . . please”


 


“Nyet.” 


 


It was
punctuated with a cloud of exhaled smoke, and the metallic slide racking of the
pump shotgun in the second Russian’s grip. 


 


The ramp was
slid back and locked in place, and then the shotgun wielding guard vaulted into
the back, pulled the door shut and took up position on a low, wooden stool. Igniting
a cigarette of his own, he kept the lighter’s flame burning long enough to gaze
at the assembly.


 


“No talking .
. . cross border soon . . . Shhh.  You talk, I throw off truck, yes?”


 


A muffled
cough accompanied the nod from the younger Spanish woman.


 


The third
loading of passengers brought nine more people on board. Most of them were so over
bundled against the cold that he couldn’t tell ages or sex. All of them were
adults, though. Two more stops occurred moments later, but no one got on at
either location. The last loading brought seventeen more riders. Two adults—both
of them young women—and fifteen children, all dressed almost identically. Black
pants, black shoes, and heavy, expensive looking woolen parkas. One of the
ladies pleaded softly—it was English but heavily accented with French—with the
shotgun guard, begging to be allowed to bring some blankets. Several drags on
the cigarette pulsed the guard’s face bright orange as he considered. 


 


“You give
kiss, I give blanket.” A trail of sparkling embers raced through the open
doorway as the stub was flicked to the ground near a large pile of suitcases.


 


“What?”


 


“You give
kiss, I give blanket. One kiss, one blanket.” 


 


A momentary
shudder, visible even through the heavy parka, passed across the woman’s
shoulders.


 


With his free
hand, the guard reached up and grabbed the door, pulling it down a foot before
stopping.  “Da sveedanya . . . Goodbye to blanket.”


 


“Wait . . .
please . . .”


 


The door
dropped another foot.


 


“OK . . . Oui
. . . OUI!” The girl stood on tiptoes and leaned toward the Russian guard,
aiming for his cheek. At the last second the guard shifted his stance and
locked his right arm behind her neck, crushing her lips to his. Her muffled
struggling didn’t seem to concern the guard, and he held her there for a solid
ten seconds.


 


His grip
finally relaxed, and the young lady pushed away from the guard, almost tripping
over another passenger in an effort to maintain her balance.


 


“You are
animal,” she spat. It had come out in three syllables, an-NEE-mal.


 


The guard
chuckled and lit another cigarette, gesturing down the ramp. “You go get
blanket.” A quick glance at the luminous dial of his watch preceded several
taps of the timepiece with his cigarette laden fingers. “Leave . . . one minute.”


 


The woman’s
boots stomped hurriedly down the ramp toward the pile of luggage. As she
defiantly gathered up an entire armful of blankets, the gloomy darkness slowly
lightened with the approach of another vehicle. It was coming from the opposite
direction, and when it finally neared, its headlights pushed the night back far
enough to illuminate a large road sign. It was marked as Canadian Highway 2,
Red Coat Trail. East. That meant they were heading west, not south towards the
United States. At his side, his youngest daughter tossed fitfully in her sleep.
An instinctive caress of his hand through her hair encountered a burning fever
erupting across her forehead.











Chapter 17


 


A sweep
through the rest of the warehouse came up uneventful, so after checking in on
the radio, they spent a few extra minutes moving pallets to partially cover
some potential entry points on the back wall. It wasn’t perfect, and certainly
wouldn’t keep out anything that was determined to get in, but at least they’d
be able to tell if something had disturbed their impromptu barricade. For a
final touch—temporary at least—Michelle and Sam kept guard while Eric backed
the forklift out and then repositioned it against the sliding door, wedging it
shut. The missing radio had been brought out, but for now, the three bodies
were left inside. 


 


“OK, I think
we’re done here.”


 


Sam looked
around, searching through the long shadows brought to life with his flashlight.
“I hope so. What now?”


 


“Let’s head
back to the store. I’d like to do a couple more laps around the area in my
truck, and then I suppose were going to have to sit down with everybody from
the campground and figure out our next move.”


 


The quick journey back to Eric’s truck, followed by
several more laps around the marina brought no encounters, and the three of
them got out and leaned wearily against the closed tailgate as the adrenaline
high began to wear off.


 


“Walter, Amy . . . as far as we can tell, we’re clear
of any immediate threats. We took care of the feral and . . . other things . .
. so if we’re going to have our meeting with everybody, I’d suggest we do it
now while the window is open.”


 


“I heard a lot of shootin’ down there, is everybody
OK?” Walter’s gruff voice came back
immediately.


 


“Yeah, we’re all OK,” Eric returned, “but I imagine the boat warehouse
is going to need a lot of holes patched so it doesn’t leak.”


 


“I don’t care about that, as long as we don’t have to
patch any holes in one of you.” After
a brief pause, Walter continued, “I think that we’re pretty much ready to go
up here . . . Amy, are you ready?”


 


Amy’s voice came over the radio, almost overwhelmed by
the chatter in the background. It was an affirmative ‘Yes’ with an
unspoken but easily discernible ‘thank goodness.’


 


“All right then. Eric, will you have somebody drive my
truck up here? I don’t think all of us can’t fit in the Mule.”


 


Eric swiveled his head and flashlight toward the lake.
Barely visible was the top six inches of Walter’s new truck poking out from its
aquatic resting place. After a brief moment’s contemplation, Eric handed his
radio to Sam. “You borrowed it, you tell him.”











Chapter 18


 


Dehydrated flakes of coconut avalanched down the sides
of the muffin-like, cellophane wrapped dessert that was serving as Eric’s
supper. The needed distraction of mental arithmetic brought the conclusion that
only about thirty percent of the tiny flakes actually made it into his mouth.
The rest decorated his shirt, lap, and the floor in front of him. They were
surprisingly slippery, and Eric’s boot slid in a haphazard figure eight pattern
as Sam, Amy, and Doc Collins finished up getting the crowd settled and ready.
An impromptu head table had been set up along the back edge of the store, and
the crowd, most of them seated on the floor due to lack of chairs, jostled
nervously. Thirty-seven faces—some of which he recognized—waited with a mixture
of impatience, sorrow, or fear in the dim light cast by the solitary camping
lantern. The low hiss from the pressurized gas in the lantern reminded
Eric of a distant, hidden snake.


 


Scott and Thompson had volunteered to stay on the roof
as guards, and Bernice, Rebecca, and the older couple—Bucky and Frederica—were
still up at the house. Both locations had been given a GMRS walkie-talkie that
was set on monitor so they could follow the meeting. A third radio locked in
broadcast mode sat on the head table. 


 


Thirty-seven faces. There were more—just a few though—on
the other side of the makeshift cloth divider that separated the bait and
tackle wing from the grocery wing. Those missing from the visible crowd were a
pair of sleeping children, and four traumatized parents who had opted out of
the meeting, lost in grief or despair over missing loved ones. Something in
that thought bothered Eric, although he couldn’t seem to put his finger on it
at the moment.


 


Shifting from coconut flake math to real numbers
brought Eric back to reality. Thirty-seven people on the floor, plus another
half dozen behind the divider brought it to forty-three. Add that to what . . .
another dozen? Thirteen? No, there was more than that, and he began a mental
checklist as Walter scooted past, grumbling as he made notes in a dog-eared
tablet. Another moment of concentration, aided by several finger counts brought
Eric’s total to seventeen additional people. With a frown, he flipped two more
fingers upright—Uncle Andy and Emily. Nineteen. That brought their grand total
up to sixty-two people. 


 


Before his mind dropped into logistics mode, he was
nudged from the side. “What was it, just a few days ago that you were crouched
down right about there, searching for your baby bottle pacifier of hot sauce?”


 


He smiled at Michelle and nodded, “And then you showed
up, and the world got turned upside down.”


 


Eric watched as Michelle gave a short laugh and ran
her fingers through her hair. “Leave it to a redhead to wreck your world.”


 


“Wreck . . . or rock?” he shot back with a smirk.


 


“You know what they say,” she beamed, “you can sleep
with a blond, and you can sleep with a brunette, but you’ll never get any sleep
with a redhead.” A not so subtle wink followed.


 


A rapid series of taps drew their attention to the
table. “OK people,” Walter said, “let’s get this started.” He turned toward
Michelle and Eric, “You ready?”


 


Eric nodded, and then turned to Michelle, “You’re up
first, go get em’ tiger.” He heard her sigh in response as he turned and walked
over to the door, positioning himself as a guard.


 


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she announced, “I think I’ve
introduced myself to most of you at some point over the past few days, but for
those of you who might have missed it, I am Officer Owens . . . Michelle . . .”


 


“An officer of what?” The voice cut in from one of the
groups that they had already pegged as potential trouble.


 


“I’m a Federal agent with the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service.”


 


“Why are you here? It’s not like we’re being attacked
by a school of trout.” 


 


Michelle ignored the man and continued with re-introductions
of Walter, Eric, and the others. Turning back to the crowd, she said, “Let me
start this meeting by asking Dave Fischer to say a prayer.”


 


Preacher Dave stood and bowed his head. “Heavenly
Father, we come to You again in our hour of need, trusting You to guide us with
wisdom and courage in the times to come. Our world is suffering a great loss,
and Your people are crying out for deliverance. Our hearts are heavy, Lord,
with the pain of missing loved ones, and an uncertain future. Father, I humbly
ask for Your reassurance and strength to settle on each person here. Please
surround us with Your mighty hand and shelter us with Your presence. Let Your
light shine in the darkness, and let us be a people guided by Your Holy Spirit.
In the name of our Lord, Jesus Christ, I ask this. Amen.”


 


Several echoes of “Amen” rebounded from the crowd.


 


Michelle’s face took on a serious, no nonsense
expression as she recapped what had happened earlier that evening, and then she
turned the table over to Doc Collins. 


 


Doc finished up a round of paper shuffling with Callie
before addressing the audience. “First things first. Many of you from the
campground have already gone through a round of filling out paperwork on your
medical history in case something happens to you. Most of that paperwork is
back at the campground. Please humor me and take just a minute to fill out this
much abbreviated form. My assistant will collect them when you’re done, and
then I will give you, to the best of my medical knowledge, a rundown of what we
might be facing . . . although I’ll warn you that we don’t have much to go on.”


 


Several sets of eyes rolled at the announcement of
more paperwork, but in a short time it had been distributed, completed, and
collected. Eric watched as Callie retreated to the table’s edge and began to
sort the forms. As she did, Doc stepped to the front of the crowd.


 


“Let me first give you a general rundown of what we
suspect. Medically speaking, I cannot give you the answers that many of you are
seeking. I can’t give you them, because I’m still seeking them as well. But
here is what I can tell you . . . first off, I have no clue whether this is
caused by a bacteria, a virus, or something else entirely. I don’t even know
what ‘this’ is. I can only speak semi-intelligently on the symptoms and
progression of the sickness, and even then it comes from our limited resources
and observations.” He took a deep breath and continued as Callie began entering
the form data into her tablet.


 


“Contrary to many of the rumors floating around,
infected people are not ‘zombies.’ They are not dead. They still have a
heartbeat, and obviously, mobility and some semblance of thought processing and
reasoning. Some observations seem to indicate that many of the infected are
functioning at more of a base level drive. Other infected, however, seem to
retain a higher level of cognitive function. It also appears that this pathogen
affects different people in different ways. Before I delve into that area, let me
clarify this—and please listen carefully—we have absolutely zero, repeat, zero
reason to think, based on our observations so far, that infected people have
any control over their actions. As far as we can tell, they exhibit no
pre-infection moral restraint. And before you ask, no one that we have seen, or
heard about, or in any way have any knowledge of, has exhibited a reversal of
symptoms. In other words, once somebody is infected, there is no cure or help
that we know of.”


 


Several hands went in the air, and Doc pointed at one
of them, a dark haired lady sitting alone near the edge of the crowd. “What did
you mean about moral restraint?” she asked.


 


“That means that if your great grandmother who loves
you dearly, or your best friend, or spouse, or a child that you gave birth to
becomes infected, by every account and observation we have, they will in no way
recognize you. They will not reason with you. They will not listen to you. What
they will do, however, is not pretty. We have all seen the results of that.”
Several more hands went up, but Doc shook his head, “Let me finish what little
I have before I take any questions.”


 


Eric shifted his gaze around the room, partially
amazed how quiet the crowd had remained so far. He watched as Callie stood up
with several papers in her hand, and in the moment of silence before Doc
continued, she called out several names. Skipping through the crowded floor
brought her over to several people that had raised their hand when their name
had been called. Eric watched as she pointed to a space or spaces on the
medical form, and then saw her jot down a sentence or two in response to what
ever had been left blank. She circulated throughout the crowd as Doc continued.


 


“The progression of this infection . . . no wait, let
me back up.” He took a deep breath and looked around the room. “We are not sure
how this infection is spread for certain. We can make some fairly logical
conclusions, however. Direct contact with infected tissue or substances seems
to be likely, at least if they are somehow introduced into the body—a bite for
example. One of those we lost from the campground, a lady named Brenda, had a
copious amount of infected blood sprayed in her face, eyes, and mouth as she
battled to help save the children on their bicycles. You’ve already heard that
story. Are there other ways the sickness can pass from one person to another?
Maybe. Probably. I don’t know. And the million dollar question—is it airborne?
Another doctor that Officer Owens encountered over at Fort Hammer seemed to
think that it was airborne. Again, we just don’t know for sure.” Doc cleared
his throat and took a sip of water from a clear plastic cup before continuing.


 


“Regardless of how it is actually spread, we do seem
to have a slightly better understanding of the progression that follows when
the pathogen is introduced. I need to clarify this, however. What I’m about to
tell you is based primarily on our personal observations. We could be totally
wrong.”


 


“Doctor Collins,” a heavyset man near the front
interjected, “I don’t want to come across like a jerk, but we’re tired. All of
us—bone tired, scared, worried—so can you just get to the point without all of
the weasel words and disclaimers? I mean, most of us have already figured out
that nobody really knows anything for sure, so just tell us what you can. No
sugar coating, OK?”


 


Doc nodded. “When someone is exposed and infected,
they seem to develop a high fever. Our very limited observation opportunities
have put this initial stage running the gamut anywhere from about thirty
minutes to upwards of ten hours. There are further reasons to believe that this
‘incubation period’ could last substantially longer, or in some cases,
substantially shorter, before fever sets in. Once someone shows evidence of a
high, or rapidly spiking temperature, the next stage approaches quickly—usually
within an hour. This second stage seems to be fatal to roughly twenty to forty
percent of the infected. We’ve observed in almost all cases a muting, or
graying, of the skin tone. Our experience, limited as it is so far, has also
encountered a brief period of weak, rapid heartbeats and further spiking of
body temperatures. Stage three, or maybe the end stage of two, results in what
is apparently an influx of ruptured blood vessels in the victim’s eye. Stage
four and beyond is where the infected person becomes . . . like those people
lying out there.” He indicated toward the door near Eric, and the bodies that
everybody knew were sprawled beyond.


 


Another clearing of his throat followed. “Stage four,
as far as we know, seems to be characterized by the infected person losing all
control of rational, ethical, or moral self-control. They also exhibit a high
resistance to bodily injury—check that—they exhibit a high resistance to the
typical effects of bodily injury. For instance, a non-infected person might
fall and break their leg. For a lot of people, that type of injury might
rapidly progress to shock. Once someone becomes infected, it doesn’t seem like
their body reacts the same way. They still would have a broken leg, but they
either don’t feel the discomfort of that injury, or their body or mind somehow
ignores the typical effects associated with it. So, to sum it up, stage one,
the initial infection and beginning of the fever symptom. Stage two is the
high, spiking fever, followed by paling of the skin. If the victim survives the
‘system shock’ if you will, of stage two, then stage three seems to be
characterized by blood pooling in the eyes and most probably other systemic
changes that we cannot visibly observe. Stage four is when they become active
‘infected.’ We have also noted a distinct lack of bowel control in stage four
victims. They appear to be continually processing waste material through their
digestive system, but conscious control of the sphincter muscle seems to be
absent. I’m sorry, but that’s all we really have to go on. Questions?”


 


“You said that this affects different people in different
ways. What exactly did you mean by that?”


 


“Yes,” Doc rubbed his eyes as he answered, “as all of
you know, there appears to be a more than one ‘version’ if you will, of a stage
four infected. It seems that the most common type that we’ve encountered is
characterized by red eyes. For reasons that I am medically unable to explain,
others have been reported with a yellowish, or jaundiced cast in their eyes.
These seem to be affected, or perhaps ‘infected’ differently. For lack of a
better term, we have been referring to them as ferals. Through whatever process
is at work here, they somehow seem to operate on a greatly enhanced adrenaline
high.” Doc paused and looked around the room. When no one voiced an
interjection, he pointed towards Sam. “Trooper Ironfeather has even reported
the sighting of an infected lady with entirely black eyes. I am again at a loss
to medically explain that symptom.” 


 


“So how do we protect ourselves? I mean, how do we
keep from becoming one of those things?”


 


“Again, I can only speak in generalities since we’re
not entirely sure what we’re dealing with, but the transmission of pathogens
requires certain conditions. Take, for example, the common cold that we’re all
familiar with. It can be spread by coughing, in which case tiny particles of
the virus are spewed in an area in front of the coughing host. Those particles
are attached to microscopic droplets of liquid—saliva, expelled mucus and
whatnot—that are then inhaled by an additional person or persons in the area.
Or maybe the host covers their mouth when they cough. Then three minutes later
they shake the hand of an old friend they haven’t seen in a while. That friend
chats with them for a few minutes, and then takes out a cigarette and puts it
in his mouth, along with the infected material that was transferred with the
handshake. In any event, once the initial contamination happens, a wide variety
of factors now influence whether or not that person becomes sick. This is, of
course, a very basic level explanation of how a pathogen might be spread. Like
I said, we don’t know what is causing the sickness, but no matter what, all the
standard precautions for good hygiene should still reduce your risk of
exposure. A great rule of thumb to remember is this; ‘if it’s wet, and not
yours, don’t touch it.’ Another thing to focus on is the use of barriers and
protective equipment—like latex or nitrile gloves—wherever possible.”


 


“Yeah, that’s all well and good, but what if somebody
in this room is already sick? How do we protect ourselves from that?”


 


“The best advice I can give you is still the same
advice that you’ve been hearing all your lives. Wash your hands. Use soap.
Avoid unnecessary physical contact with people who are showing signs of
infection. Use hand sanitizer—there’s plenty of it that we brought down at
supper time. Just don’t waste it. Any other questions?”


 


A brief silence drifted across the room before a
slightly chubby, balding black man stood. “I got one. We’ve been here for a few
days already. In that time we had that lady who killed herself with pills, and
them infected kids that you had to shoot in here. Even that little one in the
sleeping bag. There’s already been blood spilled and mopped up in this very
room. What’s to say that some of us won’t come down with this sickness in an
hour, or maybe in the middle of the night when most of us are sleeping. What
then?”


 


“I’m not sure that I understand your question,” Doc
replied.


 


The man’s tone shot up several notches and he pointed
a thick finger toward Doc. “What I’m asking is what do we do if someone comes
down sick. Do we throw them outside? Do we shoot them? Do we give them a chance
to leave?” 


 


“That’s part of what we have to figure out tonight,”
Doc answered with a shake of his head. No more hands were raised, so he turned
and glanced at Eric. 


 


Eric returned the look, and then walked toward the
table, passing Michelle along the way who was taking over as door guard. 


 


“I just have a couple of things, and then I’ll turn it
over to Walter. Several of you have asked me to clarify some of my statements
from earlier. I’ll do my best. Others of you may be under the misimpression
about certain facts of life. I hope to clear those up as well. The first thing,
the main thing, that I want you to understand is that we are all here as
guests. None of us are owed anything by Mr. Sheldon. It is only through the
generosity he and his wife have shown that we have even eaten in the past few
days. It is true that Mr. Sheldon has put away a few supplies for a rainy day.
Those supplies are rapidly diminishing. By my count we have over sixty people
currently at the marina. I want you to think about your own house or apartment.
How long could you feed sixty people with the food at your house? I’m guessing
not even once. I know I couldn’t. So what I’m trying to say is that we all need
to be grateful for what we’ve been given—let me say that word again—‘given’ so
far.”


 


There were several nods of agreement from the gathered
crowd, as well as an abundance of voiced “thank you’s” directed toward Walter.


 


Eric scanned the crowd slowly, trying to meet
everybody’s eyes before continuing. “There is no way for me to make the next
topic easy, but I’ve got to put it on the table, because your answers are going
to greatly influence what happens—or doesn’t happen—in the very near future. We
need to know how many of you are missing family and friends from the
campground.”


 


A huge wave of hands, accompanied by several voices
rose from the crowd.


 


 “OK, wait a minute,” Eric said as he stepped to the
very front of the assembly, “let me clarify this. I’m asking you to do
something incredibly hard. I’m asking you to not think with your heart. I’m
asking you to be honest and fair, because regardless of what has already
happened, if we decide to go back to the campground, more lives will be at
risk. So please, hear me out. I realize that almost everybody in here has
suffered some type of loss. I’m sorry for that. But you need to recognize that
any attempt to return to the campground on a rescue mission will be geared
explicitly toward non-infected people. Not property, not money or jewelry from
your camper, not your car . . . whatever. We’d be there for non-infected people
only. We would not attempt to rescue or capture anybody who showed signs of
being sick in the hope that at some point they may get better or be cured. On
the contrary, should any rescue attempt be made, it is highly likely that we
would have to deal violently with the infected, which again would put any
rescuers in a dangerous situation. So what I . . . what ‘we’ need to
know is pretty simple. I would like everybody who was at the campground to
raise your hand IF you are currently missing a family member or friend.”


 


Almost everybody’s hand went in the air.


 


Eric nodded. “OK, put your hands down for a moment. I
know we have some family groups here, so please just designate one person in
your family group to raise their hand as we do this.”


 


The crowd shuffled and murmured, and then Eric asked
the same question. This time, twenty-six hands raised skyward.


 


“Keep your hands up. Now, to those of you with your
hands in the air, if the person or persons who are missing from your family . .
. if you know that they were injured by someone who was infected, or if you
have a strong reason to believe that may be the case, please lower your hands.”


 


Several muttered sobs mixed with a few curses as the
crowd weighed Eric’s words. After a few moments, three more hands went down.
Another thirty seconds dropped two more.


 


Sam cleared his throat and stepped from the corner
toward the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, let me interject something here. The
likelihood of anybody at the campground remaining alive and uninfected at this
point is slim. We all know this. I know it’s hard to let go of hope, and I
don’t blame you for grasping tightly to every potential straw. But you need to
realize that any journey back to the campground is going to be extremely risky,
even for heavily armed and prepared rescuers. So please, if you know your loved
one was injured, put your hand down. Maybe they bought your freedom and safety
through a personal sacrifice. If so, honor their memory by putting your hand
down. Don’t make us risk our lives needlessly. Please.”


 


A bearded man wearing a pair of denim overalls raised
his hand as he spoke. “What if we don’t have any personal knowledge about what
happened to our friend? Like my buddy Shep. We was both staying in his popup at
the end of Blue Heron, but I was up near the office when everything went bad.
So I guess I honestly have no idea if he’s hurt, dead, or one of them things.
For all I know, he could be sleeping off a three day bender on the floor of the
popup.”


 


Sam and Eric looked at each other, and then Eric
addressed the man. “If you honestly have no personal knowledge, then put your
hand in the air.” Turning to meet individual faces in the crowd, he continued.
“Please understand, we’re not looking for reasons NOT to go to the campground.
We’re looking for reasons to justify the risk of returning.”


 


Sam spoke again. “So how many of you are missing a
loved one or friend from the campground, and honestly have no knowledge or
reason to believe they might be injured, deceased, or infected?” Thirteen hands
silently rose. Lucky thirteen.


 


“This is a pile of horse shit.” Short blond hair and
the remains of hastily applied mascara decorated the face of the lady who stood
up as she spoke. She was immediately accompanied by another man with a crew cut
and a scowl. “Don’t you people realize what’s really happening here?” She
twisted to face the crowd as she continued, “They have no intention of going
back to the campground. There will be no food, or gasoline, or guns. None for
us, anyhow. It will all be saved for the lucky few up at the house. And let me
tell you, it’s up there. You all know it.”


 


The man with a crew cut jumped right in. “We’ve got
room in our car for two, maybe three more people. We’ve got a half tank of gas,
and that should get us anywhere we need to go. We’re not staying here to be
used as bait. We’re leaving at first light.”


 


“Where the hell are you going to go?” The interjection
was shouted from the back corner by a lanky, middle-aged Asian man who was
cradling a shotgun. “You all know that the reason most of us ended up at the
campground in the first place was because the roads were blocked in every
direction. We were basically funneled there. Do you think anything has gotten
better? I don’t.”


 


At that, the room exploded into shouts and arguments.
A multitude of pushing and shoving, as well as numerous incidents of hair
pulling, cat fights, and punching matches erupted across the floor.


 


Eric leaned his back against the wall and sighed as
the chaos ebbed and flowed. A sweep of his eyes around the store showed that
Michelle was arguing with a trio of men. He couldn’t make out what was being
said that over the din, but he did recognize the look on her face, and
momentarily grinned inside with the knowledge that they were about to get their
asses handed to them. Crowbar Mike was trying to separate several combatants
near the divider curtain, and Preacher Dave was shouting for calm to anyone who
would listen. Further to the right, Walter was speaking to Leonard, and his
equally rotund wife Glenda. All of them were shaking their heads and gesturing
in exasperation. A final shift of Eric’s eyes stopped at Doc and Callie. They
were apparently in their own little world, even with the disruptions going on
around them. Callie was pointing to her tablet, and then motioning toward the
pile of medical forms that Doc Collins was rapidly thumbing through. After a
moment, Doc picked up the little GMRS walkie-talkie, fumbled with some of the
controls, and then spoke into it. When he had finished, he held it up to his
ear with his right hand. Eric couldn’t hear any of the reply, but he noted with
interest the rapid head bobbing and pointing that took place between Doc and
Callie after whatever response had come through.


 


The crowd was beginning to settle, and after a few
more moments of conflict and arguments, Dave managed to get everybody more or
less seated and listening. “Please, ladies and gentlemen, let’s just try and
come together. There’s still more that needs to be said and discussed tonight,
and it’s already getting late.”


 


Sam motioned for Michelle to join him near the table,
and Mike took over at the door. After she wormed her way through the crowd Sam
spoke, “I think everybody here needs to get a few things straight in their
head. We don’t know for sure if we’re going to go back to the campground. Ever.
I know that some of you have only stayed because of that possibility. Regardless
of what happens, we need to be focused on tomorrow, and the day after, and the
day after that. Something has happened to our world, and we can’t just sit here
and wait for the food to run out.”


 


“Says one of the people that stays in the house up on
the hill with all the food, electricity, and weapons.” Michelle recognized the
speaker as Diane, the lady she’d briefly met earlier that evening in Walter’s
driveway. “And besides,” she sneered, “just who is it that’s going to decide
whether or not a rescue mission is going to happen? I highly doubt if we’ll even
have a vote.”


 


With that the crowd broke down again, and it took
almost ten minutes before they settled enough to continue. Leonard took over as
door guard, and Crowbar Mike joined with Eric, Sam and Michelle at the table. Michelle
took the floor. “Before we go any further, I’d like to address Diane’s
question. The people who ultimately decide whether or not we’re going back to
Ravenwood will be the people whose lives will be on the line if an attempt is
made. So yes, you’ll have a vote. And yes, your vote will matter. But no, you
will not have the final say.”


 


“And what then?” Diane continued. “Whether or not a
rescue mission is attempted, what are the rest of us suppose to do? Where are
we supposed to go?” How are we supposed to get there?”


 


The plastic haired man stood and cleared his throat.
The glossy finish of a bolt action rifle slung across to his back caught the
lantern’s light as he turned to face Eric and Sam. “Before you start deciding
how you’re going to drum us out into the cold, there are a couple of things I’d
like to say. There are also a few questions that I think everybody here is
entitled to hear answered.”


 


“Mr. Simpson, correct?” Eric asked.


 


“Thomas Simpson. And you’re Coleman, correct?”


 


“I’m WCO Eric Coleman.”


 


“Yes, another member of the fish police. Lovely.” Eric
kept his face neutral, but he was certain that his eyes reflected increased
amounts of distaste as he waited.


 


“You,” he pointed to Eric, “said earlier tonight that
anybody was welcome to go at any time they wanted, as long as their departure
didn’t bother anybody else, correct? And in case you don’t remember, that was
said right around the time that you threatened to kill me.”


 


Eric ignored the poke. “No, what I said was that
anybody was free to leave at any time they wanted as long as their departure
didn’t put anyone at risk. In other words, if you, Mr. Simpson, wanted to leave
right now, by all means hit the door. But just because you might choose to
leave now, that doesn’t mean that I’m going to put myself in danger by guarding
you as you walked to your RV. On the other hand, if several families want to
depart at noon tomorrow, for example, we’d do our best to accommodate their
time frame and attempt some form of protection.”


 


“Well, speaking of departure, as many of you know I
had volunteered the use of my RV to serve in the capacity of a guard post. It
had almost a full tank of fuel at the beginning. Now, however, due to the
extended duty it has served, I have less than a quarter of a tank remaining.
Mr. Sheldon distributed fuel, from a rather large supply of barrels I might
add, but now we are apparently being cut off and left on our own with no hope
of a resupply. And not just me, but everybody. I think it’s pretty convenient
that the lords of the manor got the protection that we provided for the past
few days, but now we’re being turned away with less than zero. No fuel, no
food, no water. Not even a pat on the back. Just a swift kick in the ass.”


 


A sideways glance caught Michelle’s eye roll, but
before Eric responded Walter stood up. “I’ll take that one.” Eric shifted
around the table to let Walter stand at the front center position. 


 


“Mr. Simpson,” Walter began, “ladies and gentlemen,
being that this is my property, I reckon that makes me the best one to answer
some of these questions. Now my wife and Bernice and I have been doing our best
to keep you fed and warm these past few days. Others here have been doing their
best to keep you safe. Some of you have helped with guard duty and food
preparation, and I’m rightly appreciative of that. But I hope you understand
that, at least when it comes to food, we’re about out.”


 


Several murmurs and head shakes swept through the
audience, and more than a few hands went up.


 


“Hold your questions for a moment please,” Walter
stated as he flipped through the raggedy tablet. Finally settling on a page, he
looked out across the crowd. “I’ve made some decisions. Many of you might not
agree with them, and for that, I’m sorry. Before I tell you what I’ve decided,
let me first answer Tom’s question about the barrels of gas.”


 


“It’s Thomas,” Mr. Simpson spat.


 


“OK Thomas,” Walter began, “you know anything about
boats?”


 


“I know a fair amount, why?”


 


“Part of what I do here is winterizing my customers
fishing boats. Part of that process is to remove the fuel from the tanks. Some
boats use regular gas like you’d put in your car or RV. Most of the smaller
boats, which covers about ninety percent of my customers by the way, use a
gas/oil mixture. In my warehouse there were three barrels, 55 gallons each,
that were filled with regular unleaded that we pulled out of boats last fall.
The remaining eight or nine barrels are filled with the gas and oil mix. Now
stay with me here, since you opened this can of worms. The day before yesterday,
some of the men here helped me distribute two of the barrels filled with clean
gasoline. We divided it equally among the vehicles that were brought here from
the campground. Each car or RV got a little over ten gallons. Now follow along,
because this is where it gets interesting. I told you at that time to not waste
your fuel . . . that there would be little to no resupply. I specifically told
you not to keep the engine running in your RV. You ignored me and chose
comfort.”


 


“I made a smart decision to stay warm and alert for
guard duty.”


 


“You may think it was smart, but it wasn’t very wise.”


 


“What’s the difference.”


 


“A smart man knows that a tomato is a fruit, not a
vegetable. A wise man doesn’t add tomatoes to a fruit salad,” Walter chimed
back to the amusement of several members of the audience.


 


“Don’t talk to me like I’m a fool, Mr. Sheldon.”


 


“Then stop acting like one,” Walter snapped back.
“Now, as I was saying, I’ve got several hundred gallons of the gas and oil
mixture, but if you put that in your car or RV, it will most likely foul your
plugs. That would probably cause your vehicle to run badly, or maybe not at
all. If you would rather take the chance, heck, I’ll give you a funnel right
now.” Walter’s tone took on a lighter, almost grandfatherly timbre as he
continued. “As I started to say, I’ve had to make some decisions. I’ve tried to
be fair, and I hope and pray that you can appreciate that. Now, what I’m about
to say applies regardless of whether or not an attempt is made at the
campground.”


 


Doc and Callie had moved over to the far corner, away
from most of the crowd, and Eric noted that they were both engrossed in the
glare of Callie’s tablet computer. Walter flipped through his notepad for
another moment before clearing his throat and addressing the audience.


 


“Item number one, food. Right now, my wife Bernice and
a few friends are dividing up the majority of our food stocks. We have enough
that every man, woman, and child will get the following: a one gallon zip lock
bag filled with uncooked rice, two cans of assorted vegetables, two cans of
canned meat—probably tuna. All the cans have those pull tops. Keep in mind that
this is a ‘per person’ list, not a ‘per family’ list. So, if you have a family
of five people, you’ll get five bags of rice, and so on. In addition to those
supplies, each person will get an empty five gallon bucket that I highly
suggest you fill with water. Bernie is also putting together about twenty or so
small emergency kits. Things like band aids, hand sanitizer, aspirin, matches,
and some other miscellaneous supplies. I’ve also got a few dozen leftover GI
mess kits from the store. You’ll have to build a fire, but you can use the kits
to cook the rice. Oh, each person will also get a sixteen ounce soda bottle.
It’ll be filled with bleach. Use that to disinfect any water you find that
you’re not sure of. I think about one soda cap per gallon should do it.”


 


“See, the old bastard is kicking us out. Told you.”
Diane’s husband, William, shouted as he stood. “I’ve been telling you all along
that this would happen.” Reaching into his jacket pocket, William brought out a
glossy black, snub nosed revolver. For the moment it was pointed at the floor.


 


Eric’s hand dropped to the thumb break of the Delta’s
holster. “Don’t . . .” he said loudly as he shook his head.


 


“Why not? If you send us outside with those things loose,
it’s as good as killing us anyhow.”


 


Preacher Dave surged to his feet and positioned
himself in the line of fire. “Stop, please . . . we don’t need this. Please.”


 


Walter knocked his bony knuckles on the folding table.
“Before this degenerates even further, let’s just take a moment and calm down.
Everybody put your guns away and take a few breaths.”


 


William’s eyes darted to the left and right for a few
moments as he weighed his options. Finally, with shaky hands he returned the
pistol to his pocket and sat down.


 


With about three pounds more grace that he felt,
Walter managed a ‘thank you’ and nod toward William. “Now, item number two. I
am NOT kicking you out. You can stay in this building for as long as you want.
However,” he stated loudly and emphatically, “there are some things you need to
know if you decide to stay.” He glanced down at his notepad for a moment before
continuing. “As I just said, you can stay in this building as long as you want.
This building has a bathroom, a shower—cold water only, though—and a propane
stove for cooking. I just switched out the fuel tank for the stove, and it
should last for a day or so of occasional cooking, but when it’s gone, it’s
gone. You can also get clean, drinkable water from the sink, as well as the
hose faucet out front. Both of them are fed by a 750 gallon holding tank on the
roof, but when that’s empty, I have no way to refill it. There’s also the wood
burning heater. Enough firewood is stacked out back to last for a few weeks,
I’d imagine.”


 


Several murmurs swept through the crowd, but nobody
interrupted and Walter continued.


 


“Next item, gasoline. There were nine vehicles that showed
up here when the campground was evacuated. Each of those vehicles will share an
equal part of the one remaining 55 gallon barrel of clean gasoline. That should
give everybody a little over five gallons. Knowing what I’ve already told you,
does anybody want me to pull out some of the barrels that are mixed with oil?”


 


A few minutes of talking back and forth from the
audience produced no raised hands.


 


“Next, cooked food. In addition to the uncooked rice
and canned food, each person will get an equal share—I’m not sure how much,
maybe another gallon zip lock bag—of cooked food. Mostly rice, but also mixed
in with some broth and venison. I’m not sure exactly what, but it will be
enough to feed you for a bit until you figure out something else.” Walter dropped
the notepad to his side and looked around the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, once
the supplies are distributed, I will no longer be providing, or responsible for
meals. Yes, I’ve kept some supplies back for my family and friends. But I hope
you can appreciate the lengths I’ve already gone to in feeding everybody.”


 


“When is all this being handed out?” the balding black
man asked.


 


“Bernice is trying to come up with a final, small
breakfast. So after that, we’ll hand out everything that we can.”


 


“What about guns? How are we going to protect
ourselves if we stay here . . . and what about when we leave?”


 


Walter shook his head as he replied, “I’ve struggled
with that decision myself. There is no perfect answer that I can come up with.
Now please, hear me out. And try to understand where I’m coming from. The fact
of the matter is that we have too few people, and too few weapons to adequately
protect all of my property. Therefore, effective immediately, all buildings and
property, with the exception of this building and the area immediately around
it, are off limits. I’m sorry, but I just can’t take the chance that one of
those things will contaminate my friends or family. I mean this, people. The
only way I can think of to protect my loved ones is to make sure that none of
them things gets close. The only way I can do that is to establish a ‘line in
the sand,’ if you will. In other words, this building, and the area out front
toward the road, as well as the side towards the lake will be free space. Stay
here, walk to the lake, go out to the road, whatever. Everything else is going
to become a ‘shoot on sight, no questions asked’ zone.”


 


“You said you didn’t have enough people to protect
your property. Well there’s about thirty people sitting right here. We could
all move up to the house with you. Maybe it will be a little crowded, but you’d
have your army. What’s wrong with that?”


 


“Several things. First off, we have the big issue of
not enough food. Secondly, there’s not enough guns to go around . . .”


 


“Bullshit,” Diane cut in, “I saw that room the other
day. The whole wall had guns leaning against it.”


 


Walter sighed as the crowd began to argue again. “People
. . . LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! Please listen.” With a shake of his head, Walter’s
voice pushed into the crowd again. “You know, guns are like snakes. People see
a little two foot long garter snake crawling along their hedgerow, and the next
thing you know, it’s a six foot long rattlesnake that they barely escaped from.
Yes, Diane, I have several guns. Part of what I did for a living was to sell
hunting and fishing equipment. With that said, most of the guns are already out
and in service keeping you safe.” Walter pointed at Amy, Michelle, and then the
Asian man. “Shotgun . . . shotgun . . . shotgun.” He reached behind him and
hefted another, “Shotgun. Up on the roof is one of my rifles. I don’t have
enough to give everybody a weapon. I’m sorry, but that’s a fact of life that
you all have to deal with. Anyway, to get back to the original question as to
how you’ll protect yourselves down here at the shop, or if you leave . . . the
answer is I don’t know. I would be more than happy to donate those two
shotguns,” he nodded toward Amy and Mr. Lee, “but I don’t know a fair way to
determine who gets them, or gets to use them. If you can think of a way, by all
means do it, just don’t involve me. I’ve had to make enough tough decisions
already.”


 


As soon as the words left Walter’s mouth, most of the
crowd stood and began arguing again. Eric wanted to close his eyes and tune
everything out, but the very real possibility that another hot tempered person
would bring a gun into play kept him alert and focused on the throng. Skipping
his eyes slowly from the door guard through the crowd several times brought no
end in sight to the arguments, but also no angry guns, so Eric turned to try
and locate Walter. As he turned, he felt a small tug on his sleeve. Swiveling
back around and looking down, he saw one of the few children that had managed
to escape from the campground. The child, a sandy haired boy of about seven
looked up at him with hazel eyes set wide on his face. Curiosity and
determination painted his expression.


 


“Mister, my brother didn’t believe me, but the voices
changed.”


 


“Hey there buddy,” Eric managed a smile as he knelt
down, “what was that?”


 


“My brother didn’t believe me, but I heard a different
man. And then it stopped.”


 


“What stopped?”


 


The child reached into the belly pocket of the hooded
sweatshirt he wore, and pulled out a bright yellow FRS walkie-talkie.


 


“The radio stopped working?” Eric asked.


 


The boy nodded.


 


“What did you say about the voices?”


 


“They changed,” he yawned sleepily.


 


“What do you mean? What voices are you talking about?”


 


The child looked up at Eric with a slight measure of
disbelief that adults could be that dense before answering, “The voices. The
man speaking on the radio over and over again. The man who says, ‘You have
tuned to the emergency broadcast network. Stay tuned for important information.
You have tuned to the emergency broadcast network. Stay tuned for important
information.’” The boy was about to repeat it for a third time, but Eric
stopped him with a raised hand.


 


“The voices changed? Eric asked.


 


This time there was no mistaking the incredulous look
on the child’s face. “That’s what I’ve been saying.”


 


“Can I see your radio?”


 


The boy held the stubby antenna with one hand, and
then extended the radio into Eric’s open palm.


 


“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” Eric said to the boy
as he knelt down even further. The on-off-volume knob was currently wide open,
so he turned it all the way off. After a moment he rotated it hard right,
watching the LCD screen as he did. For a split second, the alpha numeric
display flashed, but then quickly disappeared.


 


“I think your batteries are worn out, partner,” Eric
said.


 


The boy rolled his eyes skyward. “I know that. But
before they did, the voices changed.”


 


Eric handed the yellow radio back to the boy. “Wait
right here for a moment, OK?” 


 


The boy nodded as his mouth opened with a second yawn.


 


Eric stood and turned. The crowd, still separated into
various groups of argumentative people showed no indication of settling in the
immediate future. Ignoring them for a moment, Eric slid around one group and
between two more before he stopped at the folding table. Less than five seconds
later he had secured the GMRS radio and return to the boy’s side.


 


“Let’s just see what we’ve got here. This radio,” he
held the camouflage walkie-talkie out toward the boy, “is kind of like yours.”
Eric nodded toward the one in the child’s grasp.


 


“Until you drop it in the weeds.”


 


Eric paused as the boy’s large, hazel eyes locked onto
his. “What do you mean?”


 


Another eye roll decorated the young man’s face as he
answered, “If you drop that,” he pointed a finger at the camouflage radio,
“you’ll never find it again.”


 


Eric looked at the bright yellow radio in the child’s
hand and began to chuckle. “You’re absolutely right. Maybe we should make
everything bright yellow so we’d never lose anything.”


 


The boy rubbed his eyes but said nothing.


 


Holding the monitor button for three seconds unlocked
that setting, and Eric keyed the transmit switch.


 


“Attention crow’s nest and house. This is Eric. I just
want to let you know we’re going off monitor to check something for a minute,
OK?


 


Both locations replied in the affirmative.


 


A glimpse at the front panel of the walkie-talkie located
the channel keys, and his thumb mashed down the selector switch. Several dozen
changes produced nothing but static.


 


The boy watched Eric fumble through the channels
before giving an exasperated sigh.


 


“Do you remember what channel the voices came from?”
Eric asked.


 


With a silent nod, he held the yellow radio in his
palm. A moment later, the index finger of his opposite hand pointed towards a
black button just below the LCD screen. It was the hot key for the weather
channel.


 


Eric’s eyes darted to the camouflage radio, and in
less than a second he found a similar button.


 


“OK, let’s try this one.”


 


As soon as he pressed the shortcut to the weather
broadcast, a low voice issued from the speaker.


 


“See, I told you.”


 


He nodded at the boy with a smile and tousled his
hair. “You sure did. What’s your name, young man?”


 


“Benjamin Bishop.” After another yawn, he added, “My
mom and brother call me BB.”


 


“Is your mom here?” Eric asked with a bit of
trepidation considering the possible answer.


 


The boy nodded his head and pointed to a dark haired
lady seated on the floor near the inside corner of the ‘L’ shaped building. She
was leaning forward, cradling her head in her hands. Resting maybe . . .
praying . . . it was hard to tell.


 


Turning back to the radio, he adjusted the volume
slightly upwards and held it next to his ear. Three minutes of listening
confirmed what BB had said, and also brought a mixture of dread and resignation
to Eric.


 


Muting the radio, he patted the young man on the
shoulder. “Good job, BB.”


 


The bare beginnings of a smile broke across the young
man’s face as he turned and walked away.


 


Eric turned the volume just high enough that he could
listen again to the message, and then he stood up and walked over to Michelle.


 


“Whistle.”


 


“Huh?”


 


“That unearthly, piercing, shrill that you can make
with two fingers and your lips . . . make it please.”


 


Michelle looked at him for a moment and then shrugged.
A second later, the intense blast of a high pitched whistle shot through the
room. All eyes turned their way, and in the momentary gift of silence, Eric
held up the radio.


 


“Something just came over the radio, and you’re all
going to want to hear this.”


 


Immediately, the crowd gravitated toward Eric. A
myriad of expressions painted on their faces showed everything from hope, to
curiosity, to fear.


 


“One of our young men,” he indicated the sandy haired
child who now sat against the wall next to his mother, “discovered this.”


 


Behind Eric, Walter and Sam pressed in close. A glance
to the right showed that even Doc and Callie had set aside whatever they were
working on and were now focused his direction.


 


He held the radio above his head and twisted the
volume knob all the way up.


 


“…ency broadcast system has been activated. The
following is an urgent message from the Federal Emergency Management Agency.
The United States and other countries worldwide are experiencing a severe
outbreak of encephalitis. This outbreak has continued to spread despite control
measures. Martial law has been declared in all major cities, and citizens are
urged to stay inside. Symptoms of infection are high fever, erratic behavior,
and a change in skin coloration. Do not attempt to approach an infected person.
Remain indoors, and avoid contact with potential carriers until further notice.
If you must evacuate your home, proceed to a local shelter facility. Once
again, an outbreak of highly contagious encephalitis is spreading throughout
several countries, including the United States. All emergency and crisis
management personnel are required to report to the nearest FEMA location for
assignment. A boil water order has been issued for all areas. BEEP-BEEP-BEEP.
The emergency broadcast system has been activated. The following is an urgent
message . . .”


 


He let it play through three more times before turning
the radio off. Immediately, the room descended once again into commotion.


 


Walter nudged both him and Michelle simultaneously.
“Do you believe that?”


 


They exchanged glances and questioning looks as Sam
and Doc Collins joined their huddle.


 


“Hey Doc, what do you think?”


 


“Encephalitis normally causes fever and brain
swelling, which could account for the behavioral changes, but if you’re asking
for my medical opinion on what we just heard, I’d say it’s an attempt to shove
a big, fat cookie of pacification into our mouths. Besides, our young student
nurse over there,” he indicated toward Callie, “has discovered something very,
VERY interesting.”


 


“What?” Michelle and Walter asked in stereo.


 


“For now,” Doc replied, “I’m going to keep it to
myself while I do a bit more thinking. Let’s just say that she’s discovered a
statistical impossibility.” With that he turned and walked back to where Callie
was fiddling with the touch screen of her tablet.


 


“Great, more puzzles,” Sam cracked.


 


Walter buried his face in his hands. “I wasn’t done
reading my list yet,” he spoke through his palms in a muffled, tired groan.


 


Eric turned the walkie-talkie back to monitor, and
then called Thompson and Bernice on the Fish and Wildlife radio to let them know
about the broadcast. He had no sooner hooked the radio back on his belt when
Scott’s voice came over.


 


“Crow’s nest to everyone, repeat, crow’s nest to
everyone, can you hear us?”


 


The sound of his announcement blasting out of several
radios all at once quieted the audience immediately.


 


“What now,” Michelle hissed lowly.


 


Eric pulled the radio back to his lips. “Scott,
this is Eric, we hear you. What’s up?”


 


“We have headlights coming our way. Two vehicles
approaching from the east.”


 


“Can you tell what kind of vehicles?”


 


“No. All we can see are the headlights, but they are
definitely heading this direction.”


 


“Roger that, stand by.”


 


“Maybe it’s the army coming to rescue us,” one of the
men from the campground voiced.


 


“It might be some of the people who left the
campground a few days ago, or maybe the traffic jam out on the road is breaking
up,” another lady offered.


 


“Whatever, or whoever it is, let’s be a little
cautious,” Sam replied as he hefted his shotgun.


 


“Everybody try and find a seat away from the windows
until we figure out who this is.”


 


Michelle strode over to the door next to Lenny and
peeked out through a crack in the garbage bag covered window.


 


“Sam,” Eric called out in a probably unnecessary
whisper, “go towards the front door and cover us from that direction. You got
the key?”


 


With the jingle of a key ring and a ‘thumbs up’
signal, Sam pushed through the divider curtain.


 


“Scott, give us a play by play of what’s happening.”


 


“10-4. They’re a mile away and heading our direction.
It doesn’t look like they’re going really fast, or really slow either. I guess
just normal highway speed.”


 


“Have you seen any other movement outside?”


 


“Negative.”


 


A lady from the crowd spoke. “We need to make sure
they know we’re here. What if they drive by and leave us . . . I don’t want to
stay here. Please, let them know we’re in here.” Her words began to trail off
into hysterics and sobs.


 


“They’ll know we’re here, ma’am. My truck is sitting
right outside with the headlights turned on.” Eric keyed the radio, “Thompson,
you and Scott need to stay quiet. You’re our ace in the hole if something goes
bad, OK?”


 


“We’ll be church mice, until the hammer needs
dropped.”


 


Eric edged up to Michelle. “I’m going outside to flash
the lights on my truck when they get close.”


 


“We’re both going outside.”


 


No reply was necessary, or in Eric’s opinion, would
have in any way changed Michelle’s mind; so with a final request for silence,
he and Michelle slipped out the door.


 


Max immediately stood up in the bed of the truck and
swished his tail in low, wide arcs.


 


“Hey Max, good boy.” Eric reached over the side of the
Dodge and thumped Max on the rib cage. Sliding past, he reached through the
open window and turned the key, starting the truck just in case it was needed.
As soon as the engine caught, the headlights, no longer dependent on battery
power alone, brightened. 


 


They crouched beside the truck and watched as the twin
set of headlights approached. Scott’s voice came through again.


 


“OK, it looks like they’re slowing down a little bit .
. . yep, they are. The, uh, first one, um . . . I can’t really tell for sure,
but maybe it’s longer, like a truck or something. Alright, they stopped about a
quarter mile away. The first vehicle is definitely longer . . . these binoculars
are hard to use at night, by the way . . . anyway, they’re just sitting there.”


 


Michelle picked up her own radio. “Sam, are you in
position?”


 


“Yeah, I’m just inside the front door . . . I can see
the headlights, kind of, from here. Ready and waiting.”


 


Michelle nudged Eric’s elbow. “What do you think?”


 


His shoulders shrugged in reply. “I don’t know, maybe
another RV from the campground?”


 


“No matter who it is, we’ve got to make sure they’re
not bringing any infected people with them.”


 


Scott’s voice came over the radio. “OK, they’re
moving again, slowly though.” There was a pause of open aired silence that
lasted about fifteen seconds before he spoke again. “they’re slowing down .
. . I’ll bet they’re seeing the bodies on the road.”


 


Eric craned his neck partway around the side mirror
for a better view. Two sets of very bright headlights were angled towards the
scattering of bodies they had put down earlier. From the top of the lead
vehicle, a bright spotlight clicked on and swiveled towards the closest corpse.


 


“Hey,”
Scott’s voice pitched up in excitement, “I think that’s a fire truck.”
At that moment, the second vehicle cut its wheels and reversed slightly,
temporarily illuminating the bright red paint and gold lettering of the front
truck. “It is, it’s a fire truck,” Scott exclaimed.


 


“Stay below the roofline. Don’t give them an
opportunity to see your silhouette any more than necessary,” Michelle keyed the radio, and then turned toward
Eric. “What do you want to do?”


 


“You tell me.”


 


“I think it’s time to reach in and flash your high
beams a few times. Let them know that someone is alive.”


 


Eric slid his shoulder upwards over the door panel and
reached in, flicking the high beam lever several times. Immediately the
spotlight on the fire truck swiveled towards them.


 


“Thompson . . . Scott, can you make it any more
details? Can you tell how many people are in the truck?”


 


“Hold on. OK, I can see a guy on top of the lead
truck, the fire truck. I guess he’s running the spotlight. I can see some
movement inside the cab of the fire truck, but I can’t make out any details. I
can’t tell anything about the rear vehicle other than it’s smaller—maybe a
pickup or SUV.”


 


“We can’t just stay here behind your truck, especially
with that big light blinding us. Besides, if there are more of those things out
there . . .” Michelle let her sentence trail off. It didn’t need to be
finished—they both knew the answer. 


 


“The Lord watches over angels and fools, right?”


 


“Why, are you planning on doing something stupid?”
Michelle shook her head as she answered.


 


“Not stupid, mathematically calculated.”


 


“Eric, you’re an idiot. You failed math twice.”


 


“You wouldn’t let me copy your homework,” he smiled as
he stood.  “Besides, as far as they know, I’m the only one back here. Stay
down.”


 


Standing up to his full height of almost six and a
half feet, Eric slowly crossed his arms above his head in the attention
getting, repetitive ‘X” pattern. He noticed through squinted eyes that the
spotlight shifted ever so slightly. Good, that’s what he wanted. Sliding to the
left took him out of any protective cover, and he took several steps forward.
Changing his arm position into the universal football signal for ‘time out’
brought another change. The spotlight darted right, and then back left, from
the lake through the parking lot, across the building and out to the road
before snapping back on him. He made another ‘time out’motion, and then
gradually took the Fish and Wildlife radio off his belt and held it in front of
him. No bullets slammed into his body so far—a good sign. Walking slowly, Eric
pointed at the radio and then brought his hand up into the pinky and thumb
cradle at the side of his face that indicated ‘call me.’ He kept walking across
the gravel parking lot, and further to where it met with the pavement near the
road. Every ten steps brought a repeat of the ‘call me’ signal. The heavy
rumbling of the fire truck’s diesel engine reverberated in the cool night air
as he approached the faded white line at the edge of the westbound lane. By his
guess, he was now a little over half way. Eric stopped. Pointing again at the
radio, he walked a few paces forward and set it directly between the yellow
lines, and then reversed direction and headed back. The spotlight followed his
progress like a brilliant shadow the entire way.


 


“That could have turned to crap very quickly, you
know,” Michelle whispered loudly.


 


“I know.”


 


She mumbled something unintelligible in reply. “Stay
hidden, but hand me your radio,” Eric said, lowering his hand toward her.


 


The searchlight began a series of deliberate sweeps,
overlapping and repeatedly illuminating every area it could reach. Apparently
satisfied, the fire truck slowly crept forward, stopping just a few paces from
the radio. Again, the bright beam swiveled left and right, blasting the night
into daylight for a brief second before moving on.


 


As the light continued to search, Scott’s voice came
over the radio. “OK, the door to the fire truck is opening.”


 


“Shit,” Eric and Michelle muttered at the same time,
both of them reaching the same conclusion. “Scott . . . and everybody . . .
radio silence. Do not transmit. Listen only.”


 


“Maybe they didn’t hear that over the sound of their
engine.”


 


“Maybe.”


 


Still standing behind his pickup, Eric took a breath
and keyed the button. “Attention fire truck, attention, fire truck. Please
pick up the radio I have left for you so we can communicate. Repeat, please
pick up the radio so we can communicate.”


 


The glare of the spotlight prevented him from seeing
the exact action, but he noted a disturbance in the shadows cast by the fire
engine’s headlights as a figure darted in and retrieved the radio.


 


After a slow count to five, he repeated his broadcast.
The reply came back immediately. “This is Richland Fire and Rescue, we copy.
Repeat, this is Richland Fire and Rescue, what is your status?”


 


Michelle reached up from her crouched position and
laid a hand on the outside of Eric’s thigh. “Be very general for right now,
OK?”


 


“OK.” He paused for a moment, and then keyed the
radio. “Fire and rescue, this is marina. Our status is currently stable.
What are your intentions?”


 


The radio remained mute for almost a minute before the
answer came back. “Marina, is anybody sick at your location,” the space
of two quiet heartbeats passed before the voice finished, “anybody at all?”


 


“Negative. All of our personal are showing no signs of
infection. What about you?”


 


“Also negative. Can we do a face to face?”


 


Michelle tapped him on the leg. “Get his name first.
Find out how many people he’s got with him. They may say they’re not infected,
but the less exposure we have, the better off we’ll be.”


 


“Fire and rescue, this is Eric Coleman. Who am I
speaking to?”


 


“This is Lieutenant Wayne King of the Richland Fire
and Rescue.”


 


“Lieutenant King, how many personnel do you have with
you?”


 


Silence filled the airwaves for a solid thirty seconds
before the answer came back. “Mr. Coleman, we are fully staffed on board the
pumper truck, and in the RRV. Why?”


 


“I don’t think he liked that question, Eric.”


 


“Do you know how many firemen are normally on one of
those trucks?”


 


Michelle shook her head. “No, and what’s an ‘RRV?’”


 


“Rural rescue vehicle. It’s kind of like a cross
between an ambulance and a Humvee, with a little bit of pickup truck thrown in
as well. You’ve seen them before.”


 


“Yeah, but I didn’t know they were called RRV’s.” 


 


“Repeat, Mr. Coleman. We are fully staffed. How many
personnel are at the marina?”


 


“Lieutenant King, we are currently sheltering over
twenty civilians, but are rapidly running out of resources. We have been able
to repel several incursions so far, but our main light source is not
functioning. Do you have enough personnel to keep your searchlight running
while we do a face to face?”


 


“Affirmative.”


 


“Come to the side door. I’ll wait for you.”


 


“10-4.”


 


“Stay down until he gets to the door. I’ll call you
once I’m sure that everything is on the up and up. I imagine there’s a lot of
itchy trigger fingers out there, mine included.”


 


Michelle hefted her Glock, “Be safe.”


 


“Always.”


 


“Yeah, right.”


 


A few moments later, a pair of men crunched across the
gravel toward Eric, now standing at the side door of the marina. They were both
wearing what appeared to be the standard protective gear of fire and rescue
personnel, and both were armed. Black rifles on single point slings were held
ready as they closed the distance. From behind, the searchlight scoured back
and forth across the area. A dozen paces away the men stopped. Both were
average height, but the man on the left was built fairly thick, and sported a
dark brown beard and mustache. The clean shaven man shifted his rifle to one
hand, and shined the light of a heavy flashlight toward Eric, noting the
patches and insignia on his duty jacket.


 


“Why didn’t you mention that you were a law
enforcement officer, Mr. Coleman?”


 


“Does it matter?”


 


“It might have sped things up, you know, in the trust
department.”


 


“You’d have taken the word of someone over the radio
without meeting them first? Maybe I just shot the real Officer Coleman and stole
his clothes.”


 


The clean shaven man ran his eyes from top to bottom
over Eric. “In that case, you’re the worst shot in the world, ‘cause there
ain’t any holes in them clothes.”


 


Eric smiled and extended his hand, “WCO Eric Coleman.”
The clean shaven man stepped forward and shook hands. “Lieutenant Wayne King,
Richland Fire and Rescue.” He jerked his head to the right as the bearded man
moved up. “This is Ray Ingram, one of our paramedics.”


 


The man grunted and shook Eric’s offered hand, but
said nothing.


 


Somewhere inside Eric’s gut, a little alarm sounded.
He held on to the paramedics hand for another awkward moment as he studied his
face.


 


“Do I know you?”


 


“You gave me a citation a few years back.” The voice
was not friendly.


 


“What did I ticket you for?”


 


“Like you said, does it matter?”


 


Eric waited for a moment as he considered, “No, I
think we all have bigger problems right now.” Turning back to face Lieutenant
King, he said loudly, “Officer Owens, will you join us?”


 


Both firemen swiveled as Michelle stood and
approached. Introductions were made, and then Eric was handed back the Fish and
Wildlife radio.


 


“We have our own radios, and speaking of which,” he
drew a compact walkie-talkie from underneath his coat, “I need to let my guys
know what to do with the light. Any suggestions?”


 


Eric nodded, “We have shooters on rooftops and at
ground level. So far, all of the attacks have come from that direction.” He
pointed towards the lake and the road east. “So I would focus your light that
way, but it would also be good if they took an occasional look/see around the
parking lot. None of my guys are roving, so if something’s moving, it’s
unfriendly.”


 


“Unfriendly, huh? That’s a nice way to put it.” A few
moments of radio chatter jumped back and forth between the firemen, and then
the searchlight swiveled towards the lake. Lieutenant King squared to face
Eric. “I don’t suppose you have any bottled water to spare, do you?”


 


Eric shook his head. “No, but the water we’ve been
drinking from the faucet is clean. You’re welcome to use that.” 


 


“Water is how this disease is spreading,” the
lieutenant answered.


 


Eric squinted his eyes for a moment of reflection.
“That doesn’t really make sense.”


 


The firemen shrugged his shoulders, “It’s what they’ve
said on the radio.”


 


“I heard the ‘boil water’ announcement, and maybe
water is one source of contamination, but I can promise you that the water here
is safe.”


 


“Maybe . . .,” the lieutenant’s voice trailed off in
doubt, “but for now, I’m going to stick with the bottled stuff until it runs
out. I won’t have long to wait,” he added with a scowl.


 


“Why are you here?” Michelle interjected. 


 


“Ma’am . . . Officer Owens,” he nodded his head toward
Michelle, “we’re trying to get the word out about the shelter in Richland. The
highway both north and south of Richland is empty—at least once you get past
the local gridlock of abandoned cars. Of course, further on up toward the
border is supposed to be a nightmare traffic jam. The same thing down around
Devil’s Lake. That left us with the east and west. Richland itself,” he paused
and shook his head, “is lost. Everywhere you go you run into those things.”


 


“Then why are you trying to get the word out about a
shelter?”


 


The paramedic cut in, both vocally and physically as
he stepped in front of Lieutenant King. “Not all of Richland is lost. We’ve got
several hundred people in a secure site, and there’s room for a lot more. Some
of us,” his eyes unmistakably slid toward the lieutenant, “are unwilling to
pull together and make a stand.”


 


“And some of us,” the lieutenant shot back, “are
letting a little bit of power go to their heads, Ray.”


 


“The council voted to put me in charge of the
collection effort. You’re just a driver, Wayne.” His voice was a mix of
condescension and disgust as he continued, “Just remember that I’m the one who
saved your wife and kid from that pack of creeps.”


 


“I don’t imagine I’ll ever forget, especially with you
bringing it up every five seconds.”


 


Eric watched the two of them exchange glances for
another moment before the lieutenant sighed and motioned a hand toward the
bearded paramedic. “Officer Coleman, Officer Owens, Mr. Ingram is in charge.”


 


The paramedic nodded briskly, and then looked at Eric,
“Can we go inside now?”


 


Eric locked eyes with the man for a long ‘three count’
before stepping aside. “After you.”











Chapter 19


 


They escorted the two visitors into the store, and
were immediately surrounded by pushing, shoving, and shouting people. It took
several minutes to get the refugees from the campground settled and listening.


 


“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Lieutenant Wayne King
from Richland Fire and Rescue, and this is Ray Ingram, a paramedic, also from
Richland, and currently, I guess ‘in charge’ of the shelter they have there.”
Eric nodded at both men and then stepped to the side.


 


The bearded paramedic wasted no time. “The surviving
members of the Richland City Council have put me in charge of rescue operations
as they pertain to shelter ‘Yellow.’”


 


“To what?”


 


“Shelter Yellow is what we’re calling the defensible
location that any civilians from Richland and the surrounding areas are
encouraged to seek safety within. It’s called that because of the large, faded
yellow blast door at the entrance. As many of you know, in the decades past,
North Dakota was home to quite a few ICBM silos, and during the Cold War,
multiple shelters were built to shield residents from a perceived Soviet
counterstrike. Well, most of our missiles are gone, but a few of the shelters
are still accessible. One of those, actually three of those, are located in
Richland. The one we were able to occupy safely is shelter Yellow.”


 


“What happened to the other ones?” An older lady
seated in the very front spoke without raising her hand.


 


“We don’t know for sure. They’re located in areas of
Richland that we can’t get to . . . safely. But that doesn’t matter right now,
because shelter Yellow is safe. Currently, we have over 230 people within. That
number is a mix of civilians—mostly adults, but a few children as well—and
emergency personnel. Almost the entire surviving contingent of Richland’s
Sheriff Department is housed there, as well as several military personnel,
local police officers, and,” he nodded toward the lieutenant, “many of our fire
and rescue personnel. We also have a rather large population of medical
personnel.”


 


Diane stood up. “What about food and water . . . and
protection from those ghouls?” Her eyes shot a glance at Walter as she
continued, “And what about electricity . . . or is that reserved for the ruling
council?”


 


Ray broke out into a grin. “Ghouls? Interesting name,
although I guess it’ll work as well as anything. Back in Richland we call them
‘creeps.’” He pointed a thick finger at Diane, “Can I ask your name, miss?”


 


“Diane.”


 


He smiled as he nodded and answered. “Diane . . . and
the rest of you. Shelter Yellow is currently stocked with enough food and water
to last 850 people for six months. Now that’s assuming two meals a day per
person. I’m not going to kid you though; it’s not lobster and steak. Most of it
is freeze dried staples and canned items. It took a monumental effort to get
those items in place before everything else was lost. We don’t have 850 people
yet, and we may never get there. If not, that food will last a lot longer. The
water we’re drinking at the shelter is being triple filtered to remove the
contagion. It goes through two sets of filter material before passing through a
reverse osmosis system. There’s a Cold War era water boiler in the shelter, but
we’ve elected to not use it because of the increased demand for fuel it would
require. Now as to . . .”


 


He was interrupted by another person that Eric
couldn’t see from his vantage point. “So that radio announcement that said to
boil water was correct?”


 


“Yes. Our information is that this disease is easily
spread through contaminated water. Now, let me finish answering Diane’s
questions, and then we’ll get to yours if I haven’t covered it by then. As I
said, during the first few days—hours really—of this crisis, a few of the more
levelheaded people in Richland began preparing the shelters. I was with the
team assigned to shelter Yellow. Less than twenty-four hours into this
situation, we lost contact with our teams at shelter Green, and shelter Blue.
Since then, we’ve been unable to reestablish communications, and assume that
they’re lost. Now, that is unfortunate and I grieve for those people. However
tragic their loss may be, though, it was not without benefit for our shelter.
You see, the food, water, water purification equipment, and a few other related
supplies were being split and delivered first. The second load to be delivered
was still held at the staging area, which is very nearby the entrance to
shelter Yellow. The second load, Diane, consisted primarily of medical
equipment and weapons.” He turned a 180 degree sweep of the audience, and then
returned his gaze to Diane. “Everybody at shelter Yellow will not only be
provided with a weapon, but will be required to have one. After all, ma’am, we
want everyone to have an active part in the protection and well being of our
community.”


 


Michelle edged up to Eric and whispered, “He’s a
smooth talker. Word of mouth relay from Doc though . . . Callie apparently
knows him and says he’s a first class asshole. She’s trying to hide behind Mike
so he doesn’t see her.”


 


“My gut is telling me he’s full of crap. Or, that
there’s a whole lot more that he’s not saying—at least not yet.” They both
turned their attention back as he continued.


 


“Regarding electricity, there are several large
generator units built in to the shelter. We’re currently operating only one of
them, mostly due to our reduced capacity at the moment. If more people show up,
and there is a need, we can kick another unit on. We have enough fuel to run it
around the clock for about three months. Of course those three months can be
extended for a long time with reduced usage and/or additional fuel. Now don’t
get me wrong, we’re not having a disco party every night with flashing lights
and chilled wine coolers.” He stopped as the crowd broke in to chuckles at his
description. “We do, or rather are, currently running the generator several
times a day for about three hours at each run. It allows us to charge some of
the old battery banks, as well as run the dehumidifier units. The dehumidifiers
are the main power consumer, but we have to run them or the condensation builds
up too much.”


 


A thin man with curly—almost frizzy—light red hair
raised his hand. “I’ve got a few questions.”


 


“Go for it.”


 


“Number one, Richland is about fifty miles away,
correct?”


 


“Not quite. Maybe around forty or so.”


 


“Well, that still seems like an awful long way for you
to go searching for people to join your shelter. I think you’d have wanted to
stay closer to Richland. Am I wrong?”


 


Ray smiled and shook his head, “No sir, you are
entirely correct. One of the vehicles we’ve acquired for use at our shelter is
an older military style half track. I don’t know the exact model, and the cargo
hold has been welded shut, so we can’t use it to transport people or supplies.
But the front hatch still works, and she’ll start up and run. It’s also got a
.30 caliber machine gun on the roof that can be operated by remote from inside.
We’ve been using her with a two man crew to run scouting missions through
Richland. Try and understand, folks, a huge part of our problems are the
abandoned vehicles blocking almost every exit or entrance or bridge. I’m not
talking just one or two, usually it’s dozens or more. Anyhow, a day or so ago,
that crew saw a moving vehicle—an RV. Apparently they came from the campground
over at Ravenwood. We managed to guide them back to the shelter, and while they
were in quarantine, they told us that there might be others who escaped. What’s
interesting though—not to say that learning about another group of survivors is
unimportant—but that the family had accidentally found a way through the logjam
of abandoned vehicles.”


 


“One that you didn’t know about?”


 


Ray nodded, “Is anybody here actually from Richland, I
mean before all this happened?”


 


Nobody raised a hand that Eric could see, and he
intentionally refrained from turning to look at Callie.


 


“OK, how many of you are from North Dakota?”


 


Eric was surprised to see only nine hands raised. A
glance at the paramedic showed no surprise. Or maybe he hid it well.


 


“Well first off I want to say that whether you’re
originally from Richland, or North Dakota . . . or anywhere else, you’ll be
welcome at shelter Yellow. Now, without taking up too much time, because I know
we have other things to go over tonight, but on the topic of how the family
found a way through the traffic jam. Many of you, whether you live here or not,
are probably aware that North Dakota is having an oil boom. For several years
now, on the western side of North Dakota in an area they call the Bakken
formation, a lot of industry has been built around the discovery of oil. There
was a lot of money being made, and invested, in that oil. A lot of jobs developed
too. Now jump over to Richland. The city of Richland is the third largest city—population
wise—in the state of North Dakota—Bismarck and Fargo are the largest. Richland
is located a little bit south of the border with Canada. It started off as a
trading post on the fur trade route years ago, but around 1950, the railroad
built a leg through there. That leg became a branch, and that branch turned
into a major hub about twenty years ago. Today, Richland is one of the major
import/export freight points for the northern United States and Canada. It’s
basically a huge swath of land filled with industrial complexes and storage
facilities for items that are traveling by rail. The majority of what goes
through there are coal, feed grains and other agricultural or industrial
products, but there’s also a lot of other consumer related goods. U.S. Customs
has a very strong presence in Richland. Well,” he paused before continuing, “I
guess ‘had’ would be a better way to say it. Anyway, about 300 miles northeast
of the border, there happens to sit one of the newest petroleum refineries in
Canada. Conveniently owned by several of the firms that are drilling in the
Bakken formation, I might add. So, in the past few years, and especially in the
past ten or eleven months, there’s been a huge railway expansion project
happening on the west side of Richland. That is where the family found a way
through—the middle of the railway construction project.”


 


“Is it safe?” the curly red head added.


 


The paramedic paused his speech for a moment before
answering. “Have all of you been at the campground since the president’s
address when this began? I mean, has anybody experienced firsthand what’s been
happening in cities, towns, or any place with a fairly dense population base?”


 


A few hands went up, and Michelle recognized several
as those who spoke at the campground meeting. She kept quiet about Fort Hammer,
though.


 


“Ladies and gentlemen, a lot of people are dying from
this disease.” He let that sink in for a moment. “Those that are not dying from
the illness . . . well, a lot of them—of us—are being killed or injured by the
people who are infected. The creeps are everywhere in Richland, and by all
accounts that we have, everywhere else too. So is it safe? No, it’s not safe.
As far as I’m aware, there isn’t a ‘safe’ place.” His air quotes emphasized as
he spoke. “But, it’s as safe as we can make it. We also have a pretty good plan
in place on how to get you, or anybody really, safely through the construction
site. Let me restate though, shelter Yellow is a safe haven.”


 


Lieutenant King mumbled loud enough for most of the
audience—Eric and Michelle included—to hear. “Just ask the people hanging
outside.”


 


Bushy brown eyebrows furrowed down as Ray fired a look
of warning at the lieutenant. “Shelter Yellow has remained safe,” he turned
back towards the crowd, “in large part because of the precautions that we’ve
taken.”


 


Eric stepped forward and asked, “Mr. Ingram, what
precautions are you referring to?”


 


“Relatively few, but all geared toward keeping
everybody as safe as we can. For instance, like I’ve already mentioned, once
you’re admitted inside, we give you a weapon, ammunition, and instructions on
how to use it to protect yourself.”


 


“Once you’re admitted?”


 


“We can’t very well afford to let anybody who’s
infected into the shelter. But we’ve found a way to quarantine potential
residents. I’ll admit its crude. Others may disagree with our methods, but it
works, and more importantly it saves ammunition and reduces our exposure to
potential contamination.”


 


“Tell them what they’ll have to do to be a member of
your club, Ray.” Lieutenant King’s voice was low, but carried through the room.


 


The paramedic didn’t miss a beat. “Like I said, other
people disagree with our methods. However, the message we’re trying to send is
very clear: if you want the safety, community and humanity that we offer at the
shelter, you’ll have to follow certain rules. And I think it’s safe to say that
if you were inside the shelter, you’d certainly want us to enforce these same
conditions on anybody new.” He stepped forward and met several faces directly
throughout the crowd. “The entrance to our shelter is located at the rear of a
long slope at the old gravel pit. There are cement walls for the last 200 yards
or so along the roadway. I’m not sure exactly what they were for—something in
the design for blast reduction, maybe. Outside of the shelter, spaced fairly
equally along one of those walls are a series of forty-four concrete bins. Each
of them are about five feet wide, nine feet long, and six feet tall. They have
no roof, and the front side of each has an opening for a door—although no doors
are installed. We’re not exactly sure what they are, or were supposed to be
used for, but they fit our purposes rather well. Anybody who wants to enter our
shelter spends forty-eight hours in one of the holding tanks. You will be
dressed warmly in whatever clothing we have available, and a tarp will be
secured over the top to keep out the rain.” He stopped again and cleared his
throat before continuing, “You will be handcuffed, and a rope will be tied
around your neck. The other end of that rope is secured to a large iron ring on
the outside of the tank. You will not be fed during your quarantine. We do have
a volunteer that will bring you water twice a day. Sanitary facilities, due to
necessity, are a bucket. The rope gives you enough leeway to walk around the
inside of your quarantine tank, but no further. After your quarantine, if you
still appear healthy and uninfected, we take off the rope and move you inside.
You’re still kept handcuffed, though. The next twelve hours is observation and
testing by our medical personnel. If you pass, you’re in. We’ve never had
anybody not pass the twelve hour observation period. Our experience seems to
point to a much quicker contamination time frame. During the forty-eight hours,
anybody that changes, or ‘creeps out’ as we’ve called it, is removed from the
tank. We use an old cherry picker power ladder to lift the iron ring. So yes,
Wayne, we hang them, and by doing so we save ammunition and don’t get
contaminated fluid sprayed everywhere.” He turned and gazed at Diane, smiled,
and then shifted around the room. “It may interest some of you to hear this—the
creeps are not, as a lot of people think, indestructible. The ones that failed
quarantine and we’ve had to hang . . . well they died just as fast as
uninfected people.”


 


“How do you know that, Ray?” The tone in the fire and
rescue lieutenant’s voice was an unmistakable mixture of sarcasm and anger. 


 


“That’s a fair question, Wayne, although I don’t think
there’s any reason for your attitude.” He took several steps to the right,
passing in front of Eric and Michelle and putting him closer to Callie. Turning
back to face the crowd, the paramedic answered, “Regardless of what your own
personal politics, religion, or beliefs are, you have to realize that for the
safety of all residents at the shelter, we’ve had to establish, temporarily at
least, a very black and white policy. I’m not going to go in to every little
detail of what it covers, but basically, if you violate any of the shelter
requirements, you go before the council. If they determine that you are indeed
guilty of a major violation, they hang you.”


 


A loud murmur and scoffs of disbelief swept the crowd
as he continued, “Hear me out for a moment before you pass judgment on us. We
only have three laws in the shelter that are considered capital offenses, and
all are equally important for our long-term well being. If we didn’t have a way
of enforcing those laws, our shelter would rapidly disband into chaos. For
example, if you’re found guilty of stealing food or water, sleeping while on
guard duty, or sewing dissension among the residents, you are eligible for
capital punishment.”


 


“Carol Ann didn’t steal food, and you know it,”
Lieutenant King said disgustedly.


 


“Wayne, I’m not having this conversation with you
again. She stole food, she admitted it, and we followed the rules of the
shelter. If you have a problem with that, take it up with a council when we
return.”


 


“I’ll be out at the truck. Call me when you’re done.”


 


“Hold up there a minute,” Eric interrupted as he
pulled his radio, “Sam, can you come in from guard duty and escort one of
the firemen back to the truck?” Turning to face Ray, Eric said, “It’s not
safe to be outside by yourself.”


 


The look in the paramedic’s eyes gave away nothing,
and after a moment he nodded quietly.


 


Sam’s voice came over the radio. “I’m coming in the
front.” A few seconds later he popped through the divider curtain.


 


Eric turned to the lieutenant. “Do you want to call
your guys and let them know you’re on the way?”


 


Lieutenant King picked up his radio and made the
announcement. As he turned to follow Sam, Eric stepped toward the bearded EMT.
“Hey, hold up a minute. Lieutenant, I imagine as a fireman you know a little
bit about winches, right?”


 


“We use them frequently, so I suppose I know a fair
bit.”


 


Turning to face Ray, Eric dipped his head quickly
towards Sam. “Mr. Ingram, do you mind if your lieutenant takes a quick look at
the winch on the front of the truck out there? During one of our firefights
tonight, we lost a vehicle in the lake, and I’m hoping that winch will be able
to recover it, but I don’t know what it’s rated for, and I don’t want to burn
it out trying.”


 


The bushy-faced paramedic shrugged his shoulders and
frowned. “Whatever.”


 


Eric nodded and then called out on his radio, “Attention
all shooting teams, we have two people leaving the side entrance. Repeat, we
have two friendlies heading outside. Crow’s nest, do we have an all clear?”


 


Thompson’s deep voice came back, “Crow’s nest is
reporting all clear. Copy on two friendly units leaving the store.”


 


Sam turned and walked away, followed close behind by
Lieutenant King.


 


“Sorry,” Eric said, “you were saying?”


 


Dark brown eyes stared at Eric for a few seconds
longer than necessary before turning back to the crowd. “That’s about it. Are there
any other questions that I can answer?”


 


Mr. Lee half raised his hand. “So, if I understand you
correctly, the railroad construction project area is not safe. But you said you
had a plan to get us through there, correct?”


 


“Yes, that’s right.”


 


“Do you mind sharing?”


 


“Not at all, I’d be happy to. Whenever things began to
go bad, we think that somebody at the rail project intentionally moved a small
train in an attempt to block off several roadways. We don’t know why, and by
‘small’ I don’t mean tiny like a toy. What I mean is that it’s not 500 rail cars
long. There’s only about seventy boxcars sandwiched between two diesel electric
engines, but it’s enough to completely block the two roads through that area. The
problem is that we haven’t been able to move it. The area is fairly swarming
with creeps. The route that the RV discovered, believe it or not, actually goes
through a repair warehouse, and by doing so, skates you just around the far end
of the train.”


 


“So we’re going to follow you in a convoy and shoot
through this warehouse on the way to the shelter?”


 


“No. The creeps, as far as we’ve been able to tell,
seem to stay close to the central core of the construction project. That
warehouse route is located just north of the central core.” He sighed and shook
his head. “We can’t afford to lose the only route that we know of heading west.
So instead of risking a lot of vehicles traveling through the warehouse, we’re
going to use plan B. What I haven’t mentioned yet is that there’s a section of
tracks that extend about a quarter mile southwest from the construction area.
It’s the very beginnings of a line that would have eventually ended up in the
oil fields. But that track cuts off through a juncture that is behind the
stopped train. More importantly, we have a working diesel locomotive attached
to a single boxcar sitting on a section of tracks just outside of our shelter.
We’re blocked in, so to speak, by stopped trains and unfinished tracks, but we
can maneuver just enough to get that boxcar to the end of the tracks past the
construction project. So, if you have a vehicle with enough fuel, you can
follow us to a staging point a mile or two outside of Richland. Once there, we’ll
radio the shelter and wait for the train. When it’s close enough, you’ll drive
the rest of the way, park your vehicles at the end of the track and hop on the
boxcar. Once the metal door is shut on that car, the creeps can’t get in. After
that, it’s pretty simple. We’re just going to put the train in reverse and head
back to the shelter. Any ‘hitchhikers’ still attached to the train will be
dealt with by our security team before you disembark and head to quarantine.”


 


“What if we don’t have a vehicle to drive? Can you
give us a ride?”


 


“No. The council has authorized me to extend our offer
of shelter, but we can’t take the chance that one of you may be contaminated,
so you’re not allowed inside our vehicles. I’m sure that somebody would be able
to give you a ride. If not, it’ll be cold, but you can ride on the outside of
the fire truck.”


 


“Well, what about you? You’re standing right here in a
group of almost fifty people. If one of us is sick, couldn’t you spread it to
the rest of the shelter?” the question was voiced by a mousy-haired lady
wearing a faded orange hunting vest.


 


“Ma’am, I’m glad you asked that. You see,” he stepped
back towards the center of the room and held both palms up, “my job at the
shelter requires me to put myself in potentially risky situations. The council,
of which I am a member, also requires me to follow the same quarantine protocol
that you will. When we get back, they’ll put a rope around my neck as well.
What I’m trying to say, is that you’re worth it to me, to the council, and to
everybody at shelter Yellow.”


 


Several heads nodded throughout the crowd as they
listened to his words. 


 


He turned to look at Eric and Michelle. “We hope that
everybody will come and join us. Many of you,” he swiveled towards the crowd
again, “have useful skills that will greatly benefit our survival.” 


 


Several other questions came from the audience, most
of them rehashing what the paramedic had already said. As he was speaking,
Michelle whispered to Eric, “That guy gives me the creeps. And I’m not talking
about ghouls, I mean in the old fashioned ‘he’s a slick talking pervert’ kind
of way.”


 


“Yeah, I don’t trust him. On the other hand, it sounds
like they have their ducks in a row at the shelter.”


 


“There is no way on God’s green Earth that I would put
myself in a position where that man has some type of authority or power over
me,” Michelle hissed in Eric’s ear.


 


Eric studied the fire sparkling in Michelle’s green
eyes. He had seen that exact flare recently. It was back at Uncle Andy’s cabin
when she was emptying the magazine of the handgun into one of her captors.


 


“I’m not saying that we should go to the shelter—just
that it sounds like they have some semblance of organization there.”


 


“So did Hitler.”


 


He returned a soft smile, and held it there until her
expression eased a bit, and then turned again toward the paramedic.


 


“Any more questions?”


 


Diane stood again. Instead of facing the paramedic,
she did a slow 360 around the room. “I think that Ray is the answer to our
prayers. A fully functional shelter facility with room for everyone, and what
seems to be a well thought out plan for survival.” Turning back towards the
table, she asked, “When can we leave?”


 


“At first light.”


 


“Yeah . . . just hold up there, partner.” It was the
wide bodied man with the braided beard who had stood up for Eric earlier that
night.


 


“Yes, sir. Do you have a question?”


 


“More of a statement. Maybe you’re not aware of why
we’re still here in the first place. A lot of these folks are missing some of
their family back at the campground. We’re hoping that some of them are still
alive. A lot of us are also hoping that an attempt is going to be made to
rescue them.” He remained standing as the paramedic turned towards Eric with a
questioning look on his face.


 


Eric nodded, “Like you said, there’s a lot of things
that we need to cover tonight. One of those things is whether or not we’re
going to try a run at Ravenwood.”


 


“Do you know for sure if there is a reason to go
back?”


 


Michelle kept her voice neutral as she replied, “We’re
in the process of weighing the risks.”


 


“When would you go?”


 


“I don’t know. Like I said, we’re in the process of
deciding ‘if’ we should go.”


 


“Well, when are you going to decide that?”


 


Michelle and Eric exchanged glances. After a moment,
Eric answered, “Tonight.”


 


The stocky EMT crossed his arms and frowned in
concentration for a moment. Finally, he turned back to the audience, stopping
first to meet the eyes of the still standing man with the braided beard. “I don’t
know your exact situation at the campground. Unfortunately, the council has not
authorized me to assist in any rescue effort. However, I believe that in the
interest of shelter Yellow, I can delay our return for a few hours in order to
give you time to attempt whatever action you think is necessary.”


 


The muted crack of a rifle shot echoed through
the building. Both Eric and Michelle’s hands went for their radios as
Thompson’s voice came through. “This is crow’s nest. That was not us.
Repeat, that shot was not fired by us, it came from behind the fire truck.”


 


“10-4. Sam, are you and the lieutenant OK?”


 


“Roger that. It looks like one of the firemen located
a walker coming up the road.”


 


A few seconds later, the radio on the paramedic’s belt
crackled to life and confirmed Sam’s observation.


 


“I’ve got something else.” The bearded man extended a
chunky hand skyward. “You said once we get to the shelter, we go into
quarantine.”


 


“Yes, that’s correct.”


 


“And we’re kept in cement tanks, handcuffed, with a
rope around our necks.”


 


“Yes, that’s right.”


 


“And those tanks are outside, and have no door.”


 


The paramedic nodded, “Yes.”


 


“Well, I’m just wondering what happens if a few dozen,
or a few hundred of infected people come waltzing down that slope toward the yellow
door.”


 


“There’s an eight foot tall chain link fence that runs
around the quarry. Anything that gets past that . . . well . . . like I said,
almost the entire contingent of the Richland Sheriff’s Department is there.” He
looked around the room for more questions, but nobody else had a hand raised.


 


Turning to Eric, he said, “Well, it looks like you
folks have some talking to do and decisions to make. I’m going to head back to
the truck and get buttoned down for tonight. Tomorrow morning we’ll talk again
and you can let me know what you decided.”


 


Eric nodded and reached for his radio. “Hey Sam,
have you escorted the lieutenant to the fire truck yet? I’ve got another one
that’s getting ready to come out.”


 


“We’re still looking at this winch. It looks like a
lot of salt spray and corrosion are up in the motor.”


 


“Well just leave that for now. I’m going to bring Ray
outside, and we’ll all head up to their truck. Crow’s nest, did you copy that?”


 


“10-4, crow’s nest copies.”











Chapter 20


 


Few words were said between the four of them as they
walked back toward the fire truck. At the roadway, Eric stopped and extended
his hand toward the paramedic. “Thank you for going through all the effort to
reach us here. I’m sure we’ve all got a lot of things to discuss tonight, so
I’ll keep this short. And hey, I hope you understand that I was only doing my
job with the citation. I still don’t remember what it was for, but we give out
so many, that doesn’t surprise me. No hard feelings, OK?”


 


Deep set dark eyes on the bearded face regarded Eric
cautiously. Behind them, a lone wood frog began calling from the wind and
weather scavenged reeds near the lake. This time of year, especially with the
mild temperatures they’d been experiencing, it should’ve been a deafening
chorus.


 


With a barely perceptible nod, Ray took Eric’s hand
firmly and gave it two quick shakes. “No hard feelings.” He released Eric’s
grasp and walked toward the idling fire engine. Lieutenant King turned and
followed.


 


After they disappeared into the glare of the fire
truck’s headlights, Sam turned toward Eric, “That guy is bad mojo, and you’re a
crappy liar. You know exactly what you popped him for.”


 


“It took me awhile to figure it out, but yeah, I
remembered. And you’re right, he is bad news.” With a sigh that seemed to
convey more tiredness then he actually felt, Eric finished, “Let’s head back
inside and make some decisions.”











Chapter 21


 


“I feel guilty, sort of.” Michelle said as she popped
the top on a can of diet soda. 


 


Walter cracked another tab loudly and chimed in, “Also
guilty of sodafacation.”


 


They were in Walter’s office. Preacher Dave and his
son Scott were manning the crow’s nest, and Leonard and his wife Glenda had
volunteered to stay inside the store. Five minutes ago they had separated
themselves from the campground residents to focus on a single question—the
issue of a return to Ravenwood. Much to Eric’s dismay, the crowd at the store
had elected Diane to function as their speaker. It wasn’t unanimous, and those
who voted against her were firm in their opinion. But they were still in the
minority. Just like Eric’s group, Diane’s crowd was deciding a single question—would
they go to shelter Yellow or stay at the store. Before their groups separated,
Walter had spoken one final time.


 


“Ladies and gentlemen, I understand we’ve all got to
come to some decisions. Let me throw this out there so you can factor it in to
your resolution. My offer still stands whether you stay or go. It’s the
Christian thing to do, and I’ll still hand out whatever food and gas that I
can. But you need to know this—this store . . . this property . . . does not
have a revolving door. If you leave, you won’t be coming back. If everybody
leaves, either tomorrow or in the future, then this store and the area
surrounding it becomes part of the ‘no man’s land’ that I spoke of earlier.”


 


Sam kicked his feet up on the corner of Walters’s
desk, earning him a puckered brow and pointed finger from the owner.


 


“Let me get this right. We’ve got about ten minutes to
decide ‘if’ we’re going to make a run at the campground. If we vote ‘yes,’ we’ll
have to figure out the details later tonight. Am I correct?” 


 


“Yep, that’s right,” Walter chimed in as he puffed a
double ring of the aromatic tobacco smoke toward the stationary ceiling fan,
“but before we vote on this, and no matter which way it goes, there’s still a
lot of things that need to be said tonight. Just not here.”


 


Several heads nodded, but no one spoke. Finally, Amy
stood up and looked around the room. “Three of us sitting here have a direct,
personal stake, or link, to the campground. Doc is missing his wife Sally and
his two stepchildren. Walter, Sally was your sister, and the kids were your
niece and nephew.” She stopped and looked out the darkened window toward the
lake. “And I’m missing my mother and father.”


 


“Amy,” Michelle stood and laid a hand on her shoulder,
“why didn’t you say something earlier?”


 


Still looking into the gloomy darkness beyond the
glass, Amy said, “They’re gone, both of them. I watched my dad, eighty-one
years old and in failing health, trying to fight off a teenage boy with red
eyes. My mom was already on the ground screaming at me to run. She was covered
with bite marks. So I ran.” 


 


She turned and looked around room again. “I can’t
believe—I won’t let myself—that they’re still alive. Still human. Doc, you said
that you saw your wife, Sally, coming up out of the campground with one of the
waves as we were leaving. So, by my math, the only two people that we have a
direct, personal link of attachment to are Marty and Francis. That’s one thing
we have to consider. The other thing, from my line of reasoning anyhow, is
where our other responsibilities to act are guiding us. Eric, Sam, Michelle . .
. do you feel an obligation from a law enforcement standpoint to return to the
campground?”


 


Sam started to answer, but Amy waived him off, “Hold
that thought for a moment.” She turned to face Thompson. “And you, Mr.
Thompson, is there a military code of honor that might be guiding your actions
in this matter? What I’m getting at is that each of us have a responsibility,
not only to the people over in the store, but to ourselves as well.”


 


She turned to face Walter. “Do you have a little
tablet of paper and a few pens?”


 


“Why?”


 


“So we can vote.”


 


“I don’t need paper. I’ve got no problem with
everybody seeing how I vote.”


 


“Fair enough. Is everybody else good with an open
vote?”


 


Callie raised her hand. “What exactly are the
qualifications to vote? I mean, I’m not very good with a gun, so I doubt if I’d
be involved in that capacity. Do I still vote? And while I’m on a roll, are we
going with a majority decision that everybody has to follow, or does it have to
be unanimous?”


 


Silence filtered across the room as they considered
her words. Doc Collins broke the stillness a minute later with popping bones as
he stood and stretched. “I’d feel the most comfortable if everybody in this
room got a vote, and that our decision to go must be unanimous.”


 


“I agree,” Thompson said, “and for the record, Preacher
Dave told me to tell you that if you’re giving him a vote, he votes ‘yes’ for a
rescue mission.”


 


Mike cleared his throat, and then followed it with a
swig of soda “Just so I’m clear, we’re only voting about a trip back to the
campground. A rescue mission.”


 


Everybody nodded.


 


“OK,” he continued, “I’ve got a suggestion. Let’s do a
preliminary vote right now. Just to get a feel for where we stand.”


 


“All in favor?” Eric said.


 


“Wait, are we voting on the rescue mission right now,
or on whether we want to do a preliminary vote?” Sam crinkled his face as he
asked.


 


“Holy crap, I feel like I’m in a sorority. The next
thing you’ll want to do is to have a show of hands on who’s in favor of Buffy
going to the prom with Stud McMuscles the hometown football hero.” Walter blew
out a dragon breath full of light gray, cherry apple smoke as he stood. Three
quick steps into a half circle later, he kicked Sam’s foot off the corner of
his desk and perched down in the vacant space. “This is a preliminary vote.
Right now, all in favor of going back to Ravenwood on a rescue mission . . .
raise your hand.”


 


Walter, Eric, Callie, Amy, and Thompson raised their
hands. 


 


Doc dropped his forehead and rubbed his eyebrows. “I
just don’t know . . . I just don’t know.”


 


Sam looked around the room, stopping at Thompson. With
a shake of his head and a sigh, Sam’s hand crept up to join the others.
“Somebody has to keep Thompson out of trouble.”


 


Mike stood and rolled his thick, muscular neck. “I’m
not a coward, and yeah, I like a good fight. But can any of you tell me what
we’re really fighting? Don’t get me wrong, I’ll bop heads ‘till the cows come
home, but if I walk off that field of battle with another mark in the ‘win’
column, am I going to die because I got some little speck of blood on me during
the fight? You know, a lot of people look at me. They see the tats, the crew
cut, the crowbar . . . I practically scream ‘roughneck’ from every angle. But
that doesn’t mean I’m an idiot. I don’t want to throw away my life needlessly.
So convince me.”


 


Michelle stood and walked toward the door that led to
the hallway. “Eric, can I have a word with you?”


 


Eric stood to follow and Sam hooted out a catcall.
Thompson, chuckling, said “Maybe she lost another contact.”


 


The mostly empty diet soda can ricocheted off the wall
inches from Thompson’s head just before Michelle turned the corner.











Chapter 22


 


Eric followed Michelle down the hallway to the right
hand door. “Would you mind going in first so Max doesn’t freak out?” she asked.


 


“I thought you were a member of the pack,” he teased.


 


“I am, but if he’s changed into a zombie dog, you’ll
be first on the menu.”


 


“Funny. Real funny.”


 


Eric cracked the door to the room with a large,
handmade table. He had put Max in there just a few minutes before the meeting,
and the giant black canine was curled up in the near corner. Several
scatterings of wood chips decorated his dark fur, and his golden eyes stared
unblinkingly as they entered.


 


“Hey buddy,” Eric called out as he dropped to the
floor and stretched out beside Max. A huge paw pushed through the wood chips
and lodged against Eric’s chest as Max thumped his tail.


 


Michelle took a seat on the tabletop and watched the
two boys as they began to wrestle and play in the thick layer of shavings.
After ten seconds they were both covered head to toe with the dusty flakes. 


 


“You know, we still don’t have any idea if Max is
susceptible to this disease.”


 


Eric threw a double handful of shavings at Max, who
dodged and weaved before crashing into his crouched form and bowling him over.


 


“OK, OK, you win.” Eric laughed as he stood. Turning
to face Michelle, he said “Yeah, you’re right. We don’t know. We also don’t
know if I’m sick. Or anybody else, really. So until that time comes, I’m not
going to worry about it.”


 


“I wish I had your confidence.”


 


“Maybe it’s just apathy.”


 


“No,” she said, “it’s not.”


 


He closed the distance between them and lowered a hand
to her shoulder. Emerald eyes slowly met, and locked, with his. The look on her
face showed determination mixed with trepidation.


 


“What is it? What’s wrong?


 


“I’m about to do something wrong. I’m about to put my
best friend in a position that they shouldn’t have to be in.”


 


The confused look on his face was frozen as her hand
reached up and touched his cheek. “Wait . . . let me finish.” Her dancer’s
lithe body curled into the ‘crisscross applesauce’ position on top of the table
as she stared into his eyes. “I want to make a deal with you. I’ll go to the
campground with your team. I’ll change my vote, even though I honestly don’t
think it’s worth the risk. I’ll do that, if you promise me . . . promise me . .
.,” her words trailed off.


 


“What?”


 


“My mother.”


 


“Huh?”


 


“Eric, when I went to Fort Hammer with Andy, one of
the things I grabbed from my office was the memory card from the answering
machine. When you were sleeping, I borrowed Bernice’s laptop and played the
messages. Before the phone lines went down, my mother had apparently managed to
get through.” She shifted her legs underneath and elevated upwards, coming eye
to eye as she continued. “Devils Lake. She left me a message saying that she
was heading to Dad’s cabin at Devils Lake, Eric.”


 


She plopped back down into a sitting position, lowered
her head and ran her fingers through the tangled mass of wavy strawberry blonde
hair. “I can’t do it alone,” she barely whispered, “so that’s what I’m asking.
That’s the position I’m putting my best friend in. A dangerous mission at the
campground in trade for a suicide mission to Devils Lake.”


 


“So when do we leave?”


 


“Eric, please say no. Tell me that my mother’s already
gone, and that I’d be throwing my life—our lives—away. Tell me that we can just
go somewhere where none of these ghouls, or creeps, or whatevers are
jumping out from behind every shadow. Just tell me no, and then tell me how
wrong I am for even asking. Tell me, please.”


 


“So when do we leave?”


 


Deep green eyes, moistened with hastily wiped tears
looked up at him. “Eric, I love you.”


 


His fingers joined with hers in the tangled cascade of
curls. “And I love you. So let’s make sure we survive both of these fools’
errands. Besides, the way I figure it, you’ve been blind to my affections for
about twenty-five years now, so with penalties and interest, you’re going to
owe me another, oh, about forty more.”


 


“Forty more years, is that so?”


 


He shifted his hands and embraced her tightly, “At
least forty.”











Chapter 23


 


They returned to Walters’s office just in time to see
the results of another preliminary vote. This time, Doc Collins had his hand in
the air. So did Crowbar Mike. Michelle stepped into the center of the circle
and raised her hand to join them.


 


“OK,” Walter said, “let’s do this for real. All in
favor of a rescue mission . . .”


 


Eric cut him off before he finished. “Wait, let me say
one final thing before we vote. Ever since this possibility was brought up to
me, I’ve been giving it some thought. Running the numbers, as they say. Yes, I
voted to go back, but maybe I need to clarify something. When I think ‘rescue
mission,’ I’m not picturing everybody charging into the campground with guns
blazing. My idea is more of a stealth approach. We go in, spend just enough
time there to determine if there are survivors, and then get the heck
out—hopefully with any survivors we find. I’m not looking for, nor, do I think
we can afford, a firefight. Anyhow, that’s just my opinion.”


 


The faces around the room nodded in understanding, and
then Walter called for a vote. Every hand went up.











Chapter 24


 


Back at the store they found that the crowd had separated
into two unequal groups. Diane was standing in front of the larger gathering
with her arms crossed—Mr. Lee mirrored her pose as he stood at the head of the much
smaller faction. Leonard and Glenda were seated in the corner, away from both
divisions.


 


“Is that your final decision?” Diane asked.


 


“We’ve already told you that.”


 


“Fine . . . then we’re done here.”


 


Both she and Mr. Lee turned to face Eric as he stepped
forward. “Who wants to go first?”


 


“Why don’t you tell us what the special people decided
in their little clubhouse meeting,” Diane mouth sarcastically. 


 


Eric frowned and shook his head. Enough was enough.
“Diane, I’m trying . . . really trying . . . to give you a little leeway. But
I’ve got to be honest; you’re not making it very easy with your piss poor
attitude and mouthy personality. Give it a rest, OK?” The corner of his eye
caught the beginnings of a smile cresting on Mr. Lee’s face as he continued,
“I’ll get right to the point. We’re going back to the campground to attempt a
rescue mission. I don’t have the details worked out yet, but I just wanted you
to know what our decision was.” His head swiveled back and forth between the
two groups. “I guess from the looks of things, everybody here is not on the
same page about going to the shelter.”


 


Mr. Lee nodded as Diane spoke. “We,” her arms gestured
to the large group she headed, “are going to shelter Yellow with the firemen.
They,” she pointed a finger across the room, “are not. Although for the life of
me I just can’t understand why.”


 


Eric took another step forward and studied the faces
of those that had elected to stay. Mr. Lee, the man with a braided beard and
his wife. Another two couples that he recognized the faces of, but didn’t know
anything specific about. Behind them sat BB and his mother. Sleeping in her
arms was another child. Ten people.


 


“OK. That’s it then. We’re still going to run a guard
up on the roof tonight—I think Leonard and his wife Glenda have already
volunteered for that. The rest of you, get some sleep.”


 


Sam stepped forward and removed a key from the large
ring. “This works on both doors.” He handed it to Diane, and then after a
moment of contemplation, removed a second key and handed it to Mr. Lee. “Even
though the firemen are outside and we’ve got guards on the roof, I’d still work
out some type of watch in here. You’ve got the two shotguns from Mr. Sheldon
and several other personal weapons. Figure it out.”


 


Walter pointed at the table. “I’m leaving you that
camouflage radio for tonight. We’ll monitor the other one up at the house.” He
looked around the room for a moment before adding, “Be safe and get some sleep.
I’m putting a guard up on the roof of my house as well. Remember what I said
about the areas that are off limits.” 


 


With that, they turned and filed out the door. It took
another several minutes to get the roof guards switched out, and then Eric
loaded everyone into the bed of his truck and drove them up to Walters’s house.
A return trip brought Max, and Eric walked him alone up the hill to Walters’s tractor
shed.


 


Sitting on the floor with his back leaning against a
hay bale, he spent some time rubbing the muscular haunches of enormous wolf hybrid.
Curious gold eyes flecked with silver and black stared back at him as he
talked.


 


“Hey buddy, I’ve got to leave you in here tonight.
Just to make sure, OK? If you’re still feeling good tomorrow, I’ll see about
getting you back in the house.” 


 


Max nuzzled his elbow and pressed closer. “Just make
sure you’re OK buddy . . . I don’t want to lose you.” Max gave a small whine
and molded his body against Eric before dropping down across his lap. 


 


“Hey—you big fur ball,” Eric reached down and grabbed
two enormous handfuls of hair at the side of Max’s brawny neck, “look at me.” With
an agile turn, Max flopped onto his back and regarded Eric with a look that
conveyed greater intelligence and understanding than any domesticated dog was
capable of.


 


Raking his fingers in a big circle across Max’s belly
brought out a huge panting tongue, and Eric changed the scratching to a series
of soft pats. “Listen, if anything happens to me, keep Michelle safe. And make
sure you eat, OK?”


 


Dark eyebrows furrowed for a moment, and then a pair
of huge paws reached up and pushed against Eric’s underarms. A moment later,
the massive black canine scrabbled to his feet, knocking Eric backwards and
prone. It was immediately followed by almost 110 pounds of muscle sitting on Eric’s
chest.


 


“I’ll take that as an ‘OK,’ then.”











Chapter 25


 


They were gathered in the downstairs living room,
seated on various couches, chairs, and throw cushions that were scattered
across a thick layer of 1970s era carpeting. It was pea soup green, at least in
the sections that had been sheltered by furniture throughout the decades. A
worn and faded path crossed the room, stretching from the bottom of the stairs
past several side doors until finally ending at the heavily built, metal fire
door that led to the garage. Only now the garage was being used as a hospital.
The low embers from an earlier log pile still faintly glowed through the open
door of an ancient cast iron wood stove, and steaming on the stove’s top were
three Dutch ovens. One of them held a fragrant mixture of mulled cider,
complete with several floating sticks of cinnamon bark. The second pot was half
filled with an apparently caustic solution of formaldehyde and turpentine. Whatever
it was practically singed Eric’s eyebrows when he peered under the lid.
Michelle seemed to like it though, and had a large earthenware mug of the
solution cradled directly under her nose. Her eyes were shut, but her dimples
gave away the huge smile hidden behind her cup. Eric had gone with option
number three—hot chocolate. Judging by the shallow depth of the liquid, so had almost
everybody else. He had been formally introduced to the older couple, Bucky and
Frederica—Fred for short—a few moments ago, and they had expressed their
condolences about Uncle Andy. Eric raised his eyes from the cup of hot
chocolate to the garage exit. He still hadn’t stopped to see his uncle.
Somewhere inside, it almost seemed that as long as he could keep putting that off,
everything would be OK. Or maybe not. He made a silent promise to himself to go
see his uncle—and Emily—as soon as the meeting was over.


 


Bernice spoke first. “I ain’t much for words, and I’m
awful tired, so let me go first and then I can get to bed. Like you know, we’ve
been dividing up food and supplies for the people from the campground.” She
looked around the room and added, “All of you as well. What I mean is that as
long as you stay here, we’ll feed you from the community cupboard—as long as it
lasts. If you decide to leave, you’ll walk away with the same gallon of rice
and other miscellaneous supplies that we’re handing out tomorrow morning after
breakfast. That’s all I got to say besides ‘good night.’”


 


She turned to leave but Doc called out, “Bernie, hold
up a minute. Before everyone disappears, there’s something that Callie found
that’s very interesting. Callie?”


 


Bernice stopped her retreat and settled against the
arm of the couch as Callie stood. It took her several near-acrobatic maneuvers
to step around Thompson and through the seated crowd, but she ended up in the
corner of the room by the stairs. 


 


“It’s really by accident that I found this, and to be
honest, Doctor Collins and I can’t shed any light on what it means, other than
to say . . . well, you’ll see.” Her golden earrings danced and jangled as she
tossed her head and beamed. The backpack riding over her shoulder on one strap
was shrugged to the side, and as she reached into the main compartment, her
dark brown eyes and brilliant smile turned toward Eric. “Don’t forget I need to
take a look at your ankle tonight.”


 


Long fingers, still somehow retaining a tan, withdrew
her tablet computer from the backpack. After a moment’s fidgeting, the screen
flickered to life.


 


“Have you ever seen those thick books full of trivia
that people keep in their bathrooms? I have a couple that came as a free eBook
download when I got this tablet last Christmas. Some of the stuff in those
books is pretty funny, by the way,” she added.


 


The tiredness in the room was evident with the lack of
responses.


 


“Anyway,” Callie stretched out the word with a sigh
and shake of her head, “I remembered reading something in one of those books
about how the human race breaks down, percentage wise, into different
categories.”


 


“Humor me,” she said, “stand up if you’re left
handed.” Scott immediately stood up, and Callie remained standing as well. Her
nose slowly bobbed as she did another count. “OK, that’s two people. We have
fifteen total people in this room right now. According to the almighty bathroom
trivia book, about ten percent of the people in the United States are left
handed. Ten percent of fifteen people equals one and a half people. We’ve got
two, so that’s pretty close. Go ahead and sit down for a minute, Scott.” She
flipped her finger over the screen and scrolled.


 


“OK, let’s try this again. If you were born in a
foreign country, stand up.” Callie dropped her back against the wall and slid
down into a squatting position, taking herself out of the ratio. As she did,
Doc, Fred, and Dave stood.


 


“Three people, that’s twenty percent. According to
this list, we should be around twelve percent. Remember though, we only have
fifteen people. If we had ten times that amount, the numbers would probably smooth
out somewhat. Go ahead and sit down.”


 


“Moving on, I’d like you to stand up if you’ve ever
had a pet cat.”


 


Doc and Fred stood for a second time. They were joined
by Sam, Walter, Bernice, Amy, and to everyone’s surprise, Crowbar Mike.


 


“Alright, that’s seven people—a little less than half.
According to the book, about fifty percent of the people in the United States
have owned a cat, so we’re right on, there. Go ahead and sit down, and we’ll
try one more.”


 


Amy and Mike stopped at the Dutch ovens for refill
before returning to their chairs.


 


Callie scrolled again, and then announced, “OK, stand
up if you have a tattoo.”


 


This time, it was Sam, Mike, Walter, Amy, and Rebecca.


 


“OK,” Callie said, “that’s five.”


 


Eric looked over at Michelle and cleared his throat.
Loudly. When she didn’t respond, he added a few thunderous, whooping coughs.
The spectacle wasn’t lost on anybody present, and Rebecca pointed an accusatory
finger at Michelle.


 


“Ohhh, Michelle . . . did that fair skin of yours
suffer under the needle?” She teased with a laugh and several shakes of her
finger.


 


Michelle shot Eric piercing laser beams of guaranteed
payback from behind her mug as Amy chimed in, “Michelle is an inky? Well I
never . . .” 


 


Dave, his son Scott, and Callie began to chuckle as
Michelle blushed, and then Thompson’s deep voice cut through the mirth, “Show
us.”


 


“Yeah,” Eric choked out, “show us!”


 


Michelle’s face turned beet red as she tried vainly to
compress her entire body behind the coffee cup in her hands.


 


The crowd erupted in laughter at Michelle’s
predicament, and Eric joined them as he thought back to the story of her
tattoo.


 


Michelle and a few of her girlfriends in college had
traveled to San Diego for spring break during their junior year. When they
arrived, she realized that a certain “area” had been neglected—grooming
wise—during the long North Dakota winter. Her girlfriends had talked her into
getting a professional job at a local salon before they hit the beach, only the
obviously foreign salon worker had misinterpreted her directions and waxed
everything. Eric chuckled almost uncontrollably as he remembered Michelle, bug-eyed
and silently mouthing a repeated exclamation of, “Everything.” The last night
of their vacation, and after way too many drinks, the girls had wandered into a
beachside tattoo and piercing boutique. In a fit of temporary insanity,
Michelle had let the girls decide on the design for her—something to remember
their trip by. It was a classic. A one inch tall stick figure pushing a lawn mower.
Down there.


 


The laughter and good natured ribbing went on for a
solid minute longer, and then everybody gradually settled down as Callie
continued. “OK, five,” her eyes rose toward Michelle, “plus one more, equals
six. That’s forty percent. According to the book, about thirty percent of
people have tattoos, so we’re maybe a little higher there.”


 


“Where are you going with this?” Bernice asked with a
yawn.


 


“Yes ma’am, I’m getting there. Down at the store I had
all of the campground residents fill out a single page medical form. This was
before the firemen showed up and any decisions had been made, or even talked
about. At least that I know of. Anyway, you know what I’m talking about,
because each of you filled out the same form earlier tonight. Once we collected
all the forms, I started entering them into a little spreadsheet program on my
tablet . . . just so we’d have something in place without shuffling through the
individual papers. Overall, it was a fairly typical mix that you’d expect to
see in a random cross section of medical patients. Until you looked at one
column.”


 


Callie glanced at the screen for a moment before
continuing, “Last time . . . stand up if you have type O blood.”


 


Heads swiveled left and right, but nobody moved.


 


Callie pointed a finger at the tablet. “I have several
medical books and study guides on here. Most of them deal with physical therapy
and various aspects of patient rehabilitation, but some of them are from my
short stint as an EMT. In one of those, I found a reference to the spread of
blood types across various ethnic backgrounds. If you don’t take into account
ethnicity, then about forty percent of the people in this room should have type
O blood. It’s the most common blood type in the world.” She looked at Thompson.
“African Americans have an even higher likelihood—about fifty-three percent—of
having type O blood. Hispanic people are even higher, and the Native American
population,” she turned to Sam as she finished, “is almost exclusively type O.”


 


Eric thought back quickly to his recent count. “We
have sixty-two people. That count consists of everybody at the store and up
here—including my uncle and Doc’s niece. How many—total—type O people do we
have?”


 


Callie shook her head. “Zero.”


 


“What are the odds of that happening?” Fred asked in
her slightly accented speech.


 


Doc shook his head, “It doesn’t. Or at least the odds
against it are so astronomically high that the statistical likelihood borders
on winning the lottery ten times in a row.”


 


“Why didn’t we catch this earlier,” Michelle asked, “I
mean, it’s not like we haven’t been busy trying to stay alive, but everybody
here also filled out the first medical form on the day we swept through the
campground.”


 


“Two reasons,” Doc quipped, “the first one is that we
barely had time to take a hard look at those original forms. And the second
one,” he did a quick scan around the room before shaking his head, “is that it
wasn’t on there. I photocopied those forms from a blank one I had laying
around—one from my practice. Think about this, when is the last time you had to
list your blood type on any medical form unless it was for a surgical
admittance? What I’m trying to say is that the question of ‘what blood type are
you’ isn’t a standard question. The only reason we even included it on the new
‘short form’ was because Andy ended up getting a small transfusion from Eric.
Andy still wears his military dog tags which list his blood type, and Eric’s is
the same.”


 


“How did you know?” Eric asked.


 


Rebecca nodded towards him. “You told us.” 


 


“I did?” 


 


“You were exhausted,” she answered, “and probably
don’t remember.”


 


Eric said nothing in reply, but glanced again toward
the metal door.


 


“OK,” Walter turned to face Doc, “does this knowledge
help us in any way?”


 


A quick shrug accompanied his answer. “I don’t know.
Again, the likelihood that this is an accident does not seem remotely feasible.
Therefore, we can make a broad assumption that this infection is somehow
related to a person’s specific blood type. I want to caution you on assuming
that because you’re not blood type O, you’re immune to this pathogen.” He stood
and frowned, trying to meet each of their eyes as his own expression dropped
into dead seriousness. “Brenda,” he stated firmly, “was blood type B.”


 


“How do we know that? She didn’t fill out one of the
new forms.”


 


“She had a medical information card. I found it among
her personal effects . . . after.”


 


Silence descended over the room as they digested the
new information. As they sat lost in their own thoughts, Walter stretched to
his feet and refilled both his pipe and his mug of cider. Once again, the
aromatic essence of scented smoke coiled through the room, pausing only briefly
to dance with the simmering liquids on the cast iron stove.


 


Sam raised his hand. “Just so you all know, earlier
this evening Eric asked me to escort one of the firemen back to the truck, with
a brief stopover to take a look at the practically brand new winch that Eric
lied to the paramedic about.”


 


“We needed to get him away from Ray for a minute.”


 


“Yeah, I know. I was inside the store the whole time
they were talking. I heard everything. Anyway, Wayne . . . that’s Lieutenant
Wayne King from the Richland Fire and Rescue Squad . . . seems to be a pretty
straight shooter. He wasn’t very forthcoming about details though. If I had to
guess, I’d say that he was worried about repercussions if they found out he
spilled the beans.” Sam took a drink out of his cup as he pondered for a
moment. “What I did find out was that he definitely does not like Ray Ingram.
At all. Apparently there have been several ‘incidents’ at the shelter that Ray
was directly involved in. There also seems to be, if I read him right, a growing
faction within the shelter that Mr. Ingram is grooming as his personal voting
bloc / enforcement squad.”


 


Mike flipped up an index finger for attention. “I want
to kick in some food for thought. Don’t misunderstand me though, OK?” He took a
sip from an ivory colored ceramic cup stenciled with a large blue jay before
continuing. “I’m not saying I like the guy. As a matter of fact, he reminds me
of the non-union ‘supervisors’ they used to bring fresh out of college and onto
the rigs. Guys that ain’t never seen a wrench that wasn’t in a textbook. Little
snot nosed desk jockeys that think they know everything about working oil, but
end up getting somebody hurt before they run home crying to mama.”


 


“Good thing you’re keepin’ an open mind about ‘em.”
Thompson cut in.


 


“Yeah, well, you know what I mean. Anyhow, like I
said, I don’t like the guy. But it just occurs to me, if I was in the same
situation, with the same resources . . . what would I do different? Here we
are, circling our wagons and doing our best to stay alive. And we have what, maybe
a hundred people at the campground that might possibly be infected. They’re
over in Richland with the likelihood that thousands of ghouls could show up at
their door. Again, I’m not trying to defend the dude. And I don’t like him.
But, you know what they say about walking a mile in someone else’s shoes.”


 


“Well,” Sam interrupted, “while you’re walking in
those shoes, let me throw out a few speed bumps that the lieutenant managed to
slide in. Remember the other shelters? The ones they lost contact with? Well,
it seems ol’ Ray was in charge of the security team that was supposed to
provide cover as the other shelters were moving supplies. That little armored
vehicle that he mentioned has a mobile repeater unit to increase their radio
range. Coincidentally, it stopped working during the move in, and that’s why
Ray’s team supposedly never responded. Could it have happened that way? Sure,
but the lieutenant found it awful convenient that some of Ray’s posse were
manning the APC at the time. Plus, just before it all went down, one of Wayne’s
firemen friends overheard a certain bearded paramedic making plans to move all
of the weapons and ammunition into shelter Yellow. And did I mention the APC
repeater works fine now.”


 


“I told you he’s a scumball,” Callie sneered. 


 


“Uh-huh,” Sam nodded.


 


Preacher Dave spoke. “Those people that voted to go to
the shelter need to know this. They might change their mind.”


 


“If you tell them, it will most definitely get back to
Ray, and I’m guessing that would be very bad for Lieutenant King.”


 


“Why don’t you offer to let him stay here?”


 


“I did,” Sam answered, “and he immediately refused.
Wouldn’t say why, though . . . but I’m guessing it has something to do with his
family.”


 


The soft pop and hiss of the embers
filled the empty space of the sudden quiet that settled over the room. The
stillness dragged on for a solid minute before Walter cleared his throat.
“Well, that’s food for thought.” He brought his hand to his mouth and gave a
short smoker’s cough. “One more thing ‘afor we break up. I’m told that
Michelle, Thompson, Sam,” he inclined his head toward the garage, “and Andy
have already talked about this. But I want to be on the same page.” A deep,
throat wetting gulp of hot cider, followed by several puffs on his pipe
interrupted his speech momentarily. “I don’t want to be one of them things.
Neither does Bernie. If either of us come up sick, we got no hard feelings if
you put us down. Don’t give us the opportunity to hurt no one. Does everybody
understand what I’m saying here? Does anybody feel different?”


 


Nobody did, and a quick show of hands confirmed everybody’s
wishes.


 


“Alrighty then, that’s settled.” Walter turned to sit
but paused halfway, adding, “Now, don’t any of you impatient youngsters with
itchy trigger fingers pop me before my time. I’m old. Not every part of my body
works like it did when I was twenty, but just because I’m an old fart, that
doesn’t mean you have to fight to be first in line with a bullet each time I
cough.”


 


Several chuckles rebounded through the room as Walter
sat.


 


“OK,” Eric stood, “let’s figure out how we’re going to
take a run at Ravenwood.”


 


Bernice got up. “I’m off to bed.” Her announcement was
followed by similar ones from Rebecca and Fred. Bucky also moved off the couch
and nodded to the rest of them as he refilled his mug from the pot of battery
acid. “I got a lot of sleep today, so I’ll be on watch for the rest of the
night. Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with.”


 


The large coffee table in front of the couch was
cleared of cups, and Walter unfolded a USGS map of the surroundings. Pointing a
calloused fingertip toward a chunk of green shaded woodland, he said, “I agree
with Eric. This needs to be a small, surgical attempt. The problem is going to
be this,” his finger tapped a black line that threaded through the green,
“there’s only one way into, or out of, Ravenwood. If the team gets cornered or
cut off, there’s no escape.” 


 


“No,” Eric shook his head as the wheels began to turn,
“that’s incorrect.” He wormed his way closer to the map. “Think ‘outside of the
box.’”


 


Several sets of tired eyes looked his way.


 


“Ravenwood campground has about a million ways to get
in . . . or out of.” He dropped his hand to the map and ran a finger around the
swath of blue surrounding the site. “All we need is a boat.” Turning to Walter,
Eric raised his eyebrows, “Know anybody that owns a marina?” 











Chapter 26


 


Eric watched as Walter folded up the map and yawned. A
glance at the clock on the wall showed a little past midnight, and he still had
several things to accomplish before he slept. Everybody else except Michelle
had just turned in, and he watched as she stood and stretched. It was like
watching a tall willow bend with the breeze, and her flexibility made him
grimace. And smile. Putting that thought out of his head for now, he took a
deep breath and pulled himself out of the recliner. 


 


The metal door that had been shut during the meeting
now hung partway open as Doc finished checking his patients. A moment later it
pivoted on oiled hinges and he appeared, making several notations on a
clipboard held in the crook of his arm. 


 


Doc looked up at Eric, “No change with Andy . . .
which could be good news,” he added almost immediately. “My granddaughter is
awake. She asked about you. Don’t keep her up too long.” Without waiting for a
reply, Doc ascended the stairs.


 


Taking a deep breath, exhaling, and repeating the
procedure several times brought Eric some semblance of calm, and he stepped
through the doorway. Michelle followed a pace behind.


 


The cement floor of the garage was polished smooth,
and the room still smelled faintly of bleach and antiseptic. The antiseptic
aroma reminded him of freshly peeled band aids mixed with the unforgettable
tang of every high school nurse’s office or athletic training room. Sheets had
been draped over some type of frame, dividing one half of the garage into two
separate medical areas. Moving to the closest improvised ‘room,’ he slid the
sheet aside and stepped in. The figure that lay still and unmoving beyond was
his uncle. A heavy wrapping of gauze encircled Andy’s head, completely covering
the right side of his face down to, and including, his ear. Moving to the
bedside, Eric took his uncle’s leathery hand in his own. He could sense
Michelle standing behind him as he spoke.


 


“Hey old man, I thought you said I’d never catch you
lying down on the job.” 


 


Steady breathing was the only response.


 


“Don’t worry, we’ve got everything under control, and
all you need to do,” he squeezed his uncle’s hand, “is to concentrate on
getting better.”


 


The calloused hand of the person that had been the
most influential male role model in Eric’s life gave no indication that his
words had gotten through.


 


He felt Michelle’s arm slide around his waist and pull
close. “Eric, I’m so sorry. I should have been more aware. It’s my fault that
they got the drop on us. It’s my fault that Andy got shot.” 


 


“I don’t believe that for a second. There was nothing
you could’ve done. Nothing he could have done. It was bad freakin’ luck.”


 


Michelle said nothing, and Eric wrapped both arms
around her, squeezing gently as he whispered, “It’s not your fault.”


 


They stayed in that position, trading hugs and
reassurance for several minutes. Finally, Michelle pulled away and managed a
weak smile. “Let’s go see Emily.” 


 


They closed the curtain to Andy’s section and walked
over to Emily’s area. The sheets that had been hung were embroidered with
sporadic butterflies, and Eric cleared his throat before sliding them aside.


 


“Emily, it’s Eric and Michelle—are you awake?”


 


“Hey,” the weak voice sounded from beyond the curtain,
“come on in.”


 


He pushed past the divider and walked over to her
bedside. Michelle came through but stayed by the sheet wall.


 


“How are you feeling?”


 


Emily’s dark eyes focused on Eric momentarily before
closing briefly.


 


“Tired,” she mumbled behind still closed eyes.


 


“Doc . . . I mean your grandfather, says that you’re
going to be fine. You’ve lost a lot of blood, but he patched you up pretty
good.”


 


Her eyes fluttered open, and from beneath the bed sheet
a delicate hand appeared. Eric stepped close and took the offering, almost
fully enveloping her with his bear sized grip. She managed a smile, and then
took a shallow breath before speaking. “It still hurts if I breathe too deep.
And . . . whatever grandpa gave me for the pain is still making my head fuzzy.
But I guess that all things considered, I’m pretty lucky.”


 


Eric smiled down at her and squeezed her hand.
“Emily.” Her eyes blinked and refocused on him as he continued, “Thank you. You
saved Michelle; you put your life on the line for all of us.” He nosed toward
her bandaged shoulder. “You took a bullet for us, and I just wanted to say
thank you.”


 


She smiled and to squeeze his hand. “You owe me big
time. Has it rained?”


 


“Yes, I owe you big . . . um, what did you mean, ‘has
it rained?’”


 


The smile that broke across her face had its
beginnings somewhere in dreamland, but her words were crystal clear. “You owe
me,” she laughed momentarily before it turned to a wince. Through clenched
teeth she continued, “Rain . . . has it rained since I’ve been here?”


 


“No.”


 


“Good. Get my camera.”


 


“Emily, it’s a long way back up to where I found you. I
may not be able to get to it for quite awhile.”


 


“No you lunkhead, up on the bluff overlooking your
uncle’s cabin. That camera.”


 


It came rushing back to Eric, and he remembered that Emily
had been looking through a camera’s long telephoto lens at the scene that had
unfolded outside the cabin. Eric had taken off at a sprint, and when Emily
caught up to him at the cabin, she wasn’t carrying the heavy camera.


 


“Oh, that one.” He squeezed her hand again, “I’ll do
what I can . . . as soon as I can.”


 


“Good.” Her half closed eyes blinked twice, and then
turned their gaze over his shoulder as Michelle moved up.


 


The moments of silence that followed seemed—at least
to Eric—to last somewhere in the vicinity of a few dozen millennia as the two
ladies studied each other. Finally, Michelle stepped closer and took Emily’s
hand from Eric.


 


“You saved my life, Emily. I can never thank you
enough.” She moved closer and brushed Emily’s shiny black hair off of her
forehead. “You saved me from a terrible, terrible fate, at the risk of your own
life, and I just wanted you to know . . . personally . . . how much that means
to me.”


 


“S’OK, you would have done the same thing,” Emily
mumbled with a tired voice that matched her eyes. “Tell . . . Eric . . . to get
my camera.”


 


“I will,” Michelle answered as Emily closed her eyes.


 


Eric stood up and rubbed his eyebrows in
concentration. “I think I’m going to stop and see my uncle briefly on the way
out. Then I’m going up to see Max one more time tonight. After that, I’m
turning in.”


 


There was a folding chair leaning against the wall by
Emily’s head, and Michelle stood and reached for it, pried it open, and plopped
herself down. “I’m going to stay here for a little while, OK?”


 


He managed a weak smile, but nodded as he left.


 


His uncle showed no change, and Eric wished him a
silent ‘goodnight, get well’ as he looked in. It was hard to believe that the
person lying there, immobile, unconscious, and battling for survival, was the
same person that he’d known all his life to be full of energy, attitude, and
fire. But it was true. He bowed his head and said a quick prayer for healing
before walking back through the fire door. 


 


“He’ll pull through, you wait and see.” It was Walter,
seated on the couch with his feet crossed and propped up on the coffee table.
Beside him sat a long rectangular box wrapped in a hodgepodge of paper grocery
bags. He swatted the cushion next to him and indicated for Eric to sit.


 


“Eric my boy, are you sure you want to do this . . .
Ravenwood I mean?”


 


“Want to . . . no. But I feel like it’s the right
thing to do.”


 


Walter said nothing as he studied Eric.


 


“What’s in the box?” Eric pointed a finger at the
Frankenstein wrapping job.


 


“Your birthday present from your uncle.”


 


“My birthday isn’t until October.”


 


“I know, but this is something that Andy had me order several
months ago. We weren’t sure how long it would take to get here.”


 


Walter twisted and grabbed the box, and then set it on
the table in front of Eric. A second, similarly wrapped, but much smaller
package—this one removed from underneath the couch—soon joined it.


 


“That one is from me and Bernice.”


 


“Which one should I open first?”


 


“Andy’s.”


 


Eric popped the snap on the sheath of his Buck knife;
the click immediately brought a flash memory of the last time he had
done so at the cabin. It took a forceful battle against his will to dismiss the
images that accompanied it.


 


Shaking his head, he slid the razor sharp blade
through the substantial layers of clear packing tape. Underneath was the
unmistakable red and white logo of Benelli, a manufacturer of high quality
weapons.


 


His eyes widened his he revealed the full length of
the carton. “Holy crap, this is an M2 shotgun.”


 


Walter nodded, “And not just that. Your uncle special
ordered it from their custom shop. Once it got here, we turned around and shipped
it off to some folks down in Texas who modified it even further for high speed
shooting at your 3 gun matches. It’s got a Nordic Component extended magazine
tube and a bunch of other bells and whistles. Everything on it has been buffed
and polished and tweaked so much so that you ought to be able to just sit in
your truck and let the gun hop up to the line and shoot the course by itself.”


 


The stunned look on Eric’s face accompanied the
knowledge that he was holding about $3000.00 in his hands.


 


“Open the other one,” Walter indicated.


 


He set the shotgun box on the table and sliced open
the other package. Inside were several unwrapped shotgun speed loaders, and an
additional pair of factory magazines for his CZ 9mm.


 


“I don’t know what to say. To either of you.”


 


“Don’t say anything, just come back safe.”


 


“Are you sure that you can spare the ammunition for
our little raid?” Eric asked with raised eyebrows.


 


Walter sighed, and then took a moment to tap out the
ashes of his pipe into a ceramic bowl decorated with scantily clad mermaids.
“Eric, you know that Andy and I have always been a little squirrelly when it
comes to trusting others for our well being. You also know that the motto of
‘be prepared’ is something that we’ve put more than just a little amount of
time, effort, and money in to. Your uncle has raised you well, and I know that
you share a lot of our philosophies about being self sufficient, honorable, and
Christian. I also know that you’re a young buck who probably doesn’t have the
means, financially anyhow, to accumulate a sufficient amount of . . .
‘supplies’ for the future. Well, we have. Underneath Andy’s new outbuilding is
a good size basement just about chock full of supplies. We figured on being
able to support a dozen people for somewhere between three to five years, food
wise, if something happened to our country, or economy. There’s also a metric
shit-ton of ammunition, and the weapons to fire it. I don’t want to get into
all of it right now, but let’s just say that Andy’s cabin was our destination
if the turds ever hit the fan.”


 


“Is this the part where you’re going to tell me that I
was dumb for not saving all of my pre-64 quarters and nickels?”


 


Walter chuckled, “Let me tell you something. There’s a
lot of yah-who’s out there who have been putting their money into things like
gold and silver, because they figured that if anything happened, it would be
the only currency that would remain stable and valuable. I want you to think
about what might be happening at thousands of places—maybe millions—across the
world. There are people that, as far as we know, are probably huddled in some
basement, or shelter, or attic . . . starving . . . dying of thirst. They might
be surrounded by those gray things, or cut off from safety. Now which do you think
they’d rather have right now, a bag of silver quarters, or some granola bars,
water, and a box of shells for their pistol?”


 


“How did you and my uncle afford this?”


 


Walter smiled and shook his head. “Eric, your uncle
retired as a full colonel from the Air Force. He was also a very shrewd man
when it came to investing. I’ve got the marina, and although it may not look
like it, I do pretty well for myself . . . at least now. When you put us both
together, well, as Andy always said, ‘copper wire was invented when he and I
found the same penny.’”


 


Eric turned back to look at the matte black,
parkerized finish on the shotgun. “Why did you give this to me now?”


 


“Andy showed me some of the videos of you competing.
We noticed that most of the guys who beat you are running this type of
platform. Now of course, you’ll have to get used to the feel, but we’d both
want you to have every advantage possible if you ever compete again, and of
course, at Ravenwood. Now go get some sleep.” Walter eased up off the couch and
headed towards the stairs. 


 


“Wait a minute. I want to ask you something.”


 


Walter stopped with one foot on the bottom stair, but
didn’t turn around.


 


“Yeah?”


 


“The first night when we all got together and played
cards in your office . . .”


 


“Uh-huh.”


 


“After we were done, Michelle and I walked out to the
parking lot.”


 


“Yeah, I remember.”


 


“When I was out there, through the window it look like
my uncle handed you some money. Was it for this gun?”


 


Still facing the stairs, Walter gave an amused snort
before answering. “Eric, your uncle was many things in his life, and even
though he was a ‘hard as nails, career military, north country redneck,’ there
was something else that made up a large part of his soul.” He turned just
enough to point a gnarled finger at the M2. “Andy was generous to a fault. When
I fell on hard times with the marina about fifteen years ago, your uncle loaned
me the money when none of the banks would. No interest, no fees, not even a
timetable of when to pay it back. Just a handshake and a blank check. Through
the years I’ve watched him give money to everything from homeless people to dog
shelters. About the only thing he was ever uncompromising on was you. He didn’t
want you to grow up with a silver spoon in your mouth. With you, he invested
something much more important . . . his time.” Walter turned back upstairs and
took another creaky step.


 


“You didn’t answer my question.”


 


The footsteps stopped, and Walter’s voice, softer this
time, drifted out of the stairway. “Your uncle handed me almost $5,000.00 in
cash. It wasn’t for the gun—that had already been paid for. Andy just wanted to
make sure that anybody who didn’t have money wouldn’t be turned away.”


 


Eric listened as the footsteps receded up the
stairwell. 


 


The door to the basement opened and Michelle walked
through. The look on her face was unreadable as she slid over and perched on
the edge of the coffee table, facing Eric. She said nothing for a moment as her
eyes searched deep into his. Finally, with a slight nod toward the garage, she
said, “Emily is sleeping.”


 


“That’s good.”


 


“We talked a little bit.”


 


“Mmm-hmm,” Eric gave a guarded, noncommittal reply.


 


“Would you like some company when you go visit Max?”


 


“Yeah, I’d like that.”


 


“OK, let’s go.”











Chapter 27


 


They walked silently up the slope and past the chicken
house, finally ending at the undersized cement pad that butted up against the
side entrance. Eric fumbled momentarily as he tried to locate the correct key,
but at last managed to open the lock. Max stood about ten feet away, off to the
left of their improvised hay bale circle. He looked fine so far, and they
entered the tractor shed, locking the door behind them.


 


Several moments of chest thumping and tummy rubbing
with Max followed, and then Eric re-stacked the bales into a tight fitting
rectangle slightly larger than a piece of plywood.


 


“Are you good with a queen sized bed, or do I need to
add more hay and make it a king?”


 


Michelle’s face gave the first indication of a smile
since she had visited with Emily. “Queen is fine.”


 


He returned her smile before opening a door that led
into a small room. Formally used for tack when Walters’s daughters had kept
horses, it now held shelves of clear plastic tubs filled with infrequently used
items. The contents of each box were labeled in Walter’s neat script, and Eric
pulled down one filled with blankets. He removed several old, military issue wool
blankets, shook them out and laid them across the hay bed. A return trip
thickened that layer. His third venture into the tack room brought out a final
wool blanket for Max, and an oversized quilt that still smelled faintly like a
horse. 


 


Eric stood—arms crossed—and admired his handiwork. A
look of dissatisfaction showed on his face almost immediately. “Something’s
missing.”


 


Michelle turned her eyes toward the makeshift bed.
“Us?”


 


“Yeah, but something else, also.” He studied the scene
momentarily before nodding his head and giving a theatrical, “a-ha.”


 


Gesturing toward Michelle, he attempted a ridiculous
French accent. “Ah, zis fine bed-a-room suite, she comes complete with ze
lux-your-ious feather a-mattress, and . . .” Eric moved two additional hay
bales to each side of the bed, “a set of Louie ze fourteenth nightstands.”


 


Michelle giggled at his dramatic display before
adding, “I’ll take it.”


 


Their radios, flashlights, and handguns were arranged
for easy access on the improvised nightstands, and a moment later they were
lying side by side under the quilt. Stillness drifted down as they settled in,
broken only momentarily by the faint scrabbling of a mouse somewhere beyond the
tractor.


 


Michelle was the first to whisper. “She’s beautiful.”


 


“Who?”


 


“You know who I’m talking about. Any girl that can
spend twenty-four hours in a hospital bed and still look cute is the enemy to
women everywhere.”


 


“She has nothing on you. As a matter of fact, I told
her the same thing.”


 


Michelle stared at the ceiling. “I know. We talked a
little more. I want to hate her, Eric . . . or at least, I want to not like
her, but I can’t, especially since she saved my life.” She shifted under the
quilt and rolled on her side to look at Eric. “I need to know something. For
real.” 


 


Even in the dim light that drifted through the small
windows, Eric could see a flash of green from Michelle’s eyes. “What?”


 


Her hand slid underneath the quilt and unzipped his
jacket. A scant moment later, her fingers had moved underneath his shirt and
rested on his chest. “I don’t think you’ve ever lied to me, Eric.”


 


“I haven’t . . . ever.”


 


“Then don’t lie to me now. What you said back in
Walter’s office . . . do you mean that for real,” her hand pressed in to his
chest, “in here.”


 


Surprisingly, the long anticipated butterflies in his
stomach had disappeared. In their place was stillness; as if every fiber of his
being, every individual molecule, was holding its breath. His hand clasped over
top of hers, and he held it there as he turned to face her.


 


“Michelle, for as long as I can remember, I’ve thought
about this moment. About what I’d say and how I’d say it if I ever got the
chance, or nerve. I had speeches planned, and fantasies about romantic dinners
or sunsets on the beach.”


 


“Answer my question.”


 


“You’ve always been my friend . . . my only real
friend. I’ve spent my life jumping from one empty relationship to another, or
throwing myself into so much work that I didn’t have time to think about
anything else. And yet you’ve always been there for me, and I’ve always been
afraid that one day I’d wake up and you’d be gone. That our friendship would be
over. And I don’t think I could take that.”


 


“Answer my question, please,” she whispered.


 


His other hand slid across the blankets and tangled in
her hair, drawing her close as he gazed into her eyes. “I have never loved
anybody else. It’s always been you.”


 


Her body, held rigid under tension as she awaited his
answer, uncoiled and flowed around his. Her arms encircled and squeezed tight,
locking herself against him as they each breathed the air of a new realization
. . . a new hope.


 


Off in the distance, the muted crack of a rifle
shot sounded. It was quickly followed by a radio announcement from the crow’s
nest that they had taken down another ghoul. 


 


Underneath the quilt, Michelle wrapped herself against
Eric and closed her eyes, drifting off into a deep, contented slumber. Eric’s
eyes closed and he followed her down.











Chapter 28


 


Boom. Boom-boom-boom-boom. The last target shredded into confetti and Eric
spun, dropped his hand to the shell caddy and pulled up four more 12 gauge
rounds. Two seconds later, they had been inserted into the Benelli’s feed gate
and his hand dropped to grab another quadruple reload. With fingers blurring,
they soon followed into the M2’s extended magazine tube. Twisting to the left
as he marched forward, the gun thundered again eight times in a row. Each
explosion corresponded with a number 10 tin can blasting off an arrangement of
unsplit logs destined for the woodshed. To his right, Eric could clearly hear
Michelle calling out targets as she fired her AR-15. To his left and slightly
behind, the rumble of Sam’s pump shotgun changed into a rapid fire series of bangs
as he switched to his SIG 45.


 


“Clear,” Sam yelled.


 


“Reloading,” Eric and Michelle echoed each other as
they fed more ammunition into their weapons. As soon as they finished, the
muzzles of both Eric’s M2 and Michelle’s AR searched for new targets.


 


“Clear,” Michelle shouted.


 


“Clear,” Eric echoed a millisecond later.


 


An audible beep sounded, and Walter called out,
“Time.” 


 


They lowered their weapons after engaging the
safeties, and the four of them gathered next to the weathered shooting bench
behind Walters’s house. 


 


Eric removed a pair of dark green, electronic ear
protectors, unplugged the microphone jack, and set them on the bench. Sam and
Michelle copied.


 


“Much better. I can still hear and my head isn’t
rocking.”


 


“The throat
microphones worked pretty well also. I heard everything you said with no
problem,” Michelle added.


 


Sam grunted in agreement. “I like the fact that you
can adjust these earmuffs to also pick up normal sounds, and you still won’t
get deafened if you get into a firefight.”


 


“That’s what they’re made for. By the way,” Walter
replied, “your time was much better. Any issues with the guns? Failure to fire
. . . Failure to eject or extract?”


 


“Nope.”


 


“OK, do you want to run through it again?”


 


“What time is it?”


 


“Almost 7:30 AM. Breakfast is at 8:00 AM.”


 


Eric sighed, “We don’t have time. We’ve got to meet
with Ray and convince him to stay for a few more hours.” He looked at Sam and
Michelle, “I want to see Mike and Callie run the boat again, and then we’ve got
to go. Speaking of time, does anybody have a watch I can borrow?”











Chapter 29


 


It was almost 9:00 AM when breakfast was finally
served. Bernice had decided to distribute the food and supplies first. As each
person came to the front of the makeshift line, Rebecca checked them off a
list, and then wrote their name in permanent marker on the outside of each zip
lock bag. Buckets were summarily filled with water, and also labeled with the
owner’s name.


 


The last bite of a rice, egg, and salsa mixture—mostly
rice though—left Eric’s plate on the plastic spoon. A huge glob of salsa—obviously
following a secret commandment issued by the laundry detergent illuminati—had
totally missed the dark burgundy fabric that covered the majority of his Dr.
Pepper tee-shirt. Instead, through some arcane process known only to a select
few mystics living in caves in the Himalayas, the chunky red and green slush
had headed directly for the white lettering. Of course. 


 


Amy approached with her plate extended. “Want some
more?”


 


The hollow spot in his stomach voted ‘yes’ at the same
time as he shook his head. “No, thank you.” Glancing down at the mess on his
shirt, he added, “I don’t think we have enough napkins left for me to be around
food.”


 


She offered a tired smile, and then her face turned
somber. “I meant what I said last night, so please don’t put yourself in any
danger trying to find my parents.”


 


He gave a slow nod. “I understand. What’s the word
from down here?”


 


Amy snorted as she answered, “I wouldn’t have thought
it, but Diane seems to have really lit a fire under the people who are heading
to the shelter. She’s got the fuel distributed, the vehicles lined up, and
apparently, a direct line to Ray.”


 


Eric’s questioning look prodded for more. “I don’t
know,” she continued, “it just seems like they’re hitting it off pretty well.
Or maybe they’re just using each other. I can’t really tell. In any event,
Diane has somehow ended up with a radio. And the interesting thing,” Amy leaned
closer, “is that it’s not one of ours, it’s not one of the firemen’s . . . it’s
apparently a separate system. Guess who has the other one.” 


 


“Ray.”


 


“Yep.” Her eyes dodged away for a split second. “And
speaking of . . .” 


 


Eric turned to meet the approaching paramedic. “Mr.
Ingram.”


 


“Mr. Coleman.”


 


The look on Ray’s face was still unreadable. “Thank
you for breakfast. Are you about ready to go?”


 


“Yeah, and thank you for agreeing to wait even longer
then you had planned.” 


 


“We’ll hold out here until 1:00 PM. After that,
whether we hear from you or not, we’re heading to Richland.”


 


Eric glanced at his watch. Actually, it was his
uncle’s watch. Walter had given him a choice between this one and a pink,
plastic banded model with a fluffy cat’s face and tiny white gloves on the ends
of the sweep hands. He’d gone with his uncle’s dive watch.


 


“That’ll work. If we don’t know something by then,
that means something has gone wrong.”


 


Eric turned away from Ray and yelled for the crowd’s
attention. Most of them had already been waiting, and the rest settled almost
immediately.


 


“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re getting ready to head to
the campground. I don’t know what we’ll find there, but I promise that we’ll do
our best. Please remember what we talked about this morning. First and
foremost, stay inside this building. We don’t know what we may flush out from
the campground, and our guards here can’t afford the time to ask for ID. Don’t
put them in that position. Don’t put yourself in that position.” He let that
sink in for a second.


 


“Secondly, Mr. Ingram is departing for shelter Yellow
at 1:00 PM. Those of you that are leaving, we wish you good luck and safety.
Please remember what we said about this not being a revolving door.” 


 


The glass door to the parking lot opened and Michelle
stepped through, tapped her watch, and tilted her head toward the outside.


 


“Finally,” Eric finished, “some of you have asked if
you’ll be able to follow us on the radio while we’re in Ravenwood. The answer
is ‘no,’ you won’t be able to directly monitor our progress due to the lack of
radios available that work with our hands free microphones. However, Dave
Fischer . . . the preacher,” he added for clarity, “will have a GMRS radio down
here, and Mr. Sheldon will provide whatever updates he can relay.” Eric looked
around the room and tried to meet as many eyes as possible. “Wish us luck—and
we’ll take as many prayers as we can get.”


 


A final glance around the inside of the room brought a
smile to Eric’s face. In the corner next to the divider curtain stood BB. His
right hand was cocked in a classic army salute, and his left hand flashed a
blatant ‘thumbs up’ good luck sign. Eric returned a quick salute and headed out
the door.


 


His truck was already warmed up and running, so he
hopped in the driver’s seat and shut the door. Michelle sat on the passenger
side rubbing her hands in front of the heater vent.


 


“A bit chilly this morning.”


 


“Just a bit.”


 


He dropped the truck into gear and pulled across the
lot, crunching the gravel under the tires momentarily before transitioning to
the cement incline of the boat ramp. Walter’s Kubota tractor was down there, as
well as Michelle’s Explorer. Both were running. A hard cut of the wheel took
him into the mixture of gravel, river rock, and broken chunks of concrete that
lined the edges of the ramp. He shifted the pickup into park, turned it off, and
stepped outside. Michelle followed.


 


“You’re late,” Sam commented, as he leaned against the
fender of a five by ten foot utility trailer that was attached to the tow hitch
of the Explorer.


 


“I went back for seconds. After the rice was gone,
they fired up the griddle and made a pile of French toast, bacon, sausage, and
biscuits. There was so much I hardly had room for the lobster tails they cooked
for dessert.”


 


Sam showed his gap toothed grin. “You eat lobster?
That’s like shoving a big ol’ spider into your mouth.”


 


“I love lobster,” Callie chipped in as she approached
with Crowbar Mike. A moment later, Walter and Scott joined their circle.


 


“Ready?” Eric announced to no one in particular.


 


Heads nodded, and Walter spoke first. “I believe we’re
about as ready as we can be. Thompson is up in the crow’s nest as our primary
shooter, and he’s got Rebecca up there with him as a spotter. Bernice, Doc, Bucky,
Leonard, and Glenda are up at the house resting, but they’ll be on call if we
need ‘em. Preacher Dave is up at the store. I think Amy is up there with him.”


 


“She is,” Michelle offered with a flip of her hair,
tucking the loose waves under her Fish and Wildlife hat.


 


Walter turned around and thumped Scott between the
shoulder blades. “I’ve got my personal bodyguard here, just in case the bad
guys show up.” 


 


Scott hefted the Remington shotgun, but said nothing.


 


Turning his nose towards the lake, he continued, “Both
of the boats are full of gas.”


 


Eric looked past the orange tractor to the surface of
Ghost Echo Lake. Bobbing in the slightly choppy water was a sixteen foot, semi-V
bass boat. On its stern sat a twenty-five horsepower outboard motor—currently
tilted up and locked in a transport position. A thick yellow line draped from
the front of the craft before snaking across the water toward the ramp. The
other end of the floating rope was attached to the hard point of a twenty-two
foot, metallic charcoal ski boat that nosed up in the soft mud and reeds. 


 


“Remember,” Eric said as he looked at Callie and Mike,
“that ski boat is fast. If you run flat out across the lake, you’ll be at the
campground long before we will. Take your time and stay in radio contact. When
you get there, stay at least a hundred feet offshore. I’d also start the motor
on the bass boat once you’re at the other side. Just let it run. We may not
need it to ferry passengers, but if we do, I’d rather not have to worry about
the motor not running.”


 


“It’ll run,” Walter interjected.


 


“I hope so. Speaking of running, I took Max for a
little jog early this morning. He’s down in your office—the room with the
picnic table. He’s got food and water, but he’s acting a little pissed off.”


 


Walters’s eyebrows rose slightly.


 


“Don’t worry, he’s not sick. He’s just tired of being
cooped up all the time.” He took a moment to scan around the parking lot. “Be
on your guard.” His eyes shifted toward the fire truck and rescue vehicle, both
of which sat in front of the line of RVs and cars. “I’ve already told Thompson
not to pull any punches.”


 


“Everybody powered up and on the same frequency?” Sam
asked as he clicked on his radio.


 


“Freshly charged batteries all around,” Walter
replied, “anything else?”


 


“Not that I can think of right now.”


 


“You’ll probably remember something once you get to
the campground.”


 


Michelle turned to Walter, “Don’t jinx us.”


 


Another few seconds of hushed introspection settled
over them, but no one spoke.


 


“Alright, let’s do this.” Eric smiled as he tossed his
truck keys to Walter, “Try to keep it dry.”


 


Walter scowled deeply as he looked past the raised
bucket on the Kubota. Still visible was the top six inches of his submerged
pickup.


 


Sam hopped in behind the wheel of the Explorer, and
Michelle and Eric took their positions in the second seat. Thirty seconds
later, they had maneuvered out of the marina and turned east on highway 704,
accelerating toward Ravenwood campground.











Chapter 30


 


“Mike, what’s your position?”


 


“We’re about a half mile offshore. Callie is trying to
get a better view through the binoculars, but this chop is making it
difficult.”


 


“Can she see any details?”


 


“We’re going to have to get closer. All we can tell
from here is that it’s a fair sized boat—maybe thirty feet long. It looks like
it’s beached around the cove from the campground’s pier.”


 


“Keep us posted, but observe only for now. Stay with
the plan.”


 


“Roger that. We’ll swing by for a closer look on our
way to the campground, but eyes only for now.”


 


“10-4.” 


 


“Walter, did you copy that?”


 


“Yeah. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


 


“Yup. That could be the mysterious ‘boat on its side’
that Amy thought she heard from on the walkie-talkie. For now though, we need
to focus on our main objective. We’ll keep that one as a target of
opportunity.” 


 


“10-4.”


 


“How far are we from the campground itself?” Sam asked
as he eyed the road in front of him.


 


“Just around that little bend up there.”


 


“Are you sure this is the plan you want to go with?”


 


“I think it’s our best option,” Eric replied.


 


Michelle nudged his ankle with the side of her foot.
“Be safe.”


 


“Be ready.” With that, Eric opened the door and slid
out on to the dew dampened pavement of Ravenwood Campground Road. He closed the
door as silently as possible, and then with a half smile and wink, stepped off
the blacktop and into the forest.


 


“That’s good camouflage for this time of year,” Sam
noted as Eric’s brown and tan leaf patterned form seem to disappear almost
immediately.


 


“Walter sells a lot of it to duck hunters.”


 


“I wish we were hunting ducks right about now.”


 


“Me too.”


 


A few minutes of silence passed before Eric’s voice
came over the radio. “The woods here are not as thick as I’d like, but so
far—so good.”


 


Sam rotated his head across the limited horizon,
searching every tree, rock, and clump of weeds in view. “You and Eric go back a
ways, right?”


 


“Since we were kids.”


 


“You worried?”


 


“Aren’t you,” she replied almost immediately as she
scanned the road behind them.


 


“The word on the street is that he’s a pretty handy
fellow to have around in the woods.”


 


“Yeah, but we’re not talking about sneaking up on some
hunters who’ve exceeded their bag limit on pheasants.”


 


“The principle is still the same . . . and did you
catch a glimpse of that boy reloading the shotgun this morning. Holy crap, talk
about fast.”


 


“If he has to reload without us there for backup, well
then, our plan has suffered an epic failure.”


 


“I hear that.”


 


A single brown leaf—curled, cracked and weathered, yet
still somehow tenaciously clinging to the drooping oak branch—wavered in the
slight breeze. Thousands, probably millions, of its decomposed brothers and
sisters cushioned Eric’s footfalls as he stalked through the late morning
woodland. To his right, the distant, occasional tapping of a lazy
woodpecker echoed through the stillness. Recent signs of passage indicated that
several deer had traveled a similar route that Eric now walked. Another forty
feet, and he’d be in position to get his first real look at the campground. The
flutter of wings in the branches overhead triggered a momentary freeze, and he
closed his eyes and focused his other senses. Inside, his gut was telling him
that something was wrong, and the lack of typical noises from the morning
forest seemed to intensify that feeling. He opened his eyes and ghosted
forward, crouching as he broke free from the stunted tree cover. A drop to his
belly followed, and Eric wormed his way to the side of the large slab of rock
that thrust upwards from the beaten down weeds next to the road. The opposite
side of the semi-natural monolith was carved with fifteen inch tall lettering
that thanked campers for visiting Ravenwood. Each letter, as well as a
cartoonish picture of a perched bird, had been shadow washed in black paint to
help it stand out. Reaching into one of the large cargo pockets of his
camouflage pants, Eric drew out a pair of compact binoculars.


 


“OK, I’m in the first position by the rock sign. Give
me a minute to look around.” He took
his time and swept the entire area that he could see—cursory at first, and then
a return sweep much slower and more detailed.


 


“Do all stations copy?”


 


Mike and Callie, Sam and Michelle, and Walter all
checked in.


 


“OK, like I said, I’m by the Ravenwood ‘goodbye’ sign.
From here I can see the upper side of the campground. Everything from the
soccer field and water pump room, down to the little check-in kiosk, and past
that to the campground office. I can also see the first few slots on Golden
Eagle Loop. I have zero, repeat . . . zero movement. I can see several abandoned
vehicles, or at least ones that look like they were parked in a hurry.”


 


He zoomed the binoculars to maximum magnification. “Walter,
is Doc awake and handy—Amy too?”


 


Walters’s voice came through the headset clear and
crisp. “Everybody’s here and listening.”


 


“Didn’t they say that when everybody was leaving the
campground, some of the men were shooting at the walkers?” 


 


Doc’s voice came back in reply. “Yes, that’s
correct . . . why?”


 


“Do you know if they hit anything?”


 


“I can’t give you an exact count since we were
preoccupied trying to get into the RVs at the time, but I am sure that several
of the infected went down.”


 


Mike broke in, “I know that at least two of the
ghouls went down permanently. I don’t know who was shooting, but I saw two head
shots.”


 


“Can you give me a general idea of where that
happened?”


 


“Straight out in front of the office, next to the
pull-off where they empty the wastewater. Why?”


 


He hesitated before answering as he focused on the
location Mike was describing. When he was sure, he answered. “We have no
bodies . . . anywhere. At least none that I can see from here.”


 


Eric studied the scene in front of him for a third
time. There was still no movement that he could detect. “Sam, I’ve got my
eyes on the campground. Go ahead and move the truck up to the bend.”


 


His vision through the binoculars remained unchanged
as the Explorer moved closer. “In position,” Michelle said.


 


“Glass the area . . . make sure that I’m not missing
anything.”


 


A short time later the reply came. “Mike says that
it looks the same as he can remember, minus the bodies.”


 


“Keep watching. I’m heading to position two.”


 


Eric retraced his path back into the forest, and then
shifted to the left, cautiously following the deer trail for another seventy
yards before it split off where the woods ended at the corner of the athletic
field. There was no large stone to hide behind here, so he belly crawled
through the light brush until he reached the point of transition between weeds
and grass. Grabbing the binoculars again, he scrutinized the area from left to
right, and then back again.


 


“Echo Romeo Indigo Charlie is at position two.”


 


“Sierra Alpha Mama copies.” The reply was accompanied by several low chuckles.


 


“You two characters are a pair of Alpha Sierra
Sierra—holes.” Walter sounded
serious, but the amusement in the background that carried through didn’t match
his tone.


 


“Alright,”
Eric began, “like I said, I’m in position two. I no longer have line of
sight on the Explorer, but I can see the top of Blue Heron Loop from here. It
looks like a couple of tents are down, but I still have zero movement and zero
bodies.”


 


“Do you want us to come any closer with the truck?”


 


“Negative. That’s as far as you go until we move to
phase two. Callie, do you and Mike copy?”


 


“Everything is loud and clear. Are you ready for the
horn?”


 


“Count to thirty—slowly—and then let it fly for a
solid five seconds.”


 


“10-4.”


 


Eric steadied his breathing as he dialed back the
magnification on the binoculars, giving him a wide angle view of the
campground. Above him, the hazy overcast clouds began to separate, and for a
brief sliver of time, sunlight poured through.


 


“BRRRAAAAAAAHHHH.”


 


The sound of the ski boat’s PA horn drifted up to his
ears, and he searched the campground for movement. Again, he came up empty.


 


“Hit it again, only this time give it several blasts.” In short order, a series of beeps, toots, and bleeps
sounded from the 300 watt, twin bullhorn system that Walter had MacGyver’d on
to the bow of the dark gray vessel.


 


Nothing happened. 


 


A brief tickle of unease pulled again at Eric’s
stomach as he scanned the campground. “I’ve still got nothing.”


 


“Same here,”
Michelle replied.


 


He dropped the binoculars and studied the area without
magnification. That little irritating scratch in his gut hadn’t gone away, but
it hadn’t intensified, either. “Mike, what’s your position?”


 


“We’re holding about 150 yards off the fishing pier.”


 


“Have you seen any movement?”


 


“Negative.”


 


The fishing pier that jutted out from the bottom of
Blue Heron Loop was their planned exit point—by water anyway—for any survivors
they found. It was a recent construction, barely three years old, and had been anchored
with concrete posts. On top of the posts was a latticework of engineered boards
made up of recycled materials. The customary ‘chain and post’ railing kept
accidental swimmers to a minimum. Except at the very end. A length of
galvanized chain that spanned the eight foot width of the pier was attached at
one end with a standard thumb operated bolt snap, similar to what you’d find at
the end of a heavy duty dog chain. The small metal sign that warned campers to
‘keep this safety chain attached at all times’ normally had to be replaced
several times during the summer. Once you unhooked the chain, a ladder
descended the barely three foot drop to the water—a fact that hundreds of
campers, fishermen, and even Eric could attest to. The beginnings of a smirk
settled across his face as he thought back two summers ago. Her name was Jodi.
She was a short blond girl with a loud voice and no modesty. She was also very
drunk, very enthusiastic, and surprisingly agile for someone so intoxicated. He
was ticketing her boyfriend for fishing without a license when she had come
sprinting down the pier—shucking her clothing off while singing some ridiculous
pop song. Her nimbleness had allowed her to vault several tackle boxes and
fishing rods as she flung the last of her garments into the night air, but that
temporary dexterity had ended when she dodged around her boyfriend’s
halfhearted attempt to catch her and crashed into Eric—sending them both into
the cold waters of the lake.


 


Eric allowed himself another moment of humorous
recollection before getting back to business. “OK, do you see where that
tree line comes down to a point on the east side of Blue Heron Loop?”


 


“Yeah, near the group camp area, right?”


 


“That’s the one. Be careful, but head toward the shore
at the bottom of that field. That should give you a pretty good view of part of
the road at the bottom of Blue Heron Loop, almost all of the group camp area,
and maybe even a section of Golden Eagle Loop. Remember though; stay at least a
hundred feet offshore. We’ll wait for your report, OK?”


 


“Got it.”


 


Eric settled in to wait as another shaft of sunlight
pierced the cloud cover. He watched as the soccer field brightened momentarily
before transforming again as the low hanging stratocumulus layer pushed back. 


 


“OK, we’re here, but we’ve got no movement. There’s a
car with its front wheels in the lake. All of the doors are hanging open and it
doesn’t look like anybody is inside. I can see several more cars at the bottom
of Blue Heron Loop, and it looks like a few of those are wrecked. I’ve got
maybe twenty or thirty tents in the group camp area, but only four of them look
like they’re still standing and in one piece. The rest are squashed or
shredded. That’s about all I can really tell from here.”


 


“OK Mike, turn your boat so the speakers are facing
the campground. Give us a few lines from your favorite movie to see if your
voice will carry all the way up here.”


 


“My favorite movie?” Mike’s gruff voice came back questioningly, and Eric could almost
picture him rubbing his goatee as he chewed over his options.


 


Ten seconds of silence floated through the campground
before his headset crackled to life again.


 


“I can’t think of any movie lines.”


 


Michelle jumped into the conversation. “Just say
something. Sing us a song—whatever.”


 


Another moment of stillness settled in the morning air
before the PA sounded. Eric’s partial smile, still left over from the thought
of the chesty skinny-dipper, burst into a full out grin. A duet, mostly Callie,
but with occasional deep notes from Mike, reverberated through the campground.
It was the theme song from the old television show Green Acres.


 


Choking down a laugh, he let them sing the entire
jingle. Sam and Michelle’s amusement could be heard through the headset, but
more importantly, the individual words of the song came through loud enough,
and with sufficient clarity for them to move on to phase two.


 


“OK, we can hear that, so anybody else in the
campground ought to be able to hear that as well. Callie, keep talking or
singing for another minute. Mike and Sam, stay focused and keep looking.”


 


Her voice—especially considering the distance and
equipment—sounded surprisingly pleasant, and Callie went through the chorus of
a popular country song before dropping into a youthful rendition of the classic
camp song, Herman the Worm. The whole time she sang, nothing moved in
his field of vision.


 


“Does anybody have any movement?”


 


All replies came back negative.


 


“What are the odds,” Michelle speculated openly, “that everybody who was at the
campground is already gone. I mean, we had to have taken down about twenty of
the infected last night, and if you add that to the number of people who made
it to the marina . . .” Her voice trailed off with that thought.


 


Doc Collins interrupted before Eric could speak. “I
don’t think so, Michelle. If my ballpark math is correct, even if we assume
that only half the people who made it out of Ravenwood ended up at the marina,
that would still leave somewhere between, oh, I’d imagine about forty or fifty
people unaccounted for.”


 


“All right people, the good news is that we haven’t
had to fire a shot yet. The bad news is that we still don’t have any answers,
and we’re not going to unless we kick it up a level. Everybody’s already in
position, so Callie, start your announcements.”


 


Almost immediately, her amplified voice resonated
through the late morning. “Attention campground residents. If you are able
to make it to the fishing pier at the end of Blue Heron Loop, go there now. If
you are unable to make it on your own, or if you’re trapped or hiding inside
your vehicle, tent, or RV, please find a way to signal the approaching rescue
vehicle. Wave a flag out the window when they come by, and then exit your shelter
and hop in the trailer. Do not attempt to enter the rescue vehicle directly.”


 


Her speech, written the night before at the meeting,
was repeated several times.


 


“Sam and Michelle, you’re up. Be careful.”


 


In the Explorer, Michelle reached a hand forward and
thumped Sam on the shoulder. “Drive safe.


 


“Shoot straight.”


 


Michelle spun and craned her neck toward the roof of
the SUV. One of the reasons she had chosen the dark blue Ford was because it
had a huge, powered sunroof. She slid the fabric covered light shield to the
rear, and then toggled the switch. A mechanical hum issued as the glass
slid back, leaving a three foot square hole in the roof above the second seat.
A rope with a speed clip was attached to her belt. The other end had already
been fastened to the seat frame. It gave her just enough room to stand through
the opening and maneuver. Any crazy driving or evading that Sam had to carry
out shouldn’t toss her from the vehicle. Shouldn’t . . . she reminded herself. With
her AR-15 leading the way, she stood and braced herself as Sam dropped the
truck in gear and idled forward.


 


The Explorer crept into Eric’s vision a moment later.
Michelle’s lean body protruded through the sunroof as she searched for targets
through the reflex sight of her rifle. The sight, Eric knew from experience,
looked similar to a miniature, one inch wide, flat screen television, and had
user selectable options for displaying targeting reticles. Michelle kept hers
on the bright red chevron, essentially an upside down letter ‘V.’ It was a
‘fast acquire, fast fire’ sighting system that allowed the shooter to keep both
eyes open as they fired. Eric had a similar system on his competition pistol.
Sadly, that was still back at his house. On top of that, his duty pistol—the
one that he trusted his life to every day on the job—was in the safe at uncle
Andy’s cabin. The Delta at his hip was reassuring though. So was the M2 in his
hands.


 


“Talk to me, Michelle.”


 


“I’ve got nothing so far.”


 


The light trailer squeaked over the double speed bumps
by the check in kiosk, and then quieted as Sam guided the SUV onto the smooth
pavement towards Blue Heron Loop.


 


“There are a few tents that are still standing.
There’s also several cars.” Her voice
was even and methodical as she spoke. “We’re veering to the left and heading
down the one way loop. Still nothing.”


 


Several moments ticked by in silence before she
broadcast again. “We have a body. It’s pretty torn up . . . looks to be an
adult male. The body is lying half inside a small dome tent. The skin color
looks normal. Human, I mean. We’re passing it by right now. There’s a lot of
debris and garbage scattered everywhere.” Her voice stopped for a few
seconds, then picked back up. “OK, we’re at the bottom of the loop.”


 


“We can see you from the boat,” Callie answered.


 


“We’ve got eyes on you as well.” Michelle paused, and then Sam came over. “Hey Eric,
do you want us to take a quick drive through the group camp field while we’re
down here?”


 


“No. Stay with the plan.”


 


“10-4.”


 


“OK, we’re heading back up the loop. There’s a tangle
of vehicles—four of them—near a cluster of pine trees. It looks like . . . um .
. . like somebody played bumper cars. Wait . . ., hold up a minute, Sam,” her voice cut off momentarily. “Yuck. We have a .
. . partial . . . body on the ground at the upper side of this tangle. The
torso is separate from the legs. It looks like something—maybe an animal—has
been chewing on the body. One of the arms is almost torn off near the shoulder.
I can’t tell if it’s from the wreck . . . or something else. Go ahead, Sam.”


 


Citrine eyes glared from underneath the wreckage as
the noisy moving box pulled away. Distant visions bubbled beneath the surface
of its memories. It had been inside one of those boxes. Long ago when it was
soft. Long ago when its skin didn’t burn. Long ago when the hunger didn’t tear
at its insides. The box moved up the hill, toward the others . . . the
mindless. Perhaps they would feed. It saw the food rising from the top of the
box. Swaying, enticing, offering. There would be time. Time for the hunt. Soon.
Soon, but not yet. Right now it would wait. It had to wait. It could hear the
distant call. Every fiber of its body vibrated in anticipation. She was coming
. . . the master was coming. 


 


Across the narrow road, perched thirty feet above the
ground in a lightning scarred elm tree, the keen eyes of a red bellied
woodpecker stared downward. The dark blue noisy creature with round legs
crawled up the hill, leaving its hot breath to float in the wind. This tree was
a favorite, and the beautiful black and gray striped bird had often climbed its
surface searching for insects. The wide, scarlet swath that ran from its beak
to the nape of its neck jerked and bobbled as the woodpecker studied its
surroundings. This land by the water was often filled with two legs, but the
forest here had an abundance of food. Only now it felt different. Unsafe.
Movement on the ground caught its attention, and the ten inch long bird froze
in position. From underneath the pile of round legs, an iron gray hand reached
out. It grasped at the dead two legs and pulled. The slapping, springing twang
as tendons and muscles ripped and tore sent another warning spike of danger
into the bird. Plentiful food or not, there were better, safer places to hunt,
and with a series of quick wing flips, the woodpecker sped away.


 


“OK, we’re coming up out of the loop.”


 


“I got you. Circle around the kiosk and hold position.
Once you’re there and watching, I’ll head to location three.”


 


“Roger.”


 


Location three for Eric would be on top of the
campground office. Doc had assured him that the corrugated metal roof would
hold, and that the fifteen foot aluminum extension ladder was still in place
behind the building. Once he made it up there, the increase in elevation would
allow him visual access to a large part of Golden Eagle Loop. Cranking the
magnification to full, he confirmed that the ladder was indeed resting in the
grass at the back of the wooden, lap sided structure.


 


The unloaded utility trailer’s stiff springs rattled
as Sam guided the Explorer around the kiosk, crossing both sets of double speed
bumps in the process.


 


“Callie, give us another set of announcements.” A moment later her voice began to repeat the message
about heading towards the fishing pier or waving a flag.


 


When she finished, Sam called over the radio.
“We’re in position, but I imagine you can probably see that. We can’t see you,
though.”


 


“Camouflage. Look it up next time you’re around a
dictionary.”


 


“Smart ass.”


 


Eric pushed himself to a crouched position and gave a
slow wave of his hand. “Do you see me now?”


 


“Yep, we got you.”


 


“OK, keep a sharp eye out, I’m getting ready to move.”


 


“10-4.”


 


He stood up partway, feeling his muscles stretch and
unwind from their enforced stillness. The wind was picking up slightly, and the
spent heads of rye grass that had survived the North Dakota winter began to
drift over as the gusts quartered away from him. After a final look around, he
trotted forward. The campground office was almost 200 yards away, but he wasn’t
heading straight there. Shifting his angle of approach somewhat to the right
put the breeze directly at his back, and put him on a vector toward the
playground at the edge of the soccer field. It wasn’t much concealment,
especially with its design geared towards small children, but it was the only
structure that was remotely on his course toward location three. His ankle,
wrapped again by Callie this morning, still felt solid as he jogged the
remaining distance.


 


“OK Eric, we’ve got you at our four o’clock—about
sixty yards away and crouching behind the sliding board.”


 


“Copy that.”
Eric removed his binoculars and searched the area, concentrating most of his
effort toward the wooden sided modular home that served as the campground’s
office. A low deck—a covered porch really—had been added at some point in the
not so recent history and sprawled outwards toward the split rail fence that
corralled the front yard. Or would have, if it hadn’t been in such disrepair.
The porch was occupied by two weathered rocking chairs and a much newer cedar
glider. One of the chairs was on its side, and the glider, suspended from the
rafters by four plastic covered green cables, stirred in the now stiff breeze.
At the far side of the tin roof covering the porch stood a mature burr oak
tree. Its lowest limb was a good eight feet above the roof, but from there it
towered another seventy feet, spreading out into a huge canopy that both
provided shade for the office, as well as a guaranteed gutter clogging leaf
fall every autumn. Its thick trunk, almost two feet in diameter, was carved
with dozens of initials—some encased in a rough heart shape, others without any
adornment.


 


The corner where the fence met the porch was his next
stop, and after glassing the area yet another time, he stood and darted
forward. As his footsteps carried him closer and closer toward the fence line
barely fifty yards away, the wind began to drop. He slowed his pace to walk,
and then stopped—lowering himself into a crouch and morphing onto a tan, black,
and brown lump growing from the short grass at the edge of the athletic field.


 


“What are you doing?” Michelle’s voice cut through his headphones,
immediately re-emphasized by Sam.


 


“Wait . . .,”
Eric trailed off as his senses flared, “something’s not right.”


 


“What do you mean . . . do you see something?”


 


“No, I don’t see anything. But something feels . . .
off.”


 


“Can you be more specific?” Sam asked.


 


“Eric,”
Michelle’s familiar voice came across, “I’ve got you covered from here, but
I can’t see anything else.”


 


The breeze dropped even further, now barely a whisper,
as the little tickle in Eric’s stomach spread to the back of his neck. As he
tried to focus, Walters’s stern voice cut in. “Go with your gut, boy. What’s
it telling you?”


 


Keeping his eyes forward, Eric thumbed the safety of
the M2 into the off position. “It’s like when you’re a kid and you’re
walking down a road, kicking a rock in front of you as you go. Only sometimes
your pace doesn’t line up with the rock’s position for the next kick, and you
have to take that little stutter step. And the more you kick that rock, the
further away you can feel when you’re not going to be lined up. That crinkled
in your gut. That’s what I’m feeling. Something is not lining up. Michelle, how
many RVs can you see down Golden Eagle Loop?”


 


“Um, I’ve got six . . ., no, wait . . . eight that I
can see from here.”


 


“Can you see any movement, or any doors hanging open .
. . any flags?”


 


“The only one that I’ve got a clear view of is Doc’s
RV sitting in the campground host slot. The other ones I’ve only got a partial
view because of the distance and angle. No flags or movement. If we pull
forward to about where you are, I’ll be able to see a lot more.”


 


“No, wait until I’m in position.”


 


“Are you sure?”


 


After a moment’s hesitation, accompanied by several
more chills of warning, Eric replied, “No, I’m not sure. Hold on.”


 


As he studied the panorama in front of him, Eric
thought back to a long ago summer when he was thirteen years old. He’d already spent
over half of his month-long vacation hanging out and kicking around the
wilderness at Uncle Andy’s cabin. Every morning was made up of what his uncle
called ‘mountain man sports.’ Some days it would be fishing, or target
shooting, or canoeing. Other mornings would find them hiking up to the ridge at
first light to watch the sunrise over Ghost Echo Lake. Afternoons were built
around a never ending list of ‘man chores,’ like plowing the garden, or
splitting firewood. Evenings were his favorite though. Normally it was a campfire
by his uncle’s lake where he’d hear stories about Indians and bears and Uncle
Andy’s youth—sometimes all three mixed in the same tale. The final day he’d
spent with his uncle that summer had started with both of them choosing
seasoned limbs from the pile destined to be kindling, and then whittling,
carving, and sanding them into walking sticks. They fire-hardened the tips in a
blaze that Eric had started with a bow drill he’d made earlier that week, and
then decorated the shafts with animals, stars, and other nature symbols using
crushed berries for paint. At sunset, they had hiked several miles into the
forest and built a lean-to against the trunk of a fallen aspen. There was no
fire that night. No stories, either. Just two men in the wilderness—surrounded
by things with giant claws and sharp fangs. The lesson that night had been
simple, but lasting.


 


“Can you see anything?” his uncle had asked.


 


“Not really. It’s pretty dark and there’s no moon
tonight.”


 


“So learn to see another way.”


 


“Like with a flashlight?”


 


“What if you didn’t have a flashlight?”


 


“I guess I could move to an area where the trees
weren’t so thick. Maybe the stars would be bright enough for me to see.”


 


“You’ve got eyes like a cat, Eric. That’s a gift from
God that will serve you well the rest of your life. But for now, let’s say that
you’ve got no flashlight, no starlight, no fire, and nothing else besides what’s
here right now. How can you see?


 


He’d thought for a minute or two, and then replied,
“If I can’t use my eyes, I guess I’ll have to use my other senses.”


 


“How?”


 


“Well, if I’m quiet I should be able to hear the sound
of animals moving through the forest. If the wind is right, I might be able to
smell something, like a bear.”


 


“If you’re close enough to smell a bear, you might
have some other problems besides being stuck in the woods at night . . ., but
you’re right—your other four senses can give you a pretty complete picture of
your environment. And the really amazing thing is that if you practice . . . if
you ‘tune’ yourself to listen to those other senses, they kind of knit together
into a sixth sense.”


 


“Like magic?”


 


“Call it what you will, boy, but that sixth sense has
saved many a man’s life. So learn to listen to it.”


 


“Did you bring a gun?”


 


“No, I brought the same thing that you did—a walking
stick—which I’m about to use on my way back to the cabin.”


 


“WHAT?”


 


His uncle had hunkered down next to Eric and put a
hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. There’s a saying that goes something
like this . . . ‘never fear in the darkness what your heart knows to be true in
the light.’ What that means is that the same squirrels that are out here in the
daytime—the same trees, the same bears and deer and moose—are the same ones
that are out here at night. Nature didn’t make any monsters, Eric.”


 


Eric scrutinized the campground as a swirling gust
shifted the wind to his left. “No monsters, huh,” he thought. “Until now,” he
mumbled.


 


“What did you say?” Michelle asked.


 


“Nothing. Just thinking out loud,” he sighed. “Alright, move the truck until you’re
about where the road forks. That should put you about forty yards from Doc’s
camper. Once you’re there and providing cover, I’m going to hit the roof.”


 


“Got it.”


 


From his crouched position, he watched as Sam piloted
the SUV toward the split of the pavement. Michelle had her rifle shouldered,
peering down the barrel as she scanned for targets. In short order her voice
came through. “I’ve got nothing. Still no deliberate movement . . . although
the wind is making it a bit confusing.”


 


“Mike, how are things down at your end?”


 


Callie answered, “Hey Eric, Mike is getting the
other boat started, but I’m looking through the binoculars and everything looks
the same.”


 


“OK, thanks. Michelle . . . Sam . . ., I’m getting
ready to move.”


 


“We’re ready.”


 


Eric stood and scampered forward until he came to the
fence, then slid to the right, moving along the edge of the office building
until he reached the back corner. The ladder was resting on its side, tilted
forty-five degrees to lean against the block foundation of the office. He moved
the shotgun over his shoulder and cinched up the weapon’s sling, snugging it
against his back. As quietly as he could, he reached down and grabbed the
ladder, and then returned to the side of the building near the porch where the
roof was lower. So far, so good. The wind shifted again and blew against his
back as he brought the ladder into an upright position, carefully angling it
against the faded white length of aluminum gutter that ran around the perimeter
of the porch roof. His right foot was reaching for the second rung when an
abrupt shift in the breeze charged toward his face, bringing with it the
unmistakable scent of raw meat and feces. He froze.


 


“What is it?”
Michelle asked almost immediately.


 


Ever so carefully, he stepped down off the ladder and
loosened the M2’s sling. Michelle repeated her question.


 


There were no windows on the front of the office, only
a wooden door that looked mostly shut, but not latched. Staring down the barrel
through the ghost ring sights on the shotgun, Eric noted the protruding length
of a crowbar near the threshold that was preventing the door from shutting all
the way.


 


“Michelle, I’ve got a smell coming from the office. At
least I think it’s from the office.”


 


He stepped around the ladder, and carefully over a
section of fence where the top runner was missing. Three more delicate paces
brought him even with the cedar glider. The wind jogged and danced again,
swirling a dust devil of last year’s leaves into a miniature cyclone near the
base of the carved oak tree as Eric crept forward on the planking.


 


His next stride produced a loud squeak, and he
gritted his teeth as the sharp noise disappeared in the shifting breeze . . . the
same breeze that now ricocheted and whirled underneath the tin roof of the
porch, bringing with it the fetid stench of decay and human waste. Four more
deliberate half steps positioned him with his back against the wall just
outside of the office door. Silent bells of alarm were ringing nonstop in his
head as he steadied his breathing. There were no windows on the front . . . no
windows on the sides either, and he racked his brain trying to remember if he
had seen a window on the back when he had scooped up the ladder. He drew a
blank.


 


“Doc,”
Eric’s bare whisper sounded thunderously loud, and he half expected the door to
fly open under the weight of charging ghouls at the sound, “can you hear
me?”


 


Both Michelle’s and Walter’s voices came back
simultaneously in question. “What did you say?”


 


He swallowed, and then tilted his chin slightly down
so the transducer microphone was corralled better against his throat.


 


“I need Doc Collins to answer a question. Are there
any windows in the office?”


 


Walters’s voice came back almost immediately. “No,
the campground office has no windows. Did you copy that?”


 


“I copy, thanks.”


 


So much for sneaking around and taking a look, or at
the very least having some additional light to shoot by.


 


His flashlight had been mounted, almost as an
afterthought, to the shotgun that morning, and a newly charged pair of
batteries had been dropped in as well. He clicked the tailcap switch on the
Quark, and then craned his neck around to the slit in the door. The wafting
reek of carrion puffed into his face, but the narrow opening remained dark in
contrast to the rapidly brightening day. He eased back against the wall and
dropped his chin again.


 


“Sam . . . Michelle—I’ve got a definite smell from
inside the office. I’m getting ready to kick the door. Is everything else still
clear?”


 


Her voice came back a second later, “Everything
that I can see is still clear . . . no targets . . . but how am I supposed to
shoot if something’s in the office? You’ll be right in my way.”


 


“I don’t plan on staying in the doorway, but if it
comes down to it, just remember not to shoot the tall, camouflaged dude.”


 


“Not funny.”


 


“It was kind of funny,” Sam quipped, earning him a boot kick to the back of
the driver’s seat. 


 


Eric closed his eyes and tried to picture the interior
of the office. He’d been in it multiple times over the past few years, but just
a few days ago Doc and the medical team had shifted things around. And although
he’d been in the office that same night, it was right after an exhausting
search and destroy operation on Golden Eagle Loop. In his mind’s eye, he saw
that the internal layout of the office was basically open floor space with no
divider walls. The only barriers would be furniture. Through the door and to
the left would bring him to the old wooden desk where Doc kept the campground’s
ancient computer, as well as the marine band, base station radio. He could
picture several file cabinets against the same wall, but he couldn’t remember
exactly how many. Three of them, maybe? Through the door and to the right used
to be occupied by several shelves that held basic camping sundries like toilet
paper, prepackaged snacks, bug spray, and bags of charcoal. Several vending
machines had lined the back wall, and another small, glass fronted refrigerator
was sandwiched between the vending machines. Decorating most of the
refrigerator’s transparent doors were bright yellow and vibrant blue cutouts
calling attention to the fantastic prices of the live bait held within. Right
now, if his recollection was accurate, all of the shelves that formally held
the snacks and supplies had been pushed out of the way and against the far wall.
The resulting floor space was now occupied by several cots and a pair of small
folding tables. 


 


Kick the door . . . or a slow push? There were
benefits to both. With armed opponents, the element of surprise that often
resulted from a 3:00 AM kick of their door usually brought a satisfactory
outcome. For some reason, that scenario wasn’t sitting well in Eric’s gut right
now. Slow push it was, then. His grip on the Benelli firmed up as he quietly shifted to face the door. The bright
white spot from the flashlight cast a slightly oval shape just below the
stenciled lettering that spelled out Ravenwood Campground Office. 


 


“Here I go.”











Chapter 31


 


As soft as a feather fall, he stepped forward into the
doorway, nudging it open with the business end of the 12 gauge. The choking
wall of stench that greeted him began to trigger his gag reflex, but he swallowed
it down, even as the sight within burned a horrible image into his mind.


 


Directly in front of the doorway were several . . .
sections . . . of cadavers. Some of them were identifiable as previously human,
others were not. The back wall—and most of the area that had been occupied by
the cots just a few days ago—was now lined with an odd, sloping mound of bodies.
The stark white illumination from his flashlight revealed ghastly wounds on
many, and it looked like the gruesome tangle of corpses had been intentionally
positioned as a sadistic work of art by some deranged serial killer. All of
them were situated facing outward—some upright—others oriented sideways or even
upside down. Their arms and legs appeared to be woven into a morbid tapestry of
fleshy linkage, and each mouth gaped open in a hideous death yawn. There had to
be at least thirty bodies piled in the human sculpture, and Eric’s mind
recoiled further in shock as his eyes caught a flash of movement in the corner.
A huge soup of entrails, blood, fecal matter, and too many other torn and
shredded ingredients was sprayed against the walls, floor, and ceiling to his
right. Crouching in the center of the horrid nest was a red-eyed ghoul. Its
lips smacked and slobbered greedily as it ripped a fibrous segment of flesh
from the partially denuded neck held in its grasp. The snapshot vision that
tunneled through Eric’s mind brought forth an unwelcome comparison to a praying
mantis feasting on the remains of a grasshopper. As his Quark burned through
the darkness of the office, the ghoul—formally a forty-something year-old lady
with bad teeth and dishwater blonde hair—squinted away from the flashlights
intense beam, hissing and spitting bubbles of tissue as she bit again at the
neck section. Eric spun a rapid 180 degree arc to the left—finding nothing else
moving—before spinning again to lock the shotgun back on the feasting walker.


 


“There’s a whole pile of corpses in here. At least
twenty-five or thirty stacked in a huge, disgusting heap against the back wall
and in the area where the cots used to be. It looks like the ghoul’s are using
this building to store their food. And speaking of, I’ve got one living red-eye
inside here. It’s looking at me from the corner while it . . . eats.”


 


“Kill it.”
Michelle's voice was cold and even.


 


He paused for a moment as waves of hesitation washed
over him. This was different. It wasn’t the amber-eyed feral that had leapt out
of the Gulfstream on day one. It wasn’t the iron clawed ghoul that had tried to
drag Michelle underneath the Fiero. It wasn’t any of the infected trying to
smash into the store last night, or a giant, axe wielding monster leaping out
of a boat. It was a lady. Sick . . . yes. Beyond hope or healing? Probably.
Still, she was only slightly younger than Eric's mother would have been if she
were still alive. His finger eased off the trigger, even as his senses kicked
further into overdrive, blasting out a warning that he was still missing
something critical.


 


“Eric, are you OK?” Michelle’s tone came through his headset as anxiety mixed with caution. 


 


“Yeah, but I . . .” he trailed off into silence as the dirty blonde ghoul reached to the
floor and retrieved a slimy length of tissue. Eric had gutted enough big game
to recognize the intestines in her hands.


 


The intense radiance bathing her gray skin into
semi-translucence also brought a vivid clarity and contrast to the burnt pinks,
dark browns, frothy reds, and congealed blood blacks that made up the
cannibalistic gumbo she squatted in.


 


“Eric,”
Michelle started in a voice that now carried faint echoes of anger and
impatience, “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not human anymore.”
She paused, and then her tenor shifted gears into a much softer quality. “Remember
Oggy?”


 


Her words brought to the surface a distant memory. Oggy
was Michelle’s childhood verbal corruption of “doggie,” a mixed breed mutt that
showed a strong lineage of beagle somewhere in his recent family history. He
was a very loving, affectionate, and intelligent dog, and Michelle had taught
him all of the standard tricks, which he’d perform with eagerness as long as
there was food involved. His favorite was cheesy puffs, and judging from his
rotund silhouette, he performed quite often. In addition to those qualities,
Oggy had been Michelle’s only real pet as she was growing up. The summer of her
twelfth year had brought multiple visits to the veterinarian for Oggy’s
increasingly geriatric conditions, and one weekend in early fall it had come to
an end. Michelle's father was overseas on deployment, as usual, and her mother
was working the second shift at Golden Star, the sunflower seed processing
plant fifteen miles west of Jamestown on interstate 94. They had been in her
backyard shooting arrows at the three dimensional deer target when Oggy had
waddled out from the house and collapsed. He was bleeding heavily from his nose
and whining in pain. Repeated calls to the sunflower mill couldn’t locate her
mother, so they had wrapped him in a blanket and carried him to her dad’s
pickup, which Eric—having just turned thirteen a few weeks earlier—preceded to
drive the four miles to the vet’s office. After an examination and blood tests,
the white haired doctor had left the room to await the results. Michelle was
seated on the floor, still cradling Oggy’s grizzled head in her hands when the
doctor returned. The veterinarian had knelt down next to them and shook his
head. “I’m sorry,” he had said, “there’s not a lot we can do at this point,
young lady. Your puppy is old, and his body is shutting down. I could perhaps
keep him here on IV fluids and oxygen, but that may only add another few hours,
or days, at the most.” The watery blue eyes of the physician had met each of
theirs as he gently stroked the panting and wheezing, blanket-wrapped form on
Michelle’s lap. His words—spoken perhaps hundreds, if not thousands of times in
his career—were forged with both honesty and love, and had been indelibly
engraved in the recesses of Eric’s core. “There comes a time,” he had said,
“when you’re not doing them any favors by keeping them alive.”


 


Those same words now came back to Eric as he watched
the ghastly spectacle in front of him. His finger firmed up against the trigger
as he remembered the ride back to Michelle’s house, and the next few hours of
tears as Oggy, even through his pain, tried to give them licks of comfort and
reassurance. Just past sundown, the salt and pepper muzzle had lifted briefly
to take a few laps of water from the bowl Michelle offered, and then lowered a
final time.


 


His resolve no longer in question, Eric adjusted his
aim and prepared to send a cluster of buckshot toward the gluttonous, crouching
figure.


 


“Movement . . . I’ve got movement from Doc’s camper.” Sam’s warning cut through his headphones—repeated
seconds later by Michelle. “We’ve got two . . . now three infected coming
out from Doc’s RV. Eric, shoot that thing and get out of there!”


 


The gray-skinned blonde gave a snarling hiss as a half
dozen of Michelle’s gunshots cracked into the silence. Almost immediately, the
hair on the back of Eric’s neck stood straight up when the creature’s hiss was
answered with a multitude of dry, throaty gasps. He jerked the shotgun to the
left and just about soiled himself as one by one the wall of bodies began to
open their eyes.











Chapter 32


 


His burst of profanity was partially lost in the
explosion of the M2 as he spun and let the buckshot tear into the face of the
hissing blonde woman. 


 


The echo of Michelle’s AR-15 was mixed with her shouted
reply. “I’ve got multiple targets coming out of Golden Eagle Loop. Eric, do
you copy. Stay inside the building, repeat, stay inside the building until we
clear the area.”


 


He backed away toward the door as the mound of bodies
began to writhe and squirm, untangling themselves from each other in almost
hypnotic surges. Some of the closer ones were already focusing on Eric,
struggling to reach him with outstretched arms and snapping teeth.


 


“They’re not dead! Holy crap, they’re still alive!” He yelled out as he backed through the doorway.
Almost immediately, several of the infected from the pile seemed to dislodge
themselves and plunge towards Eric. He fired off two more rounds, dropping one
of them with half of its throat blown away. The other was momentarily jerked
sideways as the blast of number four shot destroyed part of its lower jaw.


 


Eric leapt onto the porch and saw a cluster of
shambling figures moving towards the Explorer. Michelle was pouring fire into
them, and at least three were already on the ground. Two more were down in
front of Doc’s RV, and Sam was leaning across the hood, firing at several
infected that had somehow managed to get less than twenty yards away from the
Ford.


 


Several loud thumps and growls from inside the office
refocused his priorities, and Eric skated hard left just as the wooden door
burst open. He bounded past the glider and over the dilapidated split rail
fence, spinning to a stop next to the ladder. Five more flashes thundered from
the M2, dropping three walkers and tumbling at least that many more over their
fallen brethren. From the corner of his eye, he saw Michelle’s shocked face
register his predicament for a split second before shifting fire almost
directly towards him. He saw the flashes bursting from her rifle’s barrel, and
almost instinctively ducked before he realized she was firing past his left
shoulder. His headset reverberated with her frantic call of, “Behind you!”
and a lightning fast swivel in that direction showed a downed walker fifteen
yards on the other side of the fence. Another pair were also visible—awkwardly
moving, but picking up speed—as they headed on a beeline toward him from the water
treatment building. The horde from the office was bottlenecking in the doorway
as they spilled onto the porch, and he fired twice more at the closest pair—one
of them a shirtless old man with scraggly white hair held in a ponytail, the
other was a red-eyed child no older than eight or nine. Her pink ballerina dress
and white leggings were dotted with shadowy blotches of dried . . . something .
. ., and her left hand still gripped a plastic doll with bright red hair that
reminded Eric too much of Michelle. The last round from the shotgun took off
the top third of her skull, and she dropped like a stone in a slightly
quivering, pink silky heap.


 


Bullets were pinging through the air as Michelle tried
to staunch the flow from the office, but a tremendous gush of infected tumbled
out of the bottleneck when the lead ghoul, a chubby man wearing red flannel
footy pajamas, went down under her fire. A glance behind showed Eric that the
pair coming from the water treatment shack had closed to within fifty feet, and
with no options left, he scrambled up the ladder.


 


The tin roof on the porch bowed and flexed unsteadily
beneath his feet as he crested the ladder and mounted the sloping metal
surface. Two quick steps took him to the joint where the slight pitch of the
porch roof tied in to the much steeper angle of the office roof.


 


“On the roof and reloading,” he called out as his hand dropped to the shell caddy
and retrieved four more rounds of buckshot. With a precision acquired through
many years of practice, he instinctively fed them into the loading gate of the
shotgun. Another dip toward the second, and last, shell caddy brought another
quadruple reload. Michelle and Sam were still firing directly underneath him
toward the porch, and Eric used that brief interval to reload both of the 12
gauge speed loaders. Eight fired, eight loaded, eight in the caddies. That left
one remaining in his pocket from the box of twenty-five. Another glance in the
direction of the Explorer showed a trio of infected less than a dozen yards
from its front bumper. Sam was unaware of the threat coming from his left as he
continued to fire toward the office.


 


“SAM . . . TO YOUR LEFT . . . LOOK TO YOUR LEFT!” 


 


Eric watched as Sam and Michelle both rotated their AR-15’s
at the oncoming threat. A millisecond later, bursts of 5.56 projectiles slammed
into the three walkers, dropping two of them immediately. The third kept coming
forward as round after round tore into its body.


 


A metallic clanging shook Eric’s attention back
to his own dilemma, and he saw the ladder shake and slide for a moment before
pasty gray hands reached up and grabbed the top rung. Immediately dropping to a
crouch, he kicked out with his left foot, connecting with the ladder’s aluminum
side rail but only shifting it by a few inches. The ghoul’s head and shoulders
heaved upwards as it both climbed, and was pushed, from below. From his
squatted position, Eric fired the M2 almost point blank at the monsters face.
The heavy lead buckshot, lethal on deer-sized animals out to almost thirty
yards, had no problem turning the creature’s central nervous system into a
backwards blasting funnel of crimson froth. Almost in slow motion, its hands
loosened finger by finger before the rest of its body slumped away and fell. It
was instantaneously replaced by two more of its foul companions. 


 


“Reloading,”
Sam shouted through the headset, and Eric risked a fleeting look in his
direction before backpedaling up the incline of the office roof. A mob of
ghouls was gathering at the base of the ladder, and their weight was keeping it
locked against the tin as they scaled the rungs. The lead creature took a blast
from the Benelli and cartwheeled off to the side, crashing eight feet downward
and smashing through another section of the decrepit split rail fence. In its
place, a teenage boy with moppy brown hair and severe bite marks all over his
face clawed to the top. Eric’s stomach flip-flopped in recognition as the boy’s
scalded crimson eyes glared at him in hunger. It was Marty. With surprising
quickness, the infected boy scrambled onto the roof as more ghouls lunged
higher on the extension ladder. Eric lined up the M2 with Marty’s face, and
with a whispered “I’m sorry,” he pulled the trigger. 


 


Both Sam and Michelle called out “Reloading” as
Eric scooted backwards, fighting to line up the shotgun with the next available
target that was already on the porch roof and scrambling his way. With one more
stretch, he pushed himself to the ridgeline of the office building and spun to
his knees before sending three more rounds thundering into the porch top
monster. It went down in a heap, but flopped and vibrated against the tin in a
crescendo of bangs and crashes before finally rolling off the edge. A clamoring
behind him caught his attention as he rammed four more shells into the magazine
tube. At the backside corner of the roof, one of the infected had managed to
climb the base station’s antenna pole and was scuttling up the roof slant towards
him. Eric swore as he rapidly searched for options. None were good, but staying
right here was worse. Two more shots—one in front of him, one behind—and he
flung the shotgun over his shoulder and tightened the sling. He needed to get
out of their reach to a defensible position, and that left only one option.
Eyeing the furrowed bark of the oak tree, he calculated the distance to the
lowest limb as an easily reachable, seven or eight feet above the tin roof of
the porch. From there, it would be a fairly simple climb through the more
numerous branches until he reached a spot about fifty feet above the ground. Once
he was in that position, any approaching ghouls could be easily dispatched with
well placed shots from the 10mm pistol. He took another glimpse at the terrain,
mentally laying out the route like a pole vaulter studying his approach. Four
or five quick, but careful strides down the incline should be followed by
three—four at the most—accelerating sprint steps. At the end it was an easy
leap—probably even within reach of his extended arms—to the limb. Another pair
of pasty gray hands was cresting the drip edge near the antenna when Eric took
off. Heavy thumping steps carried him down and across the angle of the office
roof as he bounded onto the tin and raced toward the oak tree. Two deafening
bass drum footsteps on the tin sheeting lined him up for the third and final
mark that would function as his leaping point . . . or would have, if the
rafter that supported that section had held under the increased G forces from
his pounding treads. But it didn’t. His third step initiated a loud CRACK
as the rafter split, and the sudden shift dropped Eric hard against the tin.
His impact destroyed the last undersized beam at the edge of the roof, and the
entire front third of the porch covering collapsed, sluicing him to the ground
after a jarring thump against the initialed oak. From underneath the wreckage,
an outcry of angry hisses erupted as the barrage of infected searched for their
meal. It didn’t take them long to find it, and faces began to appear at the
edge of the fallen debris.











Chapter 33


 


“ERIC,” He
heard Michelle scream through his headset that still miraculously clung to his
ears.


 


He rolled away from the collapsed roof and struggled
to his feet, catching a fuzzy glimpse of Michelle fighting against her harness
for a better angle. Even in his disoriented state, he recognized that her rapid
firing was being fueled by emotion.


 


“’Chelle . . .” he coughed out along with a puff of leaf dust, “aim . . . breathe.”


 


His head was clearing a little as the stun from the
collision with the tree wore off, and he managed to ready the shotgun as he
stumbled toward the truck. Bullets were zinging over his head and to both sides
as Michelle fired at his pursuers.


 


“Sam, get in the truck,” she yelled as she dropped a magazine out of the rifle
and slammed another one home. “This is my last reload! Eric, hurry up . . .
RUN!”


 


The burst of adrenaline at her warning pushed him
forward the last few yards and he dove into the bed of the trailer, spinning in
the air and firing multiple times as he crashed onto the wooden slatted bed. Any
effect his shots may have had on the pursuing horde was lost to him as Sam
gunned the engine, bouncing Eric twice against the side wall. The Explorer shot
forward down Golden Eagle Loop for less than five seconds before Sam hit the
brakes and swore.


 


“Shit . . . hold on,” he barked out as the SUV lurched forward again,
swerving around another mob of infected that had appeared on the road next to
an abandon travel trailer. His new course took them off the road and through
the lightly wooded area that separated the loops. Michelle’s truck heaved and
pitched over the bumpy terrain as Sam searched for a way out of the campground,
but the path of least resistance was steering him further and further toward
the lake. The jolting in the utility trailer was intense, and Eric’s attempt to
pull the last four shells out of the caddy resulted in a loss of three of them.
Only one made it into the M2’s gate.


 


At that moment, Crowbar Mike’s voice, tinged with
panic, came over their radios. “I’ve got a flag . . . Repeat . . . I’ve got
a flag being waived by a kid. He’s running this way along the shore. Do you
copy?”


 


Eric managed to brace himself in a sitting position as
the pursuing pack of ghouls spread out through the wooded ground, their paths following
curved lines to track the Explorer as it veered away down the gradual slope
towards the water. A glance to his right showed that several more infected had
appeared at the top of Blue Heron Loop, and were also trotting towards them on
an intercept course. Mike’s call repeated with greater urgency, and Eric fired
twice more, emptying the shotgun and slinging it before he answered.


 


“Mike, move the boat toward the pier right now, but
stay a little off to the side, understand?”


 


“I’m almost there right now.”


 


“Stay there, but not directly off the end . . . We’re
on the way.”


 


Through his headset, Sam’s droll undertone came
through. “I’m not gonna like this, am I?”


 


Bracing himself with a death grip on the angle iron
frame of the trailer, Eric peered ahead of the bouncing Ford. “Cut the wheel
a little to the left and go around those picnic tables, then hard right onto
the pavement at the bottom of Blue Heron Loop. Then gun it towards the pier.”


 


The words had hardly left his mouth when the truck
slammed into a pair of ghouls, rocking and bouncing over their bodies as Sam
rounded the picnic tables. The tires gave a rapid series of chirps as he veered
down the loop, shooting past the four car tangle near the bottom and
accelerating.


 


Almost immediately, Sam’s voice burst through the
headphones. “Where . . . Where? I’ve got no road to the pier, just a little
foot bridge crossing a gully.” The truck began to slow down as Sam braked.


 


“FLOOR IT!”
Eric screamed through the radio. “You can make it!” Before the last
syllable was spoken, the V8 engine roared to life and heaved forward, towing
the trailer behind like an angry mother pulling an unruly child through a
department store’s toy section. Eric braced himself against the front wall of
the trailer as Michelle ducked through the sunroof. Two seconds later, the
whine of RPMs pegging at maximum screeched into the air as the truck’s wheels
bounced up and over the narrow culvert. The rigid springs of the utility
trailer slammed into the far edge of the ditch and rocketed Eric skyward before
dropping out from underneath him—their return was accompanied with all the
delicacy and softness of a cast iron ass kicking.


 


The truck crunched back to earth and sputtered as it
sought to correct the disruption in its fuel supply caused by the hard landing.
With a triple series of impotent coughs, the engine died and the dark blue SUV
began to slow. The impact had shifted Eric against the passenger side wheel
well, and he battled through the haze and pain to regain his senses as Sam
cranked on the ignition. At least a dozen infected were heading their way from
the campground, and his hand was reaching for the Delta when the engine wheezed
to life, idling roughly for a moment as its computer controlled functions
recovered from their hard shutdown. When the lead ghoul closed to within twenty
feet, the Explorer stammered to life and rolled ahead, slowly gathering speed
as Sam fought to keep it alive.


 


“Are you sure about this?” Sam asked dryly.


 


“If you’ve got a better idea, now’s the time.”


 


Sam grunted in reply and kept on course, steering
towards the rapidly approaching wooden pier.


 


Eric crab-crawled to the other side of the trailer,
fighting for balance as his eyes found the figure of a boy waving what looked
to be a white sock thrust over the handle of a golf club. After a rapid fire,
back and forth swivel of his neck, repeated twice for clarity as he crunched
the numbers, Eric called out over the radio. “Sam . . .”


 


“I see him.”


 


“Adjust your speed so we come together at the same
time, and then slow down enough,” he
looked behind him at the congealing swarm heading their way, “for me to grab
him.”


 


“I’m on it.”


 


Michelle popped out of the sunroof and fired several
times into the fast moving throng, dropping at least two, but also causing a guttural
cry to resonate in their ranks as they howled forward in anticipation.


 


“Mike—right now on the PA—tell the kid to grab my hand
as we come by.”


 


Instantly, the loudspeakers crackled to life with his
announcement. They were joined a second later with a volley of gunfire as
Callie started winging shots into the ghoul pack. 


 


Sam began to slow as Eric reached out a hand toward
the running boy. He was dressed in a baggy, teal colored rain suit, and Eric
could plainly see tears of fright coursing down his cheeks with the rapid
approach of the grey-skinned monsters.


 


“GRAB MY HAND!” Eric shouted, leaning as far to the side as possible. The young boy
thrust out his own hand, dropping the sock covered golf club as he chugged and
huffed with exertion. The trailer bounced over a series of grapefruit sized
rocks, almost shaking Eric off the edge as he reached and stretched. Sam slowed
even further, and the approaching swarm shrieked with ravenous hunger as they
hammered closer. With a final lunge, Eric latched onto the boy’s hand and
jerked him into the trailer.


 


“GO-GO-GO!”


 


The Explorer and utility trailer crossed with a triple
thump onto the engineered plastic wood fishing pier, punching straight ahead as
Sam floored it.


 


“Don’t stop!”
Eric yelled to Sam as he grabbed onto the boy and coiled his legs in
preparation. A brief look showed Mike off to their right, manning the controls
of the ski boat while Callie balanced near the stern, cranking round after
round into the ghouls.


 


The SUV was passing forty miles per hour when it
shattered through the chain. At that moment Eric vaulted upwards and to the
right, pushing off against the side wall with the boy wrapped tightly in a bear
hug. Their momentary aerial freefall ended abruptly in a smashing roll across
the lakes frigid surface, and the icy water soaked into their clothing,
weighing them down in the numbing chop.


 


“Give me your hand!” Mike’s roar seemed muted and
distant as Eric struggled to spin the thrashing boy face up in the freezing
water. With a monumental effort, he twisted the kicking child up and over his
head, a move that had the counter effect of forcing his own body beneath the
waves. Several desperate scissor kicks kept him at neutral buoyancy despite his
waterlogged clothing and weapons, but he could feel his legs weakening and
slowing in the biting chill of the lake. The weight in his hands was suddenly
removed, and Eric thrust toward the surface, gasping in a huge gulp of air. As
he surfaced, the hard crack-crack-crack of gunfire contested for his
attention with Mike’s howling voice demanding again for his hand. With a weary,
shivering sigh he reached up toward the boat, and a scant moment later he was
pulled from the water and dropped on the deck like a 180 pound tuna. The bright
blue sky above him seemed incredibly vibrant, and each breath that he sucked
through his chattering teeth practically burst with energy and life. Somehow,
after all he’d been through at the campground today, he was still alive. The
rifle fire was dying, and he felt the thrum of the engine as the boat
changed positions. A moment later, the catch of the day included a shivering
Michelle, and a very sour faced Sam.


 


They pulled away from the shore, and Callie grabbed a
large, heavy tarp from the storage compartment under the seat and wrapped it
around the four soaked passengers. “Try and stay huddled together. This will
keep the wind off of you for the ride home.” She disappeared outside the tarp,
and an instant later, the slow rumble of the ski boat’s motor turned into an
intense scream.


 


Mixtures of emotions were being displayed on the faces
that stared back at him in the soft light penetrating the tarp. The boy’s face
showed absolute exhaustion tinged with fear, and he had wedged himself so tightly
against Eric that his panting breaths were being transmitted directly into
Eric’s rib cage. Michelle's countenance—eyes flared and white teeth
showing—looked like she had just gotten off a violently entertaining roller coaster.
Although on second glance, especially considering the soaked hair that clung to
her cheeks and neck like strawberry blonde seaweed, maybe it was one of those
wild log rides. Sam huddled under the tarp directly opposite of Eric, and his
dark eyes were narrowed under heavy brows as he stared back.


 


“Well,” Sam huffed in an excessively lumbering
deliverance, “that was fun.”


 


Eric began to smile in reply but the state trooper
raised a hand and cut him off. “Oh no, I’m not done just yet.” He paused for a
moment and rubbed the side of his face, wincing occasionally during the
process. Several shrugs and rolls of his shoulders followed, and then he held
up two fingers.


 


“Two things. The first one is that I want you to
promise me . . . swear to me right now . . . that you’ll never again let me
volunteer for one of your ‘stealth’ missions. Hell, I did two tours in the
sandbox as part of a Marine division, and I think we fired less ammo over there
and we just did in a campground in North Dakota.”


 


Eric’s smile turned into a chuckle, and it was
beginning to infect Michelle as well, but Sam shook his head, spraying all of
them with more water as he continued. “I ain’t done just yet.” He elbowed Michelle
and then pointed an accusatory finger at Eric. “I don’t want to hear any shit
about me being promoted to a U-boat commander, or anything like that. You know
damn well that I’m not the one who sunk Walter’s truck last night, and I’m sure
as shit not the maniac who ordered the scuttling of Michelle’s Explorer.”


 


The forced silent stalemate was bordering on exploding
into laughter when Callie stuck her head under the tarp. “Is everybody OK? No
broken bones or head injuries?”


 


Eric strained his lips together to keep from laughing,
and was almost successful until Callie added, “By the way Sam, remind me to
never let you borrow my car. You suck at driving.”


 


It was too much even for the state trooper, and his
deadpan presentation cracked—slowly at first with widely spaced out, low
chuckles—but then rapidly descending into uncontrolled, side splitting
hilarity. Eric and Michelle helplessly followed him down, spurred on even
further when Callie had innocently asked, “What did I say?”


 


It took several minutes for their merriment to settle,
and then a distant tinny voice crackled out of their headphones that had been
scattered on the floor under the tarp. Eric reached to his waist and grabbed at
the radio, unplugging the microphone cord by feel before he detached the belt
clip.


 


“It’s probably a good thing these are waterproof,” he
grinned as he held up the Fish and Wildlife radio.


 


“We should still dry them out when we get back.
They’re supposed to be submersible to three feet for a half hour or so, but I’d
rather not take any chances,” Michelle added—still giggling at Sam.


 


Eric raised the radio to his lips and keyed the
button. “Say again, we didn’t copy your last transmission.”


 


Walters’s voice, now freed from the confines of the
headset speakers, came through loud and clear. “Goodness gracious, it’s
about time. What in the world has been going on over there? It sounded like a
war zone coming through our radios. Is everybody OK . . . repeat . . . is
everybody OK?”


 


“10-4, we are all present and accounted for. We’re
heading back by water—plus one passenger—a young boy about twelve years old.”


 


“Roger that.”


 


“Be advised that we’ll need dry clothes immediately
upon our arrival—Sam, Michelle, the boy, and me.” The clacking of Eric’s teeth accompanied his message.


 


“Understood. What’s your ETA?”


 


He hesitated for a second from underneath the tarp,
and Callie’s musical tone jumped in to fill the gap. “Mr. Sheldon, we’ll be
there in about ten minutes.”


 


“10-4. I’ll see you at the boat launch in about ten .
. . and we’re glad to hear that you’re all in one piece—you had us worried for
a bit. By the way, Eric, somebody wants to say ‘hi’ to you.” The channel stayed open, and the sound of shuffling
and shifting came through before being replaced with a weak, but unmistakably
welcome gruffness. 


 


“Give me back my watch you thief.”


 


Twin bursts of excitement and relief flooded Eric’s
gut at the sound of Uncle Andy’s voice, and he hung his head in a silent prayer
of thanks before responding. “I think that can be arranged.”











Chapter 34


 


Smoke blackened faces bobbled in harmony with the
jarring movement of the deuce and a half transport as it limped down the edge
of the road. It was a late model M35—the A3 version—similar in
appearance to the thousands of other two and a half ton cargo vehicles in
service with the United States and other countries’ military forces throughout
the world. The main difference that separated the A3 version was an upgrade to
an automatic transmission. The newly improved gearbox was linked to a
Caterpillar diesel engine, and they worked in unison to push the M35 forward,
despite the shredded remains of the front left tire. Estes gazed at the
scattering of camouflaged uniforms that rode with him. Bones—Corporal Matthew
Henry—was there, as well as other members of Alpha squad. PFC’s Dennis
Spurlock, Ross Morgan, and Calvin Rook. The rest of his squad was gone . . .
lost in the explosion when the Black Hawk crashed into the school, or the
resulting detonation of the fuel bladders that had been stored nearby. Those
that hadn’t perished in the inferno had been torn apart before his very eyes,
or swallowed underneath a festering pile of infected during their escape
attempt. They had held out for as long as they could to give others a chance to
make it to the vehicles . . . some had, most had not. Seated across from him was
Sergeant Rita Thorn from the medical team.  To her right was a civilian
contractor, Nora Veil, also from medical. Next to them was Airman First Class
Eli Horton, the Black Hawk mechanic that had been stationed at the school.
Rounding out the diminished sea of occupants was Charlotte Pope, a lieutenant
with the small military police unit that had been dropped off a few days before
everything went to hell. The last person, seated next to Lieutenant Pope, was a
thin man with wire framed glasses and a perpetual look of bewilderment on his
face—Specialist Jacob Oakley. Supposedly from the 10th Mountain
Division at Fort Drum, he’d been the last one that had been brought coughing
and gagging on to the transport before the fence had collapsed and the wave of
snarling gray monsters had surged toward the trucks. In the front, driving the
hobbled transport, was Specialist Glenn Perkins. Scouting ahead for the M35 was
Sergeant Alex Keene, driving the only Humvee that had survived the catastrophe.


 


“Everybody
still OK?” Estes announced for perhaps the fifth time in the last hour.


 


“Still good, Captain,”
Bones nodded back, starting the chain of “thumbs up” that went around the
truck.


 


Nine others
had made it out with them. The most senior officer—Major Sullivan—a recently
redrafted physician, had been severely burned when the fuel bladders had
ruptured. Estes, Keene, and Perkins would have been toasted along with him if
they hadn’t dove into the APC a split second before. In any event, the major
had survived long enough to escape the schoolyard, and the reaching, grabbing
claws that had shredded so many others. He had died from his injuries less than
an hour later, however. 


 


The other
eight, a mixture of soldiers and civilians, had perished one by one in the last
twelve hours. Some of them from the damage they had received during the evacuation—lacerations,
burns, and in two cases, friendly fire gunshot wounds. Others had succumbed to
the sickness that had developed after they’d been attacked by the swarms. One
of them, a portly civilian somehow attached to the logistics team, had gone
from awake, alive, and coherent, to a rabid, drooling fiend less than twenty
minutes after he’d been bitten multiple times while trying to board the truck.
His surprise attack had taken down two other soldiers as well. Since then,
they’d been calling out “feel good” checks every fifteen minutes or so.
Everybody remaining from their whittled down numbers had not been visibly
injured by any of the infected, but Estes had ordered Sergeant Thorn to conduct
a quick “extremities” inspection just to be sure. Hands, forearms, and necks
were all examined, as was any area of the body located underneath ripped or
torn clothing. She had found nothing, but as a precaution recommended a
temperature check every hour, as well as the more frequent verbal queries for
at least the next twenty-four.


 


“Spurlock, where are we with ammo and supplies after
that last encounter?” Estes asked with a grimace, knowing the answer would be
bleak. Since their forced exit from the school at Fort Hammer, they’d had
several clashes with patches of the infected. Some of them had been sporadic
loners that were easily avoided; others were pairs, triples or small mobs
numbering upwards of twenty. His standing order had been to avoid conflict if
at all possible, and if not, they were supposed to use the vehicles to pound
their way through the attacking crowd, hence the tire damage that now
drastically reduced their speed and mobility. He could still remember the
stunned disbelief on his own face when they had found the splintered shard of
human rib bone protruding through the thick rubber. They had a spare, but no
tools . . . of course. The CTIS system, designed to keep all tires
automatically at the correct inflation level, couldn’t even begin to keep up
with the loss through the gaping hole. Since that time, they’d been forced to
use up the majority of their ammunition in small, but violent meetings with the
gray-skinned horrors.


 


“Not too good, sir. I’ve got a full mag, and maybe six
or eight rounds in a partial. Henry, Morgan, and Rook only have one
twenty-rounder apiece.”


 


Lieutenant Pope spoke up. “I’m out of 5.56, but I’ve
still got two full magazines for the M9,” she patted the Beretta pistol on her
belt as she spoke.


 


Estes leaned down and keyed the microphone at the end
of the spiral cord that led to the radio. “Perkins, Keene, wha’cha got left
for the bad guys?”


 


Both replies came back with similar, yet different
military smart ass answers that referenced their good looks, or various parts
of their anatomy, but neither came through with any ammunition.


 


“Sergeant Keene, find us a spot to pull over and
stretch. Preferably one that’s not crawling with those freaks.”


 


“Well, we can stop right here, but it looks like we’ve
got an intersection about a half a click up ahead. I can see a lot of vehicles
blocking the highway. We might be able to scoot around them, but I just can’t
tell from here. I’d feel a lot more comfortable if I knew what was up there
before we decided on this spot, though.”


 


“Let’s pull off for a minute, and then you can take
Bones with you to scout it out. What’s your fuel status?”


 


“Copy that about Bones. The Hummer is showing a little
over a quarter tank.”


 


“Copy.”


 


The truck crunched across the berm, slowing from a
fast crawl to a complete stop in less than fifty feet. Perkins kept the diesel
engine idling as Bones clambered down to the ground.


 


“Bones,” Estes thumped the canvas cover of the truck
bed for emphasis, “scouting only. No heroics, and no firing if at all possible.
Just get close enough to glass the area, OK?”


 


“You got it, sir.” With that he disappeared around the
side and out of view. A few seconds later, the sound of the Hummer accelerating
carried through the weather shield.


 


Looking around at the somber faces did nothing for his
own feelings of helplessness, so Estes stood, arched his back, stretched, and
went through a quick series of in-place calisthenics before returning to his
spot on the truck bed. His MOLLE backpack occupied the space to his left, and
he reached in one of the side pouches to sort through the remains of an MRE
that he had forced down earlier. The first thing his fingers encountered was
the semi-squishy Mylar pack of peanut butter. He wasn’t a fan, which is why it
had several identical companions to keep it company in the same side pouch.


 


“Anybody want some PB without the J?”


 


Nobody’s hand leapt skyward in enthusiasm at his
offer, and he was about to drop it back in the pocket when Specialist Oakley slowly
raised a finger.


 


Estes nodded, “I’ve got several . . . how many do you
want?”


 


“Just one would be fine.” The thin, almost baby faced
specialist with the wire glasses had a deep, easy to listen to tone that seemed
to carry without the need for amplification.


 


A flick of Este’s fingers sent the silver foil packet
accurately on its way, and Oakley picked it up from his lap and tore it open.


 


“You’re something of a mystery, Mr. Oakley,” Estes
observed as the man scissored his fingers and shucked the sticky contents into
his mouth. “Do you want to shed some light on why you were up at the school?”


 


“I already told your sergeant, I was there waiting for
Major Larrabee.”


 


“Why?”


 


“I’m sorry,
sir, but I’m not allowed to say.”


 


“You realize
that Major Larrabee is a crispy critter, don’t you? He was on that helicopter
that got shot down and smashed into the school.”


 


The dismal look
on the specialist’s face showed that he knew, and he turned away and dropped
his forehead into his palms.


 


Estes pressed.
“Why were you there?”


 


A bare shake
of his head accompanied his answer. “I’m . . . sorry. I know that Major
Larrabee was on that helo when it went down,” he raised his eyes and looked at
the captain, “but I don’t think that changes anything.”


 


“Well, we’ll
come back to that in a minute. For now, let’s start with your MOS.”


 


After brief glance out the back of the vehicle, he put
his head back in his hands and mumbled, “65X.”


 


“What the hell is that? Something in medical, right?”


 


Sergeant Thorn interjected before Oakley could answer,
“You’re full of shit.”


 


Estes turned to look at Thorn, “What’s going on, Sergeant?”


 


Thorn turned to look at the specialist, still seated
and holding his head as she addressed the captain. “Sir, have you ever heard that
joke, ‘what do you call an upside down blonde?’”


 


PFC Morgan immediately shot back the answer with a
laugh. “A brunette.”


 


Estes got the joke and smiled, but the confusion in
his eyes over the connection must have been evident.


 


Thorn swiveled back to face the captain, and very
nonchalantly said, “What I’m saying is that the carpet doesn’t match the
drapes, so to speak.”


 


Estes wasn’t stupid, but he was tired to the point of
numbness. “Explain.”


 


“The 65’s are the medical specialists—things like
physical therapists and dietitians. I’m not exactly sure what 65X is, but I can
tell you that they’re all supposed to be officers.”


 


Estes turned to look at Oakley, who was now rubbing
his eyebrows in concentration. “So it seems the mystery deepens. And to be honest,
I have absolutely no desire to spend any time wasting what few mental resources
I have left trying to figure out, so here is what’s going to happen. I’m going
to ask you some questions, and you’re going to answer. The first time you give
me a reason to even suspect that you’re being less than truthful with me,” he
reached into his belt sheath and drew out a thick bladed, drop point knife, “I
will cut your Achilles tendon and kick you out the back. Is that understood
with absolute clarity, Oakley?”


 


“I’m not allowed to answer any questions, Captain, and
besides, I don’t currently have any of the answers you’ll probably want.”


 


“We’ll see about that. Let’s start simple—what’s your
name, for real?”


 


“Jacob Oakley.”


 


“Rank?”


 


“First lieutenant.”


 


“Why are you wearing the uniform of an E-4 instead of
an officer?”


 


“I was told to, sir.”


 


“By who?”


 


Oakley paused before answering, “Sir, I’m not sure
that I can answer that without violating my oath.”


 


Private Rook spoke up, “Maybe if you let me kick him a
few times in the face, he’ll feel more like talking, sir.”


 


“Let’s hold off on the face kicking, at least for a
minute or two.” Turning back to Oakley, he said, “We’ll come back to that
question. What’s your real MOS?”


 


“I told you already, it’s 65X.”


 


“And that is .
. .?”


 


“Specialist
Allied Operations.”


 


Estes frowned
at Oakley’s reply, and a shift of his eyes told him that even Thorn looked
confused at the specialist’s answer.


 


“What the crap
is a ‘Specialist Allied Operations?’”


 


Oakley said
nothing for a long ten count, and then his rich voice, hushed by his body
position relayed his answer. “It’s like the Sergeant said, part of the medical
specialist branch.”


 


Estes sighed
and shook his head, “Dennis, Ross, Calvin . . . will you please dog pile Mr.
Oakley?”


 


In a flash,
the three privates sprang from their seated position and swamped the cringing
specialist, knocking his glasses off in the process.


 


“Bring his ass
over here so I don’t get blood in the truck.”


 


Oakley was
struggling and yelling for all he was worth, but his thin frame was no match
for the three beefy E-3’s.


 


Estes shifted
down to lay on his side right next to Oakley, and when the young man stopped
his futile struggling, he slammed the knife into the wooden truck bed just
inches from Oakley’s nose.


 


“Let’s try
this one more time. No more games, no more bullshit, understand?”


 


From
underneath the pile, Oakley gave a quick nod.


 


“That’s
better. Now . . . who—and what—are you . . . exactly?”


 


“I told you,
Lieutenant Jacob Oakley, 65X, medical specialists branch.”


 


Estes swore
and grabbed the knife, jerking it out of the planking as he stood. “Not good
enough.” Gesturing to the three privates, he said, “Roll up his pant leg and
take off his shoe, I’m tired of pissing around.”


 


The three
burly soldiers easily overpowered the squirming lieutenant, and in the space of
a few seconds, had his right leg locked in an upright wrestling pretzel. With
as much ferocity as he could manage in his tired condition, Estes ripped off
the sock and grabbed the lieutenant’s foot. With his other hand he brought the
knife against the thick tendon just above the now exposed heel. “WHY WERE YOU
AT THE SCHOOL? WHO THE HELL ARE YOU?” He yelled as he pressed the knife hard
against the skin.


 


“OK-OK-OK . .
. I’M A TRANSLATOR.”


 


Estes crinkled
his nose and frowned in uncertainty at the answer. “What?”


 


“I’m a
translator, a specialist translator for medical units.” 


 


His frown sank
lower, and another look at Sergeant Thorn earned him a shrug of her shoulders.
He pressed the knife harder, almost breaking the skin. “Keep talking.”


 


“Ow, that
hurts, Captain.”


 


“It’s going to
get a lot worse really fast if you don’t start talking.”


 


The lieutenant
let out a deep groan and stopped resisting. “OK, just let me up and I’ll tell
you what I can.”


 


After a moment
of indecision, Estes nosed his men away. “Fair enough, but if you screw with me
one more time, I’m going to stab you in the throat, understand?”


 


“Yes,” the
thin man replied as he got to his feet, “I understand. Do you know where my
glasses are?”


 


They located
the missing glasses in the back corner of the truck bed, and Oakley
repositioned them on his face as he sat down. “I’ll tell you what I can, but
like I’ve said, I don’t currently have access to the information you’re
probably going to want.”


 


“Start
talking.”


 


“How much do
you know about Major Larrabee?”


 


“Pretend I
don’t know anything.” It was close to the truth, anyhow, Estes thought.


 


The lieutenant
sighed again, “Major Larrabee was regular army, and to all inspection, classified
as 64D, a veterinary pathologist. His position and experience in that field
tracked him onto a specialty team as a 61G—an infectious disease specialist.
When . . . ‘events’ . . . began to unfold, and I might add this was substantially
before Korea, the Major’s team was activated.” He looked across the truck at
Estes, “Got any more peanut butter?”


 


Another grab
in the side pouch netted two packets, and they were tossed to the lieutenant.


 


“I’m part of
the Major’s team, but in a very limited capacity due to my unique specialty.”


 


“I thought you
said you’re a translator.”


 


“I am, but not
like you’re thinking. I don’t speak any foreign languages. Well, that’s not
exactly true. I know a little German from my grandfather.” His attempt at
lightening the conversation fell on deaf ears, so he continued with a shake of
his head. “Captain, I seem to have a unique ‘gift’ that was useful to certain .
. .” he paused as he searched for the correct word, “‘programs’ if you will.”


 


“I’m losing
patience, lieutenant.”


 


“Sorry, sir,”
Oakley said with a dry snort, “it’s just that I can’t believe I’m having
trouble communicating with you, especially since it has a lot to do with the
question you’re asking me.”


 


“Which I’m
still waiting for the answer to . . .”


 


Oakley stood
and gripped one of the tubular aluminum cover supports, and then locked eyes
with Estes. “I’m a science geek, sir. Since I was a kid I’ve been interested in
everything scientific—technological, biomedical, astronomy, robotics, quantum
physics—you name it, and there were tons of books on that subject in my room.
I’m an only child, sir, and where most kids would have a bedroom and maybe a
playroom, I had a bedroom and a library. You probably played football or
baseball every waking hour that you weren’t in school. I was sitting in front
of a computer or staying after school in the chemistry lab until the janitor
kicked me out.” 


 


“I get it,
you’re a nerd. That means that one day you’ll be a billionaire with a private
jet in an airport somewhere, and a supermodel in your bed. I’ll probably be working
at a car wash. What’s your point?”


 


Oakley managed
a weak smile, “I graduated college with a degree in Chemical Engineering when I
was fourteen years old. I spent the next five years practically locked in the
R&D department of a major military contractor. It was my dream come true,
really, and my research team made a lot of advances—most of which are still
highly classified. Anyway, one of the last projects we were working on was what
we jokingly called ‘Robodog.’ Essentially, it was a self contained ‘sniffer’
unit about the size of a cell phone.” He looked around the truck at the cluster
of faces, “Has anybody here worked with a military canine unit?”


 


Nobody had.


 


“OK, well I’m
sure that you can imagine they can be invaluable for a lot of dangerous tasks. We
use them for everything from narcotics interdiction to explosive ordnance
detection  . . . all the way up to search and rescue and scouting missions
behind enemy lines.” Oakley laughed and shook his head again, “Seriously, we
actually parachute dogs behind enemy lines. Anyway, as valuable as the canine
soldiers are, they’re also extremely difficult to produce in both quality and
quantity. We could throw thousands of dogs into service, but highly trained
dogs are another matter. It takes a lot of time and a lot of money to end up
with something that might get turned into a furry gut pile the first time it got
distracted and stepped on a land mine. Our project was working on a highly
advanced chemical sensor that could take the place of a canine bio-unit.”


 


“I’ve seen
some of those bomb sniffer boxes in use by an EOD team before,” Estes said.


 


“Ours was a
million times more sensitive. Actually, it benchmarked at 1.377 million times
more sensitive, and that was just the prototype.”


 


A hand rose
next to Thorn; it was the only civilian that had made it out with them and
survived. Oakley nodded at the nondescript, thirty-something lady, “Miss Veil,
correct?”


 


“Nora,” she
replied.


 


“Nora, do you
have a question?”


 


“More of a
statement. Last year I was working as a civilian contractor at a medical
facility in Dallas. I got to watch a demonstration where they brought in a dog
. . . some kind of spaniel, I think . . . and it walked by a row of patients
and picked out which ones had cancer. One of our attending physicians was
watching the test as well, and at the end of the line, the dog keyed in on him.
It turns out that he had an undiagnosed case of stage three pancreatic cancer.”


 


Oakley smiled,
“The repercussions of our Robodog technology have the potential to affect a
wide spectrum of applications. Imagine how it would revolutionize our medical system
if a doctor could simply walk into a room full of patients and, with a few
adjustments on a device small enough to fit in his hand, he could tell who had
diabetes, or cancer, or heart disease, or even the flu.”


 


“Or whatever
is turning us into red-eyed, homicidal maniacs,” Estes shot back. “Is that what
this is about? Are you about to tell me that this dog sniffer gizmo is somehow
related to what’s going on?”


 


“No, not at all
. . . that’s just some background so you can understand the answer to your
question.”


 


Estes glowered
at the man and tapped his watch.


 


“Yes sir, I’m
trying. Where was I?”


 


“Working in
the research and development lab making artificial dog noses,” PFC Spurlock
answered.


 


“Yes, that’s
correct. When our project—our initial prototype that is—was showing promise, we
had to put together a demonstration for the powers that be that controlled the
finances. No matter what you hear about national security, the bottom line is that
it’s always about the money. I was in charge of that demonstration. Now, you
have to understand something. My background in science is highly varied. Yes, I
specialized in chemical engineering, but in reality I’m kind of a ‘jack of all
trades’ geek.” The lieutenant looked around the room again, stopping at the
scowling captain. “Many of the people, the ‘big fish’ in the decision-making,
money appropriating, ‘go or no go’ echelon are not scientists. They don’t speak
the same language. Most of them are intelligent, driven, and successful people
who wield vast amounts of power in our government, but the facts are that they
just don’t understand all the terms and technology on the same level that the
people who developed whatever project or gizmo they’re trying to get funded do.
That’s where I come in. My background, combined with my apparently natural gift
for gab, allowed me to explain Robodog on a level that the backers could both
understand and relate to. It’s almost laughable to me when I think about it
now, but someone at that meeting—I don’t know who—recognized the apparent
proficiency I had in explaining technical ‘geeky-nerdy’ ideas and projects to
others who may not share the same background.”


 


He ripped open
one of the peanut butter packets and spooned some out with his finger before
continuing. “A few weeks later I found myself in the military and transferred
to the Pentagon. Since then, my job has been to review different projects and
come up with ways to convey the technological vocabulary or concepts to those
who may otherwise not understand. In other words, like I said, I’m a
translator. Only now it’s not as a salesman for biotechnology firms or robotics
companies. I’m on the other side now. The military has me working in the
capacity to help them understand the technology that companies are trying to
get them to invest in, and . . .,” he added with emphasis, “also to explain to
the generals, admirals, and all the way up to the joint chiefs, any project
that was deemed ‘likely to be misunderstood’ that came out of their own
bunkers, so to speak.”


 


His words
ended with another slurp at the peanut butter as he sat down. Estes’s tired
brain tried to digest the information as the Lieutenant’s lips smacked
together, forcing the sticky brown substance into his mouth.


 


“It sounds to
me like you’d be a very valuable person with all that cutting edge technology
floating around in your head. Not that it matters now, but why aren’t you kept
under lock and key?”


 


“Normally I am.
When I traveled it was with a contingent of guards that were assigned to protect
me, or if that failed, eliminate me. It truly sucked, but for a geek like me,
the tradeoff in access to advanced technology was worth it. You seriously would
not believe what’s coming down the pipe in the next few years. That is,” he
added quietly, “if we’re still around then.”


 


“Where is your
security detail now?”


 


“They never
made it to my staging area, so the decision was made to disguise me and send me
on anyway.”


 


“As an E-4?”


 


“Short notice
. . . best they could do under the circumstances.”


 


“So, all of this has something to do with why you were
at the school, and what’s happening in the world?”


 


“Yes, it’s all related, although I’m mostly in the
dark as to the specifics.”


 


“I thought you said that your job was to review all
the tech stuff before you had to translate it into something that General So
and So could understand?”


 


“Yes sir, but like I also said, I haven’t yet been
able to access the information to review. Major Larrabee was flying in—not to
take over command of the school—but to pick me up. All I know is that we were
heading to Canada for some emergency biomedical conference. I was supposed to
be on the same chopper with him when he flew out of Bismarck, but in all the
confusion, I got shifted onto a flight that landed at the school. Colonel
Jordan didn’t like the fact that I wouldn’t answer his questions, and when the
orders came directly from central command for Major Larrabee to make a priority
one stop to pick up a lowly E-4, the Colonel must have decided that he could
score a few brownie points with somebody by finding out what I knew. The only
problem was I hadn’t reviewed anything yet. I was supposed to do it on the
flight in to the conference.”


 


Estes sighed and copied the Lieutenant’s eyebrow
rubbing display. “So you actually know nothing, and are about as useless as a
duck’s umbrella.”


 


“I know that one of the focus points of the conference
was the human immune response to pathogens.” When nobody reacted, Lieutenant
Oakley cleared his throat and said, “There’s something else. I don’t know what
it means, but a few hours before I got the mixed up flight orders, I heard
Major Larrabee talking to someone on his SAT-COM unit. He said that we had a ‘Green
teardrop event.’”


 


“What’s that?” Lieutenant Pope asked.


 


Oakley shrugged and shook his head, “I have no idea.”


 


“Captain, do you want the good news or the bad news?” The radio crackled to life with the question.


 


“Oh, I suppose I’ll take the good news.”


 


“Yes, sir. We might have a way to fix the tire on the
A3. There’s a whole logjam of vehicles up at the intersection—a lot more than I
originally thought. My count, confirmed by Bones, is over seventy assorted
civilian vehicles.”


 


“And that’s good news how?”


 


“One of the vehicles is a tow truck, and I ain’t never
seen a tow truck that didn’t have a big ol’ box of tools with it.”


 


“And the bad news?”


 


“A couple of things. First off, we’re going to have to
push, pull, or drag a lot of those vehicles to make a way past them. The
intersection is really just a road that cuts off to the left from the main
highway, but it looks like a lot of people buried their cars up to the axles in
the soft mud trying to find a way around other cars that were wrecked. Anyhow,
we’re going to have to move some vehicles if we want to go any further south.
The second thing is that when we move those vehicles, we might piss off the
goblins that are wandering around them.”


 


“How many are there?”


 


“We spotted at least fifteen moving the same time, but
from our standoff position, we can’t tell for sure. There could be ten times
that many in that mess.”


 


“Understood, head on back and we’ll take a look at our
options.”


 


“Copy that, Keene out.”


 


He dropped the microphone to his side, and then froze
for a moment in thought. A look of curiosity passed over his face for a split
second, and then he scooped up the handset and transmitted. “Keene, hold up
a second.”


 


“Yes sir?”


 


“Can you see any road signs that mark that little
highway to the left?”


 


“Hold one, sir.” The sergeant’s voice disappeared for a moment, and then cut back in. “Captain,
Mr. ‘Eagle Eyes’ Bones Henry says the road is marked as Highway 704 east.”


 


Estes reached into his breast pocket and pulled out small
section of notebook paper. In fine, printed script was an address given to him
by the steel-eyed mystery man. He stared at the writing for a second, and then
keyed the microphone. “Come on back Sergeant, we’ve got some planning to
do.”











Chapter 35


 


*click*


 


Sunrise is still about an hour away, but for some
reason I just can’t stay asleep. Probably a multitude of reasons. I mean, it’s
not like the last few days haven’t been something of a tossup between dreams
and nightmares. Where to begin? That always seems to be the way that I start
these recordings, but I guess that very statement tells me where to begin—these
recordings. Obviously I have my recorder again. I’m having a hard time
remembering the last time that I actually recorded something, though. It had to
be, or at least it seems like, a lifetime and a half ago. I think it was the
night before Emily and I made it to the logging road. No, that’s not correct. I
made another recording after that . . . on Walter’s porch late in the night
after we brought my uncle, Emily, and Samantha back from the cabin. I guess it
doesn’t really matter right now. In all honesty, right now, nothing matters to
me except the “right now.” Wow, I think that was three “right now’s” in a row.
Four if you count that last one. So, to who’s ever listening to this, I imagine
you’ll want to know where here is, and how I got here from . . . there? Then?
Whatever. Let me throw a couple more pieces of wood on the fire before I start
playing catch up on my diary. It’s a little chilly, and although I know you
can’t see it, I’m outside. Be right back.


 


*click*


 


OK, it was yesterday that we raided the campground.
Somehow or other we walked away from that basically unscathed. Truth be told,
though, I hurt. My body aches just about everywhere. I think it was mostly from
the ride in the trailer, although I’m sure that crashing through the tin roof
of the office porch and smashing into a huge oak tree contributed a bit to my
bumps, thumps, and bruises. Believe it or not, I think the frigid lake water at
the end of the trailer ride did some good. Kind of like bathing yourself in a
huge ice pack after getting the tar and feathers kicked out of you by a street
gang—or so I’d imagine. Doc Collins had to add a few more stitches where I tore
my ankle again, and Callie wrapped the crap out of it. It’s not near as
flexible as it was, but I suppose that they’re right and I should give it a day
or so of rest. Or at least not so much abuse. Anyhow, we made it back to the
marina in record time, and despite the tarp that we were using as a wind
shield, every single one of us that had gone swimming were chattering like
those wind-up jumping teeth they sell around Halloween. We beached the ski boat
and offloaded, and then Sam, Michelle, and the young boy got ferried up to
Walters’s house for a hot shower and a change of clothes. I volunteered for dry
clothes, hot tea—two giant-sized mugs of it—and PR duty with people at the
store that were waiting for our report. I thought about giving a “heads up”
briefing to Walter, Amy, and the others first, but by the time I had changed
into dry clothes and downed my first mug of tea, most of the people in the
store had gathered around me and were pressing for any information they could.
Ray was there as well. The long and short of it is that the child we rescued at
the campground didn’t belong to anybody at the store, and almost as soon as
that realization hit them, they were out the door, loaded up, and following the
fire truck. I guess I should also mention that two of the couples that had
originally said they were staying ended up changing their mind. By the time the
tail end of their caravan disappeared from sight, it was just a little after
noon. Amy had also pulled me aside for a little chat. It turns out that her and
Preacher Dave—Rebecca and Scott also—had decided to stay with the others at the
store. The two couples we lost had brought the numbers from ten people down to
six, and their little influx would bring it back. She also mentioned that she’d
be happy to take care of the boy we rescued. By that time, I was almost
finished with my second giant mug of tea, and the semi-warmth that was
returning to my body was fighting a losing battle against the pressure in my
bladder. I excused myself and went to the restroom in the store. It was one of
those long . . . really long . . . moments of relief that just seems to go on
forever. But hey, I’m sure you’ve been there, so I’ll try and skip over the
toilet humor for now. No promises that I won’t come back to it though. So where
was I? Oh yeah, in the bathroom. When I came out, Walter and Sam were there,
talking to Mr. Lee and the others. As soon as I shut the door behind me, Sam
came over, his gap-toothed grin leading the way.


 


“Hey chief, how are you doing?” he asked.


 


“Starting to thaw out. I’m getting kind of hungry
though, I guess the lobster is wearing off.”


 


“I happen to know there’s a big pot of hot oatmeal due
to arrive here in about five minutes.” 


 


He kept his gaze tracking on me for a bit too long,
and that immediately triggered my suspicions. “What?”


 


“Nothing . . .” 


 


My glare shot forward and collided with his mischievous
grin midway between our faces. In the space of two seconds, my glare had
tunneled through and kicked the stuffing out of his grin, and he broke into a
low chuckle. “OK, I’m not saying where I got this information, but the word on
the street is that you like to eat dog food.”


 


I rolled my eyes at the memory of the porridge-like
mystery slop that Bernice had watched me eat before confessing that it was, in
fact, meant for Max. I was about to explain that to Sam when Walter came over.


 


His gruff features brought a sense of familiarity and
stability to my mind, but at the same time, they carried along the vision of
Marty’s red eyes on top of the office roof. He must have recognized the grimace
that passed over my face.


 


“Tell me about it later.” His voice was steady and
even, but his eyes seem to sparkle with excess moisture.


 


I nodded.


 


“I’m getting ready,” he said, “to run the tractor down
here and scoop up all the bodies. For right now I’m moving the dumpster across
the road and all the way to the back of the gravel parking lot. That’s where
I’m going to put them.”


 


“I’ll give you a hand.”


 


“No, I’ve already got some volunteers.” He nodded at
the man with a braided beard and waved him over. The Asian man, Mr. Lee,
followed at his heels. 


 


“Officer Coleman,” the pot-bellied man with a long
white beard thrust forward a hand, “We haven’t been formally introduced yet. My
name is Clark Jasinski—C.J. for short. My wife over there is Nancy.” He thumbed
toward a dark haired lady who was seated on the ground playing one corner of a
‘hand ping-pong’ square with BB, his brother, and their mother.


 


Still holding Walter’s shotgun over his shoulder, Mr.
Lee extended his arm as I was shaking hands with C.J. “Choon Lee.”


 


I shook hands with him. “Call me Eric. I’m sorry I
haven’t had the time to talk with either of you personally in the last few
days. Things have been, as you well know, a bit hectic.”


 


“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Mr. Lee’s English was
perfect and without accent, but the sarcasm was practically dripping as he
smiled.


 


Walter cut in. “As I mentioned, I’m going to get rid
of those bodies. Most of them I should be able to scoop right up with the
loader bucket. Bernie is sending down some lunch. After you eat, I’d suggest a
hot shower and a long nap.”


 


“I’ll take the lunch, but give my hot shower to them.”
I nodded toward the playing children. 


 


Walter kept his expression neutral as he replied,
“Just wait until after lunch before you turn down the shower.”


 


I nodded slowly but said nothing, and that must have
sparked his curiosity. “You’re not going to take a nap, are you?”


 


“There’s something else I have to do.”


 


“Right now, or are you going to wait until after
lunch?” 


 


“I’m going to eat first.”


 


He nodded, holding my eyes with his for an extra
moment before turning and heading outside. C.J. and Mr. Lee followed at his
heels.


 


My five minute wait for lunch turned into about twenty
minutes, and then both the tractor and the Mule showed up outside. Bernice,
accompanied by Glenda, brought in one of the cast iron Dutch ovens and set it
on the stove. Several bowls appeared, and in short order I was working on my
second helping of maple syrup drenched oatmeal. There was still plenty left in
the pan, and by the time I had washed my bowl in the sink, Walter, Mr. Lee, and
C.J. had finished up with the tractor and were back inside. All three of them
made a beeline for the oatmeal. After they’d eaten, Walter called Thompson and
Rebecca down from the crow’s nest.


 


“No guards?” My raised eyebrows accompanied the
question.


 


“Scott and Dave are out there.” 


 


I closed my eyes and tried to sort through the myriad
of upcoming preparations, but had hardly gotten started when Walter cleared his
throat. “I’ll make this short and simple. I’m shutting down the store.”


 


Several looks of confusion and disbelief flooded onto
some of the gathered faces, mine included. Before I could say a word, Walter
shook his head and continued. “Now hear me out for a second. Yesterday we had a
lot of people here . . . most of ‘em only stayin’ until something better came
along. Leastwise something that they thought was better. I don’t think it was,
and judging from the fact that you’re still here, neither did you.” He looked
around the room, stopping his gaze on BB’s mother. “Ma’am, I’m sorry to say
that I don’t even know your name.”


 


“My mom’s name is Leah,” BB answered, “she can’t
talk.”


 


BB’s mother flashed a series of hand gestures—sign
language—toward her son, and after a moment he spoke again. “She says that
she’s very thankful for all that you’ve done for her family.” 


 


Walter nodded at the boy and said, “Tell her that . .
.”


 


BB shook his head and sighed, “She can hear fine, she
just can’t speak.”


 


Walter paused, and then nodded again in their
direction. “Sorry, my bad.” He looked around the room, stopping briefly to pass
some unspoken communication to Bernice before continuing. “As I was saying, I’m
closing the store. We just don’t have enough people to keep posting guards up
on the roof, and that’s not fair to you—or to the people who would be pulling
that duty. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to invite you . . . everybody . . . to
stay up at the house.”


 


“I thought you said there wasn’t room . . . or enough
food, sir.” The question came, surprisingly, from BB.


 


“Well, we’ll have to make some changes in where
everybody will sleep, but I believe we can do it. And besides, young man, if I
didn’t extend this invitation, my wife,” he inclined his head towards Bernice,
“has promised to use my skull as a testing ground for her rolling pin.”


 


Leah signed again and BB translated. “My mom says she
is very grateful for your offer, but she doesn’t want to be a burden.”


 


This time, Walter looked directly at Leah as he spoke.
“Ma’am, I’m not the most eloquent speech maker in history, but I’m pretty sure
that I know good people when I see them. You would be doing me a favor by
staying at the house, and I’d appreciate it if you . . . all of you . . .
accepted my offer.”


 


They did, and as soon as Thompson had finished
scraping the last fleck of oatmeal from the bottom of the Dutch oven,
preparations were made to shift everybody up to the house.


 


I was still squatting against the wall trying to force
my mind into organizational mode when Walter tromped over.


 


“Got a minute?”


 


I pushed off the floor and stood. “If you don’t mind
talking and walking, I’ve got several.”


 


He dropped his arm and gestured toward the door. “Lead
the way.”


 


I walked outside and turned left, heading for the
office. When I got there, I unlocked the door and went inside. A click behind
me told me that Walter had relocked it.


 


“Going to see your hairy monster?”


 


“Yeah. That and to try and get my head straight.”


 


As we passed by the old refrigerator, he opened it and
grabbed two bottles. I went down the hall and through the door to the executive
conference room. Max was standing on top of the picnic table, eye level with
me. The body language in his posture said that he wasn’t happy—at all—with his
recent and frequent confinement. I couldn’t blame him, and spent the next few
minutes rubbing his cheek pads and ears, trying to convince him that it was
going to change. I’m not sure that either of us were totally convinced by my
words, though.


 


Walter stood in the doorway and offered me the tribute
of Dr. Pepper. I took it, instinctively opening the cap in a Pavlovian
response. He took a sip of his own soda; some generic version that I couldn’t
quite make out the label of behind his hand.


 


“Is now a good time?” he asked.


 


I’ve never been a fan of beating around the bush or
mincing words. It’s a habit—one of many—that I picked up from my uncle. “I’m
sorry Walter, but Marty is gone.” I gave that a few seconds to sink in as I
struggled with the decision for my next words. They came out soft and steady,
almost as if someone else was speaking them.


 


“I shot him.”


 


Walter’s face remained stone except for a slight bob.
“Tell me.”


 


So I did. I gave him the whole story from the time we
entered the campground to the time we crash landed in the lake. When I was
finished, he walked toward me and put his hand on my shoulder. I could see a
single wet trail from the passage of a tear on his left cheek.


 


“You did the right thing, Eric, and I’m grateful that
you had the guts to pull the trigger.”


 


I said nothing . . . just nodded . . . and he turned
and plopped down on the bench seat beside me, earning him a low grumble from
Max.


 


“Max, hush.”


 


We sat there in quiet reflection for several minutes
as the fine particles of dust danced and swirled through the shaft of sunlight
that angled down from the window high on the wall.


 


“You’ve been through a lot in the last few days. Take
an old man’s advice and stand down for a bit. Get some rest.”


 


“That’s not going to happen, at least not anytime
soon.”


 


“Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking?” I had
known Walter long enough to know that wasn’t a question.


 


“I want you to keep it to yourself, at least for a
little bit.”


 


He said nothing, but gave a slow dip of his nose.


 


“There are two things that I need to do . . . one,
really, but in order to do that and have the best chance of . . . surviving . .
. there’s something else I need to do first. And if that isn’t enough, I’m
going to need your help.


 


“Anything you need, I’ll burn down the world to make
it happen.”


 


“I know.”


 


He sat on the bench, perfectly still, as he waited for
me to speak.


 


“Michelle and I are going to make a run to Devils
Lake.” I watched as his eyebrows arched upwards, crunching his forehead into a
series of wrinkles at the same time as the corners of his mouth dropped. “There
is a chance that her mother made it to her dad’s cabin before things got out of
hand. I’m not letting Michelle go alone.”


 


He grunted and shook his head. “You . . . and her . .
. need to think this through. That lake is the vacation spot for thousands and
thousands of people every year. It’s also one of the first places that people might
think of as a safe destination outside of the cities. It could be crawling with
sick people.”


 


“Yeah, I know, but that doesn’t change my decision . .
. maybe my tactics and planning—but not my determination. I will not,” I slowly
and heavily emphasized those words, “let her go alone. And you know she would.”


 


“I know.”


 


I stood and stretched, flexing myself sideways to ease
out the beginnings of a cramp in my rib cage. “However, before we go there, I’m
heading to the cabin. Don’t get me wrong, I greatly appreciate the M2 from Uncle
Andy and the accessories from you and Bernice, but there are a few other things
at the cabin that I want to take with me when we head to Devils Lake.”


 


“When are you leaving?”


 


“Shortly. For the cabin, I mean. I know that every
second counts, but I want to give some serious consideration to our plan. So,
my goal—right now, anyhow—is to leave the day after tomorrow.”


 


“You should take some more people with you.”


 


“I thought about it, but that’s not the answer. I’ve
got an idea creeping around in the back of my head, but it shouldn’t really
depend on additional firepower. If that’s what it comes to, well, then we’re
probably SOL. Besides, you may need as many people as you can get right here.
We must have wiped out the majority of those things at the campground, but
there may still be some left.”


 


“What do you need from me?”


 


“I’ve got a list already started . . . in my head
anyhow. I’ll work on the rest of it later today. Keep a radio with you—we’ll figure
out a private channel—and I’ll contact you later. There is one thing I’d like
to know right now.”


 


“What’s that?”


 


“Michelle said that you gave her and Uncle Andy a
Ruger pistol with a suppressor.”


 


“Yep, they took it with them when they went to Fort
Hammer.”


 


“I’m guessing that it’s sitting in my uncle’s pickup
truck at the cabin. What I’d like to know is if the threads on the suppressor
will mount up to the threads at the end of my 10/22 barrel.”


 


“Is your barrel threaded?”


 


“Not the one that’s on there right now, but there’s a threaded
stainless steel barrel sitting in the safe at the cabin. I ordered it from
Tactical Innovations with the faster 1-9 twist ratio so it would stabilize the
heavy Aguila SSS ammunition.”


 


“What’s the TPI?”


 


“Threads per inch are one half by
twenty-eight on the stainless barrel.”


 


“That’s standard. The suppressor on the
pistol is a Sparrow model by SilencerCo. Probably one of the best ones out
there. It’ll match up to your barrel like a glove.”


 


“Can I borrow it?”


 


“Only if you promise to bring it, and both
of you, back.”


 


“I’ll try.”


 


We talked a
little more, and then he got up to leave. I followed with Max, but called out
before we’d gone five steps. “One more thing. I’m not sure if Michelle is going
to the cabin with me. It might put her in a difficult situation, given the
memories she may be holding of what happened there, so if she doesn’t go with
me, don’t let her leave for Devils Lake until I get back.”


 


I could see the wheels turning as he considered the
unlikely possibility that he’d be able to prevent her departure if she set her
mind to it, but he nodded and said, “I’ll try.”


 


So, shortly before 1:00 PM I was up at Walter’s house,
heading down the hallway for the promised, and much needed, hot shower. It felt
so good I wanted to stay there for the rest of the day. As it was, I settled
for a good ten minute soaking. When I got out I found my BDU’s had been washed
and dried, and were folded outside the bathroom door along with several of my
shirts. Most of my clothes were still at the cabin, so I went with a long
sleeve thermal base layer topped with my Tennessee sweatshirt. My next stop was
the door to the bedroom where Michelle was napping. A few soft taps on
the door accompanied her name.


 


“Michelle.”


 


There was no response, so I quietly cracked the door
open. She was lying there on top of the bedspread, dressed in an old fashion,
button down flannel nightgown. It practically hung in drapes off of her lean,
lithe form, and her hair was splayed out in a giant fan-shaped pattern that
looked like she had tossed her head through a series of wild convulsions before
going to sleep. A pair of miniature headphones were covering her ears, and I
could hear the faint treble vibrations as the music sprang forth. I walked over
and sat on the edge of the bed. Her eyes stayed closed, and she gave a small
wheezing snore. I sat there, just watching her breathe for at least five
minutes. I’ll be the first to admit that I’ve been with a lot of women—some
rather plain, others pretty cute, and still others pretty dang . . ., well,
pretty. But as I sat there looking down, it just stunned me how absolutely
gorgeous Michelle was. I reached down and gently touched her hand, and then her
eyes flew open with a yelp and she practically clobbered me with her other
hand, the one holding the hard, plastic MP3 player.


 


“Ouch!”


 


“Eric, what the heck are you doing? I could’ve killed
you.”


 


I touched the area of my jaw just below my left ear
and felt a little dent in my skin from the corner of the MP3 player. “Yeah,” I
added with a wince, “that music you listen to is deadly.” 


 


“Not that,” she moved her pillow, revealing the Glock
underneath, “this.” She groaned sleepily and flopped back down on the bed.


 


“That’s a . . . nice . . . nightie.”


 


“It’s one of Bernice’s.”


 


“I thought it looked a little bit large. Just a bit
though.”


 


Her eyes narrowed and she mumbled a quick “thanks a
lot” before rolling over on her stomach. I reached a hand down and pressed into
her shoulder blades, twisting my wrist back and forth and earning a muffled
“Uhhmmm.” She shifted underneath my hand, flattening out and stretching her
arms under the pillow. I continued to rub her back in small circles, and then
walked my fingers up to include her neck and the base of her skull.


 


“Do you remember where my Glock is?”


 


“Under your pillow.”


 


“Yeah. I just want you to know that if you stop
rubbing, I’m going to shoot you.”


 


“Well, I don’t want that.”


 


She laid there, sprawled and relaxing as I worked at
the muscles in her upper back and neck. “I need to talk to you about
something.”


 


I felt her immediately tense up. “Relax,” I said,
“just relax.” She didn’t.


 


Michelle spun underneath my massage until she was face
up. “What?” It was a single word, but her tone conveyed everything from curiosity
to fear, doubt, hope, and apprehension.


 


“I promised you that we’d go after your mother, and I
meant that. However, before we go, there’s something that I need to do . . .
probably alone because of the . . . circumstances.” I stumbled over the words as
I finished. Her eyes shifted from wide open uneasiness to slender windows of
confusion, but she said nothing.


 


“Michelle, I need to go back to the cabin. I don’t
know what kind of . . . memories . . . that may trigger for you . . . with what
happened . . . and what might have happened.” I paused, hesitatingly tripping
over my own tongue as I searched for the right vocabulary . . . the right
empathy. She pushed herself into a sitting position; her eyes never leaving
mine as I bumbled forward. “What I’m trying to say is that I want you to
understand . . . that I understand . . . that Uncle Andy’s cabin might not be
the best place for you. Because of the memories.”


 


Still locking her eyes with mine, she scooted on to
her knees and pulled my face close. Then, it was my turn to be confused and she
tilted forward and kissed me. It was probably the best kiss I’ve ever had in my
life.


 


When I recovered, she was seated Indian style on the
bed, staring over at me. The fire in her green eyes was blazing intensely, like
looking into twin emerald suns. “Wow . . . that was . . . nice.”


 


She smiled, “There’s more where that came from. I’ve
been saving them up for you.”


 


“I’ll take them, but what was that one for?”


 


“Because you care enough to try and relate to me on a
much deeper level than just what’s on the surface.”


 


I gave a weak smile, still somewhat confused by her
reaction. Not that I was complaining. At all.


 


“So,” I began, “I’ve got to go to the cabin and pick
up a few things. I’m going to take Max, and we should be back before dark, or
maybe a little bit after.”


 


Have you ever seen somebody’s eyes smile? I mean
really . . . not their mouth, but the actual emotional glow from their eyes
when they are truly joyful? Well that’s what happened to Michelle as I sat there
and watched. My own eyes probably reflected shock as she spoke.


 


“I’m going with you.” I started to interject, but she
shook her head and laid a finger across my lips. “Shut up and just listen. I
know what you’re saying—what you’re trying to say—and I appreciate it more than
you’ll ever know. Now, maybe I’m weird, but I’ve thought this through so many
times since it happened that . . . that . . .,” she paused and looked down
briefly, shaking her head a few times to try and clear the cobwebs. The gap of
silence widened, and I counted thirteen of my heartbeats before she resumed.
With a toss of her hair she looked up at me, her brilliant jade crystal eyes
now transfixed into seriousness. “Eric, I could live my life—however long I
have left—in fear over what might have happened at the cabin. But to be totally
honest, I was given a chance—because of you, Emily, and Max—that almost no
other girl gets. I got to personally . . . personally . . .,” she said
again for emphasis, “put down the son of a bitch who touched me.”


 


I looked away as my own vision of her captivity fought
for an unwelcome place in my mind. She must have known what I was thinking.


 


“Hey,” she said, “look at me. I’ve been felt up worse
than that on dates before.” Her attempt to lighten the situation made my frown
diminish slightly. “Don’t get me wrong Eric; I am under absolutely no illusion
of what would have happened to me in the next five minutes . . . or over the
next five hours, or days . . . if you hadn’t shown up. I could let myself focus
on that . . . it would be so easy . . . or I could lock myself in a room and
never come out again. I could cringe in terror at the sound of male voices—any
male, even you. But I won’t, and I’ll tell you why.”


 


I matched her stare and waited.


 


“Because I feel vindicated. I was skyrocketed from
abject terror and helplessness to the status of an avenging angel. One swipe of
your knife and I was unbound from my chains—chains that every woman, whether
they admit to it or not, fearfully tends in the dark garden of their own soul.
I was released—I was offered a gleaming sword of retribution. And I swung that
blade with all the strength that I had . . . with all the fear that had ever
been bottled up and pushed down inside me . . . and I destroyed that
incarnation of evil masquerading as a man. Not just for me, but for Samantha,
and Melissa, and the thousands of other women who would have suffered a similar
fate. Maybe not from him, but from people like him. And because of that, I feel
. . . free.”


 


I said nothing. My preconceived notion about how she
would react was spiraling rapidly down the drain. 


 


She took my hands in hers and called my name softly.
“Eric, I’m serious. I’m OK—better than OK. I’m going with you to the cabin.
You’re not the only one with loose ends to tie up there.”


 


“Are you sure?”


 


“Positive.”


 


I nodded at her answer and stood. “The train leaves in
fifteen minutes.” Without waiting for her answer I turned and left.


 


It actually took the train almost thirty minutes to
depart. I had wanted to talk to my uncle, but he was sleeping soundly when I
peeked in, so I didn’t wake him. A chorus of subtle snoring was coming from
behind Emily’s curtain as well. Michelle joined me and we tracked down Walter.
He answered a few more questions that I had, and then we switched out the
batteries in both mine and Michelle’s Fish and Wildlife radios with fresh
rechargeables. After that, Michelle and I doubled up on our firepower. Each of
us took an AR-15 . . . I kept my M2, and Michelle brought along one of the pump
shotguns from her office. The Delta and Glock still rode on our hips. We topped
everything off with enough ammo to invade a small country, and then we were
gone. 


 


OK, I’m going to start heating up some water for hot
chocolate. It shouldn’t take me too long, and then I’ll be right back.


 


*click*


 


Told you I’d be right back. The wind is dying down. It
wasn’t very strong to begin with anyhow. I’m catching the occasional glimpse of
a few stars, but the scattered cloud cover is blocking out the rest of them. In
other words, it ought to be a beautiful sunrise. It’s at least thirty minutes
away, though, so I’ve still got some time to fill in a few gaps in my journal.
It was, I don’t know, maybe 1:45 PM by the time we actually pulled out of the
marina parking lot. Max was going ballistic with excitement in the back of the
truck, and as I drove, Michelle fiddled with the scan button on the radio. All
she hit was the same “boil your water” message that BB had found earlier. The
ground was dry once we turned off the gravel and crossed onto the bridge
section of the dirt road, and I did my best to not think about my last nighttime
race across those ruts and washouts. Anyhow, we made it to the slope that lead
down to the cabin. I stopped the truck on the low incline and popped it into
park, and we spent the next few minutes just staring at the scene below. From
300 yards away, it looked normal—with the exception of the big yellow pickup
truck parked off to the side—but both of us knew that every inch closer was
going to make a lot of unwelcome details stand out. I remember looking at
Michelle, half expecting to see her shy away from the scene below, but her face
was steady, and she regarded me with a half smile and said, “If you want to
wait here, I’ll radio you once I’ve done all the heavy work.”


 


I chuckled, and then drove the rest of the way down
the hill. We parked midway between my uncle’s lake and the cabin, just to give
us a little buffer zone from any surprises. Both of us chose shotguns as our
primary weapons.


 


“You’re sure that the little kid was infected, right?”


 


“Without a doubt.”


 


I nodded and whistled for Max, and we spent the next
thirty minutes or so sweeping the entire area, outbuildings included. We found
nothing alive. Even the toddler, still bundled and restrained by ropes and
straps was deceased. A large steak knife, one from the cabin I’m sure, was
protruding from the side of its neck. Embracing the child’s body was the
blanket-wrapped corpse of Melissa. Her throat had been torn open and shredded.
The last act of a mother’s love sculpted in front of us, temporarily
immortalized by the stiffness of rigor mortis.


 


“I wish I could kill them again, all of them.”
Michelle mumbled as she looked at the mother and child, gruesomely locked in a
hug below the open tailgate of the monster truck.


 


“I’d be glad to help you.”


 


We turned away from the scene that was both emotionally
heart wrenching and ghastly at the same time. The short walk back to my truck
was done in silence. After stowing the shotguns, I leaned against the hood and
laid back; Michelle mimicked my posture a few seconds later.


 


The sky was patchy blue with two layers of clouds
shifting and sliding at different speeds as they raced, or moseyed, to whatever
was in store for their destination. Looking up, I couldn’t help but feel a
little jealous. Just drifting with the currents and being totally at peace with
your journey seemed like an enviable position to be in. Instead, my life . . .
our lives . . . the world even . . . seemed like it was coming apart all around
me.  My uncle used to have an expression for times like this. It was “you’re in
a metallic crapstorm wearing magnetic underwear.”  There were bright spots, to
be sure. One of the most brilliant was stretched out beside me on the hood of
the truck. Uncle Andy was still alive. Heck, I was still alive. I just wished
that I could somehow wave a magic wand and eliminate the bodies that speckled the
area around the cabin . . . the memories that went with them too. If I could do
that, then I could almost envision that the world was back to the way it used
to be. Yeah . . . if-if-if.


 


Michelle nudged my shoulder and jarred me back to
reality, “Where do you want to start?”


 


I sighed and stood up, offering my hand to her. She
took it. I’ve got to say this . . . that simple gesture did more to rebalance
my soul than almost any other single act in my life. I’d held her hand many
times through the years, but it was always as a friend—to help each other get
up a hill, or out of a creek onto a slippery bank. This time, it was different.
The words that had passed between us, the feelings that were finally allowed to
come to the surface, the secrets that we’d both apparently kept inside for so
long, they all seemed to distill into a simple, private moment shared only with
each other. For the first time in my life, I had offered my hand to the girl,
the woman, that I had always been in love with, and she chose . . . chose
. . . to take it with the same understanding. It blew my mind.


 


My face must have given away some of my thoughts, and
I’d bet my bottom dollar that she was feeling some of the same. I noticed a
slight blush in her cheeks, and her eyes darted away for a second. “What?” she
asked.


 


“Nothing. Just thinking.” Before she had a chance to
press any further, I continued, “To answer your question, I want to start by
the lake.”


 


“The lake?”


 


“Yeah,” I pointed towards the hourglass-shaped, seven
acre body of water that I had pulled several pike from just a few days ago,
“it’s that big thing down there filled with water.”


 


She scoffed in amusement, but didn’t reply. She also
didn’t let go of my hand as we walked down toward the water’s edge with Max
bounding in front of us. There were several half log benches that had been semi-permanently
positioned in front of the areas where I’d had the most luck fishing through
the years. I steered us towards the closest one. I felt confident that our sweep
had covered the entire area, but I still sat with my back against the water.


 


I squeezed Michelle’s hand, feeling the warmth of her
own pressure in return as I tried to organize my thoughts into some semblance
of speech.


 


“Here’s what I’m thinking. Feel free to stop me, or
jump in at any time.” I exhaled deeply before continuing, “You and I need to
head towards Devils Lake to try and find your mom. Now, I’ve got a few ideas
floating around in the back of what’s left of my brain, and I’m sure you’ve got
your own thoughts as well, but I think we can do this. It’ll be dangerous, no
doubt, but I think it can be done.”


 


“Whether we succeed or not, I need to know that I gave
it my best effort.”


 


“I understand, and I agree . . . so hear me out for a
second. I know that time is of the essence, but so is planning. You and I need
to have our heads on straight before we attempt this. What I’d like to do, I
think, is use tonight to just relax. We need to be well rested or we’ll make
stupid mistakes. I’d like to stay here tonight—not in the cabin, though . . . I
have another place in mind . . ., but I’d like to stay here . . . away from the
hustle and bustle and responsibilities of the marina. So, like I said, tonight
we just relax. Tomorrow morning, we clean up a little bit around the cabin, and
then use the rest of the day to work out the details of our Devils Lake run.
Then we get one more night’s rest—probably at Walter’s, though—before we
leave.”


 


“So we leave the day after tomorrow—no later—correct?”


 


“I think it’s our best bet.”


 


I watched her face firm in concentration. Michelle was
smart. Not just book smart . . . she was also a gifted with an extra helping of
street smarts.


 


Her countenance finally eased as she let out a small
breath. “OK, I can live with that.”


 


I smiled at her and stood, pulling her up with me.
“Come with me.”


 


“Where?”


 


“I’m going to pick up a few things from inside the
cabin. After that, we’re going to drive up toward the ridgeline, where I’ll
pick up some more things. Then I’m going to take you . . . somewhere.”


 


Her eyebrows arched in a questioning look, but she
didn’t ask, and I didn’t volunteer.


 


We’d already been through the cabin on our sweep, so I
popped in by myself and headed toward the gun safe. Michelle's job was to load
some firewood from the pile out back, and Max helped her out by stealing every
other piece that she threw in the truck. The big safe had several dings and
scratches in it where the trio of . . . of . . . I don’t even know what to refer
to them as. Criminals? Assholes? Human filth? Whatever you call them, it looked
like they had halfheartedly tried to break in. That dark specter in my mind
clawed its way to the surface with a brief vision of the suffering that Melissa
and Samantha must have endured. Sadly, their sacrifice must have distracted the
three men enough to put the problem of the safe and its contents on the back
shelf for a while. I spun the dial and opened the door. Inside, I grabbed my laptop,
and my CZ pistol with the drop leg holster. Despite the recent carnage that had
taken place, the cabin was remarkably whole. Not counting the bullet holes,
broken whiskey bottles and blood trails, of course. And the corpse lying in the
kitchen. I walked over to the power panel and hit the test button. A digital
readout momentarily flashed thirty-eight percent. Ideally, you want to keep
your batteries from discharging below seventy percent for the longest life you
can get out of them. If you frequently drain them a lot lower, they won’t last
near as long, and they’re expensive to replace. Obviously, the men who hijacked
the cabin didn’t know, or care, about this. I went out back and filled the
little Honda generator with gas, started it, and then kicked on the transfer
switch. Back inside, I plugged my laptop in, turned off three additional lights
that had been left on, and then doubled checked to make sure the battery bank
was showing a “charging” status. It was, so after a final stop in the kitchen,
I shut the doors and headed out back.


 


“Your mutt keeps stealing our firewood.”


 


I grinned. “So it looks like the wolf lady has met her
match. Allow me to educate you.”


 


Michelle furrowed her eyebrows in mock anger as she motioned
towards the truck. “Please do.”


 


“You’re starting from the woodpile. You need to get
him focused on the truck.” I scooped up a double armful of the split and
seasoned firewood and tossed it in the truck. Max immediately jumped in the bed
and went for a large chunk of aspen. “Max, wait.” He froze, his nose scant
inches from the log. I slid over and grabbed the chunk he had keyed in on, and
then thumped him on the haunches with my free hand. “Max, get the stick . . .
get the stick!” I tossed the aspen back onto the woodpile and Max vaulted off
the truck and bounded over. A moment later the log had been deposited on the
tailgate.


 


“Good boy.” I scratched his ears and pointed at the
log pile again. “Go get a stick.” He trotted over and brought back another
large chunk, earning him another pat on the head. It earned me a glower from
Michelle. 


 


My cheesy smile broke through her spurious look of
distaste, and she began to giggle. “OK, I’ll give you this one.” She crossed
her arms and tilted her nose slightly downward. “You said you were going to
take me somewhere?”


 


“Yep . . . are you ready?”


 


“Always.”


 


After several more scoops from the woodpile, we hopped
in the truck; all three of us in the front seat this time so Max wouldn’t have
to ride with the loose firewood as we bounced up the ridge line. True to form,
he took over as “shotgun,” which wedged Michelle between us. My eyes flicked
towards the rearview mirror. Three happy faces were smiling back.


 


Behind the cabin, as I’m sure I’ve already mentioned .
. . well, let me describe it again. The cabin sits in kind of a scallop shaped
depression, with the hourglass, or more accurately, sunglass shaped lake at the
lowest point. The front door of the cabin faces directly north, which is also
the direction toward the lake. When you leave the gravel and turn off onto the
dirt road, you’re heading basically west through the low rises and foothills
that are the beginnings of the Turtle Mountains, the majority of which are
across the border in Canada. Anyhow, you’ll drive west on the dirt road for
about a mile until it starts gradually curving north. That curve continues to,
well, curve, until you’re now heading east. In essence, you’ve done a long,
gradual, 180 degree turn. You don’t head east very long before you enter the
low valley where the cabin sits. Now, if you were to keep heading east past the
cabin, you’d start climbing a low ridgeline. Before you crested that ridge, you
would find the old logging road. I know I’ve mentioned that before, so you know
what I’m talking about. Anyhow, that’s where Emily and I left the Gator with
the flat tire. The logging road is as far east as I can go in my truck, four
wheel drive or not. If you got out and continue walking to the east, the
ridgeline will crest, and then drop away relatively quickly to the shores of
Ghost Echo Lake. Do you have it all pictured now? Good.


 


We drove up the rough skid trail until I came to a
spot where the pines thinned enough for me to pull over. “Be right back.”


 


“Emily’s camera?” Michelle asked.


 


“Yeah,” I said glancing up, “it doesn’t look like a
rain, but I’d rather get it right now just in case.”


 


She nodded. “I’ll wait here with Max.”


 


I was back in less than five minutes with the Emily’s
backpack and camera. The camera seemed undamaged, but I didn’t mess with it.


 


“Where to now?” Michelle asked curiously.


 


“The logging road. I’ve got to grab a few things from
the Gator.”


 


“And then what?”


 


“You mean ‘where.’”


 


“OK . . . and then ‘where?’”


 


I stowed the camera behind the seat and slid in. “I’m
going to take you to a very special place. We’ll have to walk a short bit, but
it’ll be worth it—at least I hope you’ll think so.”


 


“Do you take all of the girls to this ‘special
place?’” Her question was tinged with just enough sarcasm to make me unsure
exactly how seriously she meant it. I caught a nanosecond’s shift of her eyes
in the direction where I had put the camera. Emily’s camera.


 


I shook my head. “Just be patient for a little while
longer.”


 


“OK.”


 


I continued up the trail, electing to drive over a
small, freshly fallen birch tree rather than winch it out of the way. After
another quarter mile or so, we pushed out onto the old logging road. I could
still see the evidence of my northbound passage in the Gator, but it had broken
down before making it this far south. Turning left, I straddled the tracks of
the six wheeled utility vehicle, slowly following them for almost ten minutes
before pulling up next to the green ATV. I left my pickup running as I transferred
my backpack and other gear to the truck bed, and then I hopped back in and
shifted to the right side of the road, following it for another five minutes
before stopping.


 


The woods on the west side of the road were a mixture
of brambles, second growth pine, oak, and aspen, but the east side towards the
ridge was still virgin old growth forest. Tall oaks dominated the hillside,
spaced in between with green ash, American elm, and large clumps of quaking
aspen. A slight breeze, still unseasonably warm, drifted against my face as I
got out of the truck. Max’s tail was thumping hard, alternating between the
dashboard and Michelle’s upraised forearms as she tried to defend herself from
the hairy drumbeat. He knew where we were.


 


“OK-OK-OK, call your stinky lycanthrope already,” she
squealed.


 


“C’mere Max.” At my words he shot off the seat and
past the steering wheel, landing with a series of bounds before finally
standing on his back legs with his paws on my shoulders. I grabbed the thick
black fur at the side of his muscular neck and butted my cheek against his.


 


“Yes Max . . . you know where we are, don’t you?”


 


He immediately took off and crashed through a series
of tight circles, running full out with excitement. Several acrobatic leaps and
dodges were included in his routine, and he reminded me of a puppy that had
just discovered the outdoors for the first time. A huge, black, 110 pound
puppy.


 


Michelle appeared next to me, and we watched the
spectacle for another minute as Max looped us several more times before
bounding into the forest up the ridge.


 


I offered my hand again to Michelle. “Let’s go.”


 


She paused, glancing at the pickup for a moment, “What
about the firewood?”


 


“I’ll come back for it.”


 


She stepped forward and took my hand, “So where are
you taking me?”


 


I lifted her hand until it was midway between our
bodies at chest level. My eyes anchored to hers, and I said, “I’m going to give
you a ring.” Her stunned look was left unanswered as I moved up the hill,
guiding her by the hand behind me.


 


I followed an old game trail that edged toward the
rocky outcroppings at the ridge top. It only ran for about seventy yards before
the trail fizzled out against partially exposed, lichen covered boulders. A
series of low but sheer mossy surfaces stretched to the left and right. I
watched Michelle stare at the emerald barrier in front of her. She reached out a
hand and stroked the delicate clumps of green that cushioned the impenetrable
rock behind it.


 


“It’s beautiful . . . like a castle wall in a fairy
tale.”


 


My eyes were sparkling as I watched her . . . Michelle’s
red hair clashing with the verdant barrier magnified the effects of both in my
mind, and she looked at me and smiled. “What?”


 


“Aren’t you curious?” I asked.


 


Her smile brightened and her eyes lit up. “What?” She
repeated.


 


“Aren’t you curious where Max is?”


 


Her head swiveled to the left and right, searching the
wooded hillside before focusing again on me. “Where did he go?”


 


This time I didn’t offer. I just reached out and took
her willing hand. “Stay close, I wouldn’t want the dragon to get you.”


 


“Dragon, huh?”


 


“What else would you expect in a world of fairy tales
and castle walls?” I pulled her along the lush rock face for another sixty
feet, watching her eyes take in the almost magical qualities that seemed to
permeate the very air. When I stopped, she was still lost in amazement at the
beauty of the rock wall. I let her gaze for another minute, trying to contain
my own giddiness at what was yet to come.


 


Her hand brushed the moss gently again, “I’m just at a
loss for words, Eric. It’s stunning . . . primal . . . like I’ve stepped back
through time.” The faint trickle of water draining through several cracks in
the wall added a delicate symphony to the cool, earthy smell that surrounded
us. Michelle turned to face me, “How come you’ve never brought me here before?”


 


I looked down briefly before meeting her eyes. “I’ve
never brought anyone here.”


 


“No one?”


 


I shook my head.


 


“Not even your uncle?”


 


“I found this place when I was fourteen years old. At
the time, I was reading the Lord of the Rings series. The first time I
saw this, I half expected elves to jump out from behind the rocks.”


 


“Elves, not trolls?”


 


I shook my head again, “No . . . feel the air here . .
. this is as close to holy ground as nature can make. This is a good
place.” My emphasis on the word good caught her in mid nod as she silently agreed
with me. “Anyhow, I told my uncle what I’d found, and he said something to me
like, ‘every man needs a private place that no one else knows about.’ . . . or
something like that.”


 


“I think I could fall asleep forever right here, just
listening to the sound of the water.”


 


“We’re not staying here.”


 


“Why not? Isn’t this . . .?”


 


I cut her off with a slight tilt of my neck towards
the wall. “You walked right past it. Take another look.” She turned to look
where I had indicated—a cleft in the granite barrier that was overhung with
tendrils of dripping moss and the remains of summer growth vines. Still
gripping my hand, she stepped towards it, ducking down slightly to peer into
the shadowy recess. 


 


“Is this a cave?” The wonderment in her voice reminded
me of the first time that I had stepped through the mossy gap.


 


“It’s more of a . . . doorway.”


 


Without waiting for any additional explanation,
Michelle pushed aside the strands of brown and green, and then stepped through
the concealed gateway into my secret place. Still connected to her hand, I
followed.


 


The channel through the moss covered cleft veered to
the right for about eight feet before narrowing and reversing course to the
left. I let go of Michelle’s hand so she could scoot through the last little
bottleneck and out into the brilliant sunlight at the end of the passage.
Knowing what she’d find, I waited for a solid twenty seconds before I moved
out. I wanted it to have the same effect on her as it had on me so many years
ago. With a final deep breath I climbed out to join her.


 


She was standing in front of me, speechlessly staring
at the panorama that lay beyond. A spoon shaped depression was sunk into the
very top of the ridgeline here. The granite walls surrounding it formed an
irregular oval ring about 140 feet long and 80 feet wide at the far end. That
width gradually tapered as it climbed out of the “spoon” and crept upwards towards
the long “handle” near where we had entered. Midway down the handle was a long
chunk of exposed granite, flanked on either side by a pair of jagged boulders,
each of them about the size of a car. The combination of the three gave a
rather impressive caricature, at least to a fourteen year old, of the head of a
dragon. The bottom of the spoon was bursting with an ocean of vibrant azure—an
almost wall to wall carpet of blue prairie violets.


 


I edged up next to Michelle, studying her face. She seemed
awestruck with wonder at the beauty of her surroundings, and I almost had to
tug her hand to get her to follow me down the narrow trail. I stopped her at
the dragon rocks, and spun her around slowly. To the south and west, all you
could see was the upper reaches of tall trees gracefully arching above the
granite wall. Looking north . . . down the spoon and over the far thrusting
bedrock that enclosed the ridge top glade, you could see the sways and
switchbacks of the low hills as they meandered toward Canada. From ground level
by the dragon rock, looking east all you could see was blue sky and the wall of
exposed stone, also heavily covered with moss, lichens, and occasional clumps
of ferns. I pulled at her hand again as I whispered, “There’s more . . . come
with me.”


 


I led her down to the bottom into the sea of
wildflowers. Up ahead and to the right, a huge section of the wall had fallen
out years, or maybe eons ago. It left behind a rocky shelf about twenty feet
wide and maybe half that deep. That was my destination, and I could see Max
sitting there waiting for us.


 


“Close your eyes.”


 


She looked at me . . . then around me . . . still
trying to embrace the ancient, almost ethereal magnetism and charm of the
grove. 


 


“Close your eyes,” I repeated softly.


 


I watched as she deliberately closed them a millimeter
at a time—her face beaming even brighter and her nostrils flaring as she took
in the delicate smell of the violets that glided towards us on the breeze. I
squeezed her hand and pulled her after me, guiding her around the occasional
foot catch until we stepped out onto the rock shelf.


 


“Wait for it,” my voice came out whisper quiet as I
moved behind her, letting my hands slide up until they rested on her shoulders.
“OK, open your eyes.”


 


She did, and immediately gasped. From the rock shelf, the
ridge sloped rapidly downward, a not so gradual drop in altitude of almost 700
feet over the distance of maybe half a mile until it ended at the wide expanse
of Ghost Echo Lake. Its iron gray, green, and blue waters filled the horizon
and painted a sometimes somber, but usually vivid counter to the summer green
or winter browned treetops below. I sat down cross-legged on the rock next to
Max and stared out at the vast breadth of creation that filled my eyes. It
never failed to amaze me, and I had always made it a point to visit this place
at least once every year. I sensed, rather than saw, Michelle sliding down next
to me. She didn’t say a word; she just wrapped her arm around my waist and
stared. We stayed like that—silent and unmoving—each of us lost in our own
thoughts until dusk began to approach. My arm had somehow found Michelle’s
waist. I gave her a gentle squeeze.


 


“I’ve got to get the firewood and packs.”


 


She shook her head slowly, almost like she was
fighting to recover from a daze. “This is unbelievable.”


 


“Stay here and enjoy it for awhile, I’ll be back.”


 


“I’ll help you.”


 


“Actually, you can if you want, but from inside.”


 


I stood, and she followed as I walked back through the
flowers. “Look over there,” I pointed toward the wall on the eastern side of
the dragon rock, “that’s the only modification I’ve made to this place.”


 


An area roughly fifteen feet square had been leveled
off in the gradual slope of the dirt. Numerous squat rock piles were stacked on
the downhill slope of the flat area to help prevent erosion. Judging from their
barely visible state beneath the regrowth of low plants, they were
accomplishing their task with efficiency. A small stone campfire circle
sprouted up near the massive granite wall. I guided her over to the west side
of the dragon rock. “It’s a lot easier for me to carry the wood up the trail
and throw it over the ‘castle walls,’ as you say, than to try and worm it
through the narrow entrance. It saves a lot of wear and tear on the moss in the
doorway as well. The food, and maybe our backpacks, will still have to come
through that way, though.”


 


She considered my words for a brief second before
replying, “Why don’t we both carry all of the supplies from the truck up to the
castle. After we do that, you can throw the wood over and I’ll carry it to the
fire ring. Then we can both work together to move our other supplies through
the tunnel—less chance of scraping up the moss that way.”  


 


“That works for me.”


 


Just after dark, we moved the last of the supplies
through the gateway and over to the campsite. I had grabbed enough firewood to
last for either several nights’ worth of small blazes, or one night kept at redneck
bonfire level. Because the fire ring was set against the granite walls—at least
fifteen feet tall by the campsite—any flames, even redneck sized, would be
invisible to spectators unless they were flying overhead. I stuck my flashlight
in a small crevice to hold it steady and we set up the tent. Twenty minutes
later, the tent was up and the fire was beginning to throw off its first coals.
I radioed Walter and let him know that we’d be back tomorrow sometime, and then
turned to Michelle. “Are you hungry yet?”


 


“Famished.”


 


“How’s a giant portion of beef stew sound to you?” I
asked.


 


“Canned or homemade?


 


“Would your answer be any different?”


 


Michelle laughed, “No, right now I’m hungry enough to
eat just about anything.”


 


“Well,” I said as I reached into the food sack I had loaded
up from the cabin’s kitchen, “it’s canned, and it’s one of those off brands
that my uncle got from some buyers club down in Bismarck, but I’ve had it
before. It’s pretty good. Plus, I brought two industrial sized cans of it.”


 


“That actually sounds pretty good, but I feel I
wouldn’t be doing myself justice if I didn’t ask about the other options. What
else ya’ got in the sack?”


 


I stuffed my face in the opening of the cotton duffel,
“I’ve got peanut butter, jelly, almost a whole loaf of rye bread—mostly
squished from its encounter with two large cans of beef stew, though. There’s
also a frozen carton of those fake eggs, although they won’t be of any use
until they thaw . . . hopefully by tomorrow morning. The last thing I’ve got is
a bottle of squeeze honey, and a zip lock bag filled with pancake and biscuit
mix. I’m sure the honey came from one of Uncle Andy’s beehives. Oh yeah,
there’s also about three pounds of dry dog food.”


 


“I’m so hungry it all sounds good, even the dog food, but
let’s go with the beef stew.”


 


“I’m on it.”


 


“And I’m,” she looked at me with an amused,
mischievous grin, “going to be in the tent for a minute.”


 


Her silhouette dipped through the opening, briefly
casting an erotic, shadow puppet peep show on the tent walls. The show ended in
darkness when she turned her flashlight off. I heard several fumbling noises;
most of them being associated with what I guessed were the zippers on her
backpack. After a few minutes she came out . . . the only obvious differences
that I noticed were the dark blue pullover sweatshirt she wore in place of, or
maybe over top of the long sleeve flannel she’d had on earlier . . . and her
hair—ponytailed on the way up—was now loose and hanging in gentle curls.


 


My largest pot was only big enough to handle one of
the cans at a time, so I set it up and got the beef stew warming. “Let me show
you something.”


 


“There’s more?”


 


“Well, you’ve had the main tour already, so this is
just the sprinkles on the cupcake.”


 


We got up and I walked her down to the western edge of
the spoon. A tiny spring—a seep, really—filtered its way from a patch of
meadowsweet toward the stone barrier. Before it drained through the granite and
moss, it pooled in a shallow, rocky basin surrounded by thick layers of
lichens. It was no wider than an average bathroom sink, and only about three
inches deep, but it was clean and I had drunk out of it many times. I used the
smaller of my nesting pots to fill both of our canteens and my backpack’s water
bladder to capacity, and then we headed back to the fire. My canteen was used
to refill the small pot.


 


“I’m assuming you’re still a fan of my hot chocolate?”


 


“As long as you’re still doubling the recipe I am.”


 


Four packs were emptied into the water, stirred, and
set on a flat rock at the edge of the fire.


 


“Tell me something . . .” Michelle started as she blew
on her steaming cup of hot chocolate a few minutes later.


 


“What do you want to know?”


 


She cut loose with a bemused snort; her head still shaking
in disbelief for several seconds afterwards. “What do I want to know?” she
echoed. “I don’t even know where to begin with that one.”


 


The firelight cast flickering shadows against the
mossy wall as I leaned forward and stirred the pot of stew. A dozen circular
swirls followed by several figure-eights evened out the heat distribution in
the slightly bubbling, chunky mixture, and then I crunched back down next to
her.


 


She didn’t skip a beat. “Let’s start with that.”


 


“With what?”


 


“With why you’re being so quiet. Normally you don’t
shut up, Eric. I mean, I know that we’ve had a lot to deal with in the past few
days, but seriously, where’s the chatterbox I grew up with?”


 


“Waiting and praying.”


 


“Waiting and praying for what?”


 


My arm had once again followed a mind of its own and
was wrapped around Michelle’s waist. Her forearm was folded over top of mine .
. . her fingers curved around my hand and squeezed gently.


 


“I’m waiting for this dream to end, and praying that
it won’t.”


 


I felt her long hair brush against my neck as she
leaned her head on my shoulder. “It’s not just your dream Eric, so let’s make
sure it doesn’t end, OK?”


 


“Deal.” I squeezed her even tighter. She tilted her
lips to my neck and gave me a soft, nibbling kiss.


 


“Besides,” she murmured, “I need to keep you around
long enough to answer a biology question for me.”


 


My eyebrows rose as I turned to look at her
questioningly. 


 


“It’s about birds. I know that wasn’t your specialty
in college, but I was hoping you’d still be able to help me.”


 


I could sense that I was being set up, but I couldn’t
see where she was headed just yet.


 


Michelle continued, “I’ve heard through a reliable
source that you were able to photograph one of the rarest avian species in
existence.”


 


My eyebrows crunched together in confusion. “Huh?”


 


She pushed back and held meet at arm’s length. “My
source told me that you have a picture of a species known as the ‘flying
Owens.’ It’s a rare creature that is known for its ability to crash land on
hard surfaces. They tell me that the only picture known to exist of this
creature is in a field guide to western birds.”


 


The wheels all clicked together. My uncle was the only
one who knew about that. He and Michelle had just spent, what, almost two or
three days together. And he ratted me out.


 


“So, the old man sold me downriver, did he?”


 


“He couldn’t resist my charms. It only took a few
minutes before I had him eating out of my hands.”


 


“I see. I’m guessing that the both of you spent the
entire trip talking about me, at least when you weren’t invading military bases
or escaping from ghouls in the back hallway of your office.”


 


“Most of it. You were a pretty interesting topic of
conversation.” Her smile beamed so bright with reflected firelight that I
almost blinked. “Besides,” she added, “I ratted you out to him as well.”


 


“With?”


 


“I told him about the ill-fated Saint Patrick’s Day
keg party.”


 


Memories of being covered in frozen green slush jumped
to the forefront of my mind and I began to chuckle. She joined in, and a moment
later we were bumping shoulders and holding our guts with laughter. When we
finally settled down, the stew was bubbling, so I split it between two large
plastic bowls that I had swiped from the kitchen. The second can of stew was
emptied into the pot and set near the fire. Michelle and I traded eager looks
for almost three seconds before digging in. Both of us ate like we were
famished, and before long the sound of our disposable sporks scraping the
bottom of the bowls ricocheted off the rock wall. The second can soon joined
the first one, and we mopped up every last morsel with slices of the squashed
rye bread. A quick trip to the spring fetched enough water to clean our dishes.
A second trip brought back another canteen full. It got warmed up and added to
Max’s dog food, turning it into his own version of stew. He didn’t waste any
time and chowed it down. After he finished, I reached into my backpack and got
out his Barney blanket. With a slight groan indicative of my now full belly, I
stood and helped Michelle to her feet. We walked over to the dragon rock, and I
nosed toward the large hollow spot next to one of the jagged “eyes.” It was
large enough that I could have scrunched underneath it for a partial shelter.
“This is his favorite spot to sleep when we come up here,” I said as I unrolled
the giant purple towel into the recess.


 


“More room in the tent for me.” Michelle’s voice came
out with a barely detectable tremor of insincerity.


 


“You mean ‘us,’ don’t you?”


 


“Well, I don’t know. I mean you did give me a ring,”
she moved her head in a semicircular motion, looking at the darker shadows that
indicated the wall around the clearing, “and I guess you kind of took me out
for dinner . . .”


 


The teasing was now evident in her voice tone as she
continued. “But we haven’t gone to see a movie yet, or even out for drinks.”


 


“We’re going to catch the early movie—the real early
movie—starting at sunrise on the flat rock. And I’m not one hundred percent
sure, but I believe I might have seen a bottle of peach schnapps that tagged
along in the food sack.”


 


Her eyes reflected the starlight as she looked up at
me and attempted another southern drawl. “Why sir, I dare say that you’ve
thought of everything.”


 


“I’ve been thinking about it for over twenty years.”


 


She leaned against me and pulled my lips down to hers.
In a moment she was kissing me fiercely as we stood in the night shadow of the
dragon rock. The intensity and passion of her lips’ caresses left trails of
tingling vibrations with each feathery touch. It took all of my concentration
just to stand upright. When she finally pulled away, I practically collapsed
against the boulder that sheltered Max’s towel. 


 


“I don’t suppose my fairytale castle comes complete
with indoor plumbing, does it?”


 


“Sadly, no. But if you’ll follow me, I happen to know
of a special oak tree down the hill that is in desperate need of company.”


 


We walked through the passage and down the hill with
Max trailing behind us. When we were finished, we returned to the campfire. With
the exception of the schnapps, I condensed all of our remaining foodstuffs back
into the bag, and hung it from a length of firewood that I wedged into a crack
between the boulders of the wall. It was just high enough to keep any wandering
rodents out. Max would take care of anything larger. Michelle took out her
contacts, and slipped on a pair of gold framed glasses. It was only the second
time since eighth grade that I’d seen her wear glasses that weren’t designed to
block out sunlight. The combination of red hair, green eyes, and firelight
danced around the wire frames as she looked my way.


 


“Do I look like a geek?”


 


“You look like a teacher. A really, really hot
teacher.”


 


“A teacher, huh?” She stood up, took my hand, and
pulled me into the tent. “Well, in that case, anything that you do wrong, I’m
going to make you do over.”


 


Once inside, we unzipped and smoothed out the sleeping
bag and poncho liner. I stood on my knees and reached up to the top center of
the tent, clicking on the miniature keychain light that I kept hanging from the
nylon loop. It bathed the inside in a soft white glow that was bright enough to
see by, but too dim to read a book. I didn’t have a book with me, anyhow. Our
gun belts both came off and were pushed to the side. My boots and Michelle’s
hiking shoes followed next. We slid back to the center of the tent, both of us
on our knees this time, and just spent a moment looking at each other. I ran my
left hand through the thick, loose tangle of her hair as my right hand slid underneath
her sweatshirt and against the small of her back. There was no second layer of
flannel. Her hands reached up to the back of my neck, and I caught an impish
smile as it passed across her face.


 


“What was that smile for?”


 


She reached up and planted a pair of firm but gently
searching kisses on my lips, triggering another cascade of excited butterflies
in my stomach. And other places. When she pulled back, her eyes were closed,
but her face displayed a huge, satisfied smile. She accompanied the smile with
a long, deep breath.


 


“What?” I laughed.


 


“Just double checking.”


 


“What…”


 


“One of my own prayers has just been answered.”


 


“Mine too,” I cut in quickly with a wink.


 


“No, not that . . . I mean yes . . .” she stumbled
over her words before shaking her head. “What I mean is that for as long as
I’ve waited for this moment to happen, there was always this little fear in the
back of my head that if, or when, it finally did—because we’ve been friends for
so long—well, the fear was that I would just burst out laughing and ruin it all.”


 


“Laughing?”


 


“Because of the absurdity of it all . . .”


 


I knelt there, quiet and curious as she searched for
the words.


 


“I mean,” she started, “we’ve both been dancing around
this our entire lives, and short of that time at the conference when we were
both plastered, there’s been nothing but roadblocks and SNAFU’s that get in our
way each and every time we’ve taken a step—even a baby step—towards something
more. We flirt, and then we flee. That’s been our pattern . . . our safety
net.”


 


“And the laughter?”


 


“I guess it’s always been buried somewhere in my mind
as a last ditch defensive wall. Kind of like if things didn’t work out or felt
weird, I could just burst out laughing and we’d look at each other and say ‘ha
ha . . . that was a good one.’”


 


I waited for a second before asking, “Well, did those
kisses make you feel like laughing?”


 


“Definitely not . . . and for you?”


 


“I’m not entirely sure just yet. Maybe after a few
hundred more I’ll have a better idea.”


 


“We better get started then.”


 


She dropped her hands to the hem of her sweatshirt,
and with a single, fluid movement, peeled it up and over her head. Her long,
slender torso was bare, with the exception of a green lace bra.


 


My face lit up at the sight of the delicate
lime-colored fabric. “Oh my goodness, are you wearing . . .?”


 


She interrupted me with another kiss, and then slowly
dropped backwards until she was lying on the camouflage poncho liner. My heart
was pounding as the soft light revealed her fingers undoing the top button of
her jeans.


 


“Why don’t you find out.” It was a statement, not a
question.


 


I dropped to my hands and took over, slowly tugging the
denim pants down her lean, muscular legs. It didn’t take long to reveal the
cartoonish face of a goofy, brown dog. Shortly after that I got to her tattoo,
and then my own goofy, black dog began to echo the panting and howls that were
coming from the tent.


 


So that’s where we are. Sunrise is about fifteen
minutes away, and the hot chocolate is simmering. I’ve got the biscuit dough
mixed up and ready to bake, and the eggs are mostly thawed, with the exception
of a few chunks still partly frozen in the center of the carton. Max is
stretched out beside me here, and he’s in the process of enjoying some long
overdue bonding time, which, from his point of view, is wholly devoted to me
rubbing his tummy. I can hear some stirring inside the tent, so I’m going to
stop recording for now. Later.











Chapter 36


 


“Hey there, sleepyhead.”


 


Michelle’s yawning, stretching form materialized next
to the tent. “Mmmm.”


 


I stood up—involuntarily yawning in response to
hers—and handed a cup of the liquid gold chocolate into her outstretched hands.
“Don’t sit down yet,” I said, “I’ll be right back.” I disappeared into the tent
and came out a moment later with the foam ground pad and the poncho liner.
“Time for our movie.”


 


We walked down to the rock shelf, and I laid out the
pad for us to sit on—long ways with Michelle sitting in front of me and
reclining against my chest. The camouflage blanket was then wrapped around us,
and we watched toward the southeast as the first blood-gold rays of sunlight
reflected off the layers of clouds above the horizon. I don’t think either of
us said a word for the next thirty minutes.


 


When the sun was fully up, I rubbed her shoulders
underneath the blanket, enjoying the purrs of contentment that vibrated through
her skin with each pressure point that I hit. “As much as I’d like to stay
here, oh . . . forever . . . we’ve got a pretty full day ahead of us.”


 


“I know,” she sighed, chasing it moments later with another
exhaled, “I know.” 


 


We walked back to the campsite and cooked breakfast—biscuits
with honey, mostly done scrambled eggs, and halfhearted attempts at toast on a
stick. Max got the pieces that matched his fur. It was all washed down with
copious amounts of hot chocolate, and then we both pitched in to clean up. I
made another trip to the spring for enough water to put out the small fire,
stirring the wet ashes with a stick to make sure they were all cold, and then stacked
the wood we hadn’t burned against the wall for next time. When I turned around,
Michelle's long arm was thrusting out of the tent’s zipper. Her finger was
beckoning in a silent “come hither” motion. Who was I to argue?


 


It was almost 9:00 AM by the time we made it back to
the cabin. The wind was picking up a little bit, bringing the distant scent of
moisture as it came from the northwest. If I had to guess, I’d say that our
unseasonably warm temperatures were going to evaporate rather quickly. We
unloaded the camping gear from my truck, including the still unopened bottle of
peach schnapps, and then gloved up. It took us almost an hour to move the
bodies out to the far edge of the cleared area around my uncle’s garden, even
using the front end loader on his old tractor. Most of that time, though, was
filled with Michelle telling me about her encounter with Samantha, Garrett, and
Melissa. After the bodies were moved, we hooked up a trailer to my truck,
grabbed a come-along hand winch and retrieved the Gator. The rest of the time
before lunch was occupied with cleaning and scrubbing the cabin. Both of us
pitched in, and before long, the air inside positively reeked with the smell of
bleach. 


 


“Open the windows and let this place air out,”
Michelle said as she emptied the last mop bucket full of gray water down the
drain.


 


I went around and opened the windows, all three of
them, and then followed it up by propping both the front and back door open.
The generator was silent, obviously having run out of gas sometime during the
night, so I filled it again and got it started. Inside the cabin, I kicked on
the switch that activated the water pump, listening as the slight hum indicated
that the tank in the ceiling was being topped off. A check on the status of the
solar system’s battery bank showed they were charged and holding at
ninety-eight percent. We stripped all the linens from the bed and added them to
the pile of bloody towels and other filth from the cabin that was not worth the
effort, or memory, to try and clean. I went out and torched it while Michelle
claimed the first rights to a hot shower. The sheets and blankets went up in
flames quickly, so I came back inside to wait my turn under the water. I stood
in the living room; unintentionally focusing on several scuffs and marks in the
wooden walls that I knew to be bullet holes. A glance upward brought the thick
section of rope into view. It was still looped over the heavy rafter—a glaring
reminder of Michelle’s captivity. My old Buck knife quickly severed that
unwelcome token. Moments later it had joined the smoldering pile of cloth. A
little diesel fuel and several large chunks of oak were added to the mound,
guaranteeing its fate.


 


I went over to my laptop and turned it on, watching as
it booted up to the desktop screen. My background image was a snapshot I’d
taken last summer. It was a close-up view of the snarling face of an angry
badger. One of my coworkers had used an editing program to make the badger’s
eyes bulge out. I kept the resulting image because it accurately displayed my
feelings after years of working with the “slap on the wrist, revolving door”
court system. As I waited for all of the startup programs to load, I caught the
pale scents of jasmine and vanilla. They were accompanied by a smoky-musky
undertone, and I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, imprinting the aroma of
Michelle’s perfume once again into my mind.


 


“Shower’s open,” she said as she pulled up a chair and
sat next to me at the kitchen table. Another laptop computer was in her hands,
and she plugged the power adapter into the same outlet that mine occupied. My
questioning look was answered with a slight downturn of her lips. 


 


“It’s Samantha’s. Maybe she was able to find something
out before . . .” her words tapered off, fading into silence as she stared at
the charcoal colored machine that rested, still clamshelled shut, on the table
in front of her.


 


“Turn it on and let’s see.”


 


Michelle steadied herself with a few deep breaths, and
then opened the laptop and pressed the power button. A series of lights flashed
above the keyboard, and then the black screen blinked twice. Instead of the
normal startup screen or request for the owner’s logon, blocky green type
bannered across the dark display.


 


FULL SYSTEM ENCRYPTION ENABLED


TYPE PASSWORD TO CONTINUE OR
PRESS TAB + F3 FOR ASSISTANCE.


 


We both stared at the scrolling marquee; the dumb
looks that mirrored on our faces confirmed that neither of us knew a whole lot
about computers. I pointed at the chunky lettering as it slid across the
computer screen. “Do that.”


 


Her finger deftly hit the tab button, and then moved
up to press the F3 key. Nothing happened.


 


“I think you have to do them both at the same time.
Hold down the tab button while you’re pressing F3.”


 


She did it again, using two fingers this time, and the
flying print changed.


 


TELL ANDY HE’S THE HERO IN
DANGER.


 


She looked at me at the same time that I turned
towards her, both of us shrugging in ignorance. A few seconds later, the
scrolling banner reappeared. 


 


“Let’s turn it off and take it back with us. I think
we’d just be wasting our time anyhow, given our immense technological
abilities.”


 


“OK. Go get a shower, you smell like diesel fuel.”


 


I took her advice, and spent the next twenty minutes
in the shower being pelted by water almost too hot to be comfortable. When I
came out, my skin was both scrubbed and scalded red, but I felt clean. The
clothes that I had packed for my vacation had been scattered out of the duffel
bags, but I had managed to repack most of them when we cleaned the cabin. I
went with a pair of black cargo pants and a light brown, long sleeved pullover
that was stenciled with NORTH DAKOTA FORESTRY DEPARTMENT on the back.
The matching logo was on the breast pocket. My gun belt completed the outfit.


 


When I came out, Michelle was glaring out the back
door.


 


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


 


She turned at my question, and the simmering wrath
that boiled from her eyes did more to answer than any words she could have
said. I watched as she hissed through gritted teeth, trying to control whatever
it was that triggered this reaction in her, before spinning and marching out
the back door—drawing her Glock as she moved.


 


“Michelle?” I questioned as I followed on her heels.
She didn’t answer. Instead, her deliberately quick footsteps carried her to the
back of the garden where we’d moved the bodies. There were two piles—one with
Melissa, her child, and Garrett—the other with the invaders. I watched as she
dumped an entire magazine of 40 caliber ammunition into the heap of men,
reloaded, and cranked through another. When the smoke and thunder cleared, she
knelt down, scouring the area for her spent brass. I said nothing, but knelt
down to help her. When we stood a few minutes later, she walked over and took
the ones I had collected. I watched silently as she counted the total, and then
put half of them into her pocket. With her hand clenched around the remaining
ten-odd casings, she stepped over to Melissa. Almost reverently, Michelle
sprinkled the fired cartridges over the corpse’s body. “These are for you,” I
heard her whisper.


 


My gaze stayed focused on Michelle as my mind stumbled
in confusion over what might have set her off. Was it Samantha’s laptop?
Something else? I wasn’t sure until a moment later when Michelle turned to face
me. “What drives a person to be so cruel?” she asked with a glance toward her
mound of target practice. Before I could answer, she continued, “I know that in
nature it’s ‘eat or be eaten.’ I understand for something to live, something
else in the food chain has to die. But what makes humans—only humans—take
malicious pleasure in the suffering they inflict upon others?”


 


I wanted to interject that not every human was like
those three, but the more vocal of the numerous voices in my head was screaming
that right now, I should just listen and let her vent.


 


Apparently she could read my mind. “I know,” she
stated bluntly, “that not everybody is like those bastards.” She focused on me,
“You’re not like them at all. For that simple fact I am extremely grateful to
God.” She paused and pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and
forefinger, “I just don’t understand . . . is that the equation that governs
this world? For every white knight that tries to champion the cause of good, is
there a corresponding heartless fiend that rejoices in the spread of evil? Is
that what our society has sunken to? Is that what we’re left with?”


 


“I’d like to believe that there are still a lot of
good people in the world,” I replied.


 


“Are there? You and I have spent our careers dealing
with slimeballs. Don’t you feel a little jaded?”


 


“I’m not saying that our world was perfect before what
ever happened . . . happened . . ., but you and I both know that if the good
guys ever get tired of fighting, the bad guys will automatically win, just by
default.”


 


“Do you think I was wrong for shooting him?”


 


“Which time? The other night, or now?”


 


“Both.”


 


My head shook rapidly, “No, I don’t blame you at all
for turning that guy’s head into Swiss cheese the other night.”


 


“And what about now?”


 


“I think that if every bullet you fired just now helps
to settle the score in your mind, then it was money well spent.” Her shoulders
slumped for a moment at my words, and she turned her stare again towards
Melissa. I reached down and took her hand, prompting her to look my way again.
“What happened?”


 


Her face turned full on towards mine; an expression of
sadness and disgust framed her features.


 


I waited.


 


She squeezed my hand and pulled me a dozen steps away
from the bodies until we were standing next to the now blazing burn pile.
“Samantha and Garrett were really just a couple of kids. Yeah, I know—we’re
only about five years older than they were. Still, in my mind they were just
kids. Free-spirited, I guess. When we first got to the cabin, Garrett had this
little silver flip camera that he was using to video Samantha running by the
lake, flapping her arms like a giant goose trying to take off. They were
laughing and just being carefree.” Michelle's lips set firm for a moment,
“Tattoos and piercings aside, they were just a couple of regular people. I
think they were in love.”


 


Her hand gripped mine with a sudden burst of strength.
If she was aware of it, her face gave no indication. I waited quietly, and then
watched as her other hand slid into the pocket of her jacket. When it withdrew,
she was holding a slim rectangular object.


 


“I found this when we were cleaning the cabin. It’s
Garrett’s. I thought maybe . . . since we can’t get into her computer . . .
well, maybe there was some information on here that we could use. When you were
in the shower, I started playing it back.” Michelle's grip eased a bit, but her
green eyes darkened with anger. “They filmed it.” She spit out each word like
they were venomous pumpkin seeds. “Those evil bastards filmed what they did to
Melissa and Samantha.”


 


I held out my hand immediately. “Give it to me.”
Almost robotically, she placed it in my open palm. Before I changed my mind, I
lobbed it directly into the coals. We held hands as the silver surface of the
video camera began to smoke, then brown. In less than a minute, the plastic
housing burst into a sputtering and spitting black smoke fire. For five minutes
we watched it melt and distort as the flames ate away at the sin within.
Finally, there was nothing left of it. On impulse, I let go of her hand and
spun away, drawing my CZ and dropping to a crouch. Round after round hammered
into the pile of corpses until my slide locked back. As I switched out
magazines and holstered the pistol, Michelle edged up next to me. “Thank you,”
she whispered. I was about to reply, but at that moment Max trotted over to the
bullet-ridden stack of cadavers and lifted his leg, adding his own personal
sendoff. Michelle's stone frown reversed course, and she said, “Amen to that,
Max . . . amen to that.”


 


We walked back to the cabin and whipped up a quick
lunch. I went with peanut butter and jelly; she chose a tuna and mayonnaise
sandwich decorated with an upper layer of pickled banana pepper rings. Both of
our sandwiches used the squashed rye bread. A large can of chicken noodle soup
was split between us. When we were finished, I started cooking a hefty pot of
rice on the stove for later.


 


“We need to start planning,” I said.


 


“I know. Can we go back to the lake for a little bit
first?”


 


“Sure.”


 


The walk down to the lake was punctuated with several
throws of a thick willow branch for Max, and by the fourth retrieve, his massive
jaws had shattered the two inch wide limb into splinters. 


 


“You know, we’re not gonna be able to take Max with
us,” I said.


 


“Why not?”


 


“You’ll see when I explain what I’m thinking.” I led
her around the eastern edge of Uncle Andy’s lake until we reached the narrow
waist section. “My uncle told me that years and years ago, he thinks that this
was actually two separate large ponds, and that one of the previous owners dug
out part of the gap between them.” She said nothing in reply, and I kept walking
all the way to the far point of the water. Another bench was set up at the
water’s edge—this one made from broad slabs of rock cemented together and
topped with a massive bench seat carved from a single piece of granite almost
seven feet long. I still remembered the day, or rather days, that it took us to
hoist, winch, wedge, and swear it into position. I was twelve years old at the
time, and although most of the swearing came from my uncle and Walter, a few
had slipped out from my own young lips when I had smashed my thumb in between
one of the pulleys on a winch cable. I still have the scar. More important
though was the knowledge that I didn’t cry.


 


I slid up onto the cold rock surface of the bench and
sat down. For years, my feet couldn’t touch the ground when I sat here. I
didn’t have that problem now, and neither did Michelle’s long legs when she
scooted beside me. The bench had no backrest, and you could sit either facing
north towards the wooded hillside, or south across the low valley that held the
lake and cabin. We chose south.


 


“I’ve caught a lot of fish from that spot,” I mumbled
in the general direction of the lake.


 


Michelle’s hand slid around my arm, but she said
nothing.


 


“But you know, it’s kinda funny, or maybe ironic would
be a better word . . .”


 


Her eyes tilted toward mine. “What do you mean?”


 


“I’m just thinking how our minds tend to focus on
certain things.” Her eyebrows arched slightly with impatience. “What I mean,” I
continued, “is that this bench should be fixed in my mind as a focal point of
good times. Helping my uncle, helping ‘the men,’ so to speak . . . sweating,
swearing, and bleeding . . . that sense of accomplishment and pride that
something you helped to build will be here long after you’re gone. And then,
add to that all the fish that I caught from here, including the biggest pike
I’ve ever landed.”


 


“What are you saying?”


 


“What I’m saying is that this spot should be fixed in
my mind as a place of peaceful memories and good times, but for years and
years, it wasn’t.”


 


“Why not?”


 


“Because of the tendency of my mind to focus on the
bad things.”


 


She pulled away slightly, but still gripped my hand.
“Why . . . what happened?”


 


“The summer after we built this, my uncle and I were
in the middle of a weeklong back country camping trip halfway into Canada.” I
waved a thumb toward the wood line behind my shoulder. “One night his pager
went off, and we had to come back. It took us all night . . . I mean all
night . . . to make it back to the cabin. I was so tired that I slept—literally
slept—in the bouncing bed of his pickup truck all the way to the marina . . .
remember the dirt road was a lot rougher in those days. Anyhow, he dropped me
off at Walter’s. I spent the next three days there. When he got back, I only
had a few days left of my summer vacation. I remember coming to this spot, both
of us with a fishing pole in our hands, on the very last day of my trip. I
could tell that he’d been distracted ever since his return, but you and I both
know that getting him to talk when he doesn’t want to is an exercise in
futility. Anyhow, it was late afternoon and we threw out our lines. Nothing was
biting, the wind was absolutely still . . . our bobbers just sat there. I
remember the sky was perfectly clear, not a cloud in sight, and my uncle nudged
me on the arm. He apologized for missing some of my vacation. Then he got all
quiet . . . not his normal quiet either . . . it was like . . . I don’t
know—different somehow. I remember him setting down his fishing rod and putting
his hand on my shoulder.


 


“Eric,” he said, “there’s a lot of things in this
world that are dangerous, but one of the worst of those is ignorance. As you
grow, make sure to pay attention to the world around you. I’m not just talking
about the woods and the mountains. I mean the entire world. Our country is the
single greatest example of what a few determined people who crave freedom—and
are willing to pay in blood for it—can do when they put their minds together.
We’re not perfect by any means, and we’ve made a lot of enemies through the
years, and those enemies are relentless and hungry.”


 


Even at the young age of thirteen, I could tell that
he was picking his words carefully. 


 


“In school, have you learned anything about the
different wars our country has been involved in through the years?” 


 


I nodded. 


 


“You need to know that whether they make the newspaper
or not, a lot of wars are happening every day. Soldiers are dying on both
sides. It’s been that way all over the world for all of history. The only thing
that changes is our technological advances that allow us to kill—or be
killed—in greater numbers, and with greater speed and efficiency.” His
calloused hand pointed southwest toward where the dirt road entered the
clearing above the cabin. “About seventy-five miles that way is Minot Air Force
Base. Among other things, it’s the home to the 91st Missile Wing. Do
you know what a nuclear weapon is?”


 


“I guess . . . kinda.”


 


He gruffed in reply, and said, “Nuclear weapons are
the largest and most devastating of the physical hardware in the United States
military arsenal. They can destroy cities and kill millions of people in a
split second. Over the years we’ve been phasing out our land based ICBM’s—that
stands for ‘intercontinental ballistic missile,’ which is a fancy way of saying
that it’s a big rocket with a nuclear bomb on the tip that can be launched at a
target almost anywhere on the globe. Anyhow, like I said, for strategic reasons
our military has been moving away from land based platforms to more mobile ones
like submarines. Can you guess why?”


 


“Because submarines are smaller?”


 


“Yes and no. Yes because they’re smaller, and
therefore harder for the enemy to hit, but the main reason is that they’re
mobile. They move. And you can’t target something if you don’t know where it
is. Does that make sense?” 


 


I nodded again.


 


“However,” his hand pointed southwest, “Minot can’t
move. It’s still operational, and still home to several hundred nuclear
missiles. No matter what you’ve heard, or learned, about the fall of the Soviet
Union, they are still the number one bad guy when it comes to our nuclear
enemies. Which direction is Russia from here?” he asked. 


 


I thought for a moment, trying to picture a map in my
head before pointing east.


 


“Yep, they’re east. But—if you think three
dimensionally—it’s actually a lot closer to Russia if you go north over the
polar ice cap to get there. That’s why most of our land based missiles were
located in the northern states like here and Montana.”


 


Michelle interrupted my story and asked, “So, your
uncle worked with nuclear weapons in the Air Force? Is that the classified
stuff that he never talks about or admits to?”


 


I hesitated for a second before shaking my head. “No,
that’s not really what he did.”


 


“Wait . . . what?” Her face puckered into a confused
frown, “So you’re saying that he didn’t work with classified missile stuff?”


 


“Not exactly . . . not really.”


 


“Well what did he do?”


 


I barked a short laugh and shook my head.


 


“What’s so funny?” She asked.


 


“I can’t answer your question without breaking a
promise I made to my uncle . . . unless . . .” my words trailed off
mischievously.


 


Her full attention was now directed at me, and she
bobbled her head to try and keep my eyes. “Unless what?”


 


I laughed again, and Michelle’s face started to
reflect my smile as she probed further, “Tell me.”


 


“Well, I suppose now that the cat’s out of the bag and
you know about the ‘flying Owens’ photograph, I can probably tell you this. My
uncle made me promise that I’d never tell anyone what he did in the military .
. .” I stopped again and teasingly waited.


 


“UNLESS?” Michelle’s laughter amplified her voice, and
I caught both it, and the resulting echo that reverberated across the lake.


 


“Unless they were married to me,” I finished softly,
waiting for her reaction to my answer.


 


Her laughter stopped and her eyes widened momentarily.
“Are you serious?”


 


I nodded as I held up a finger. “But wait, there’s
more. According to my uncle, before I’m even allowed to ask anybody to
marry me, he has to tell them a certain story . . . a story that may change
their mind about marrying me.”


 


“What story?”


 


“Are you saying that you want my uncle to tell you the
story so that I can ask you to marry me?”


 


Her grin widened as she turned it around, “Are you
saying that you would ask me to marry you if I heard this story?”


 


“In a heartbeat, if you still wanted to after hearing
it.”


 


“So let me get this right,” Michelle stood and walked
towards the lake a few paces before pirouetting to face me. “In order for you
to tell me what your uncle did in the military, I have to be married to you.”


 


“Yep.”


 


“But, before you’ll ask me to marry you, I have to
pass some mysterious test that involves me hearing something about you that
might, in fact, change my mind about marrying you.”


 


“That’s pretty much correct.”


 


“And,” her body spun on tiptoes completely through a
double 360 on the flat rocks, “your uncle is the one who knows this story?”


 


“Yes, one of the few.”


 


She vaulted into the air and kicked one heel behind
her, contacting it with an outstretched hand before sticking the landing.


 


“So, knowing that there are probably a thousand
stories that would keep any sane woman from marrying you . . . which particular
one would a lady ask your uncle to tell if she were, in fact, interested.”


 


“Are you implying that you’re interested?”


 


“I am,” she smiled like a Cheshire cat.


 


“Ask him to tell you the story about the fox.”


 


She sat back down on the bench and tilted my chin to
look directly at her. “I will.” Another one of her toe tingling kisses
followed. When we came up for air, she leaned back and laid across my thighs.
“Not that I want to ruin this moment,” she said, “but finish your story.”


 


“Where was I?”


 


“Nuclear missiles.”


 


“Yeah . . . anyhow, we sat on this bench just watching
our bobbers frozen in place, and my uncle pointed towards the tree line above
the dirt road again.


 


“Seventy-five miles, give or take, to a very
appealing, and non-mobile target for our enemies. Eric, if something ever
happens to trigger the launch of those missiles, their flight time is roughly thirty-five
minutes to their targets in the Soviet Union. The return volley, many of which
are still targeted at our missile fields, will be here in roughly the same
time.”


 


“And then we’ll all get blown up?”


 


“Probably not, although the Soviet’s targeting
technology isn’t quite up to snuff with ours, it’ll be plenty accurate enough
to turn Minot into a glowing mushroom cloud of radioactive waste, not to
mention the rest of the United States.”


 


Michelle stopped me again. “OK, wait a minute. Are you
saying that your uncle filled your head with visions of Armageddon when he came
back from wherever he’d gone?”


 


“What I’m saying is that for years afterward, every
time I sat on this bench, I kept looking toward the sky, half expecting to see
the trails of missiles that would signify the end of the world.”


 


“That’s kind of an eerie picture to paint in the head
of a thirteen year old kid. Did he ever tell you what happened . . . you know,
why he had to go away for a few days?”


 


“Not really. I ask him about it, oh . . . I guess
about eight years later, and all he would tell me is that something happened
that triggered a series of events that could have ended badly.”


 


“Do you think it had anything to do with what’s going
on now . . . the sickness, I mean?”


 


“No.”


 


Her lips flat lined as she studied the loose rocks on
the lakeshore. “You know, the 91st near Minot is still active.” 


 


“I know.”


 


“So when did you stop worrying about the missiles?” Michelle
asked.


 


“When I was twenty years old, very drunk, and sitting
right here proclaiming my wisdom to the world, or failing that, to anything
that would listen. I decided that there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about
it, so why worry.”


 


She sprawled across my lap in silence for another
moment, then got to her feet and extended a hand. I took it and stood alongside
her.


 


“Thank you for sharing.”


 


I said nothing, but squeezed her hand lightly.


 


“Are you ready to come up with a plan?” she asked.


 


“Yeah.”


 


“You know, I just remembered that I told your uncle I
wouldn’t rat him out for spilling the beans about the picture.”


 


I laughed out loud. “If I know my uncle, whatever he
said to you, or however he phrased it, was specifically designed to get you
to tell me about your conversation with him.”


 


“He’s a pretty sneaky old man,” Michelle joined in my
amusement.


 


“Oh, you have no idea.”











Chapter 37


 


The panel truck shook with the impact of the lashing
wind gusts, almost enough that he couldn’t feel the shivering vibrations
that surged through the body of his daughter. Almost. Enclosed within, the
thirty-odd passengers had waited in a silence that was broken only by the
occasional sob or moan . . . sometimes both. Now, even the groans were
smothered as the squall threw a mixture of driving rain and fast melting hail
against the aluminum walls. Hours of rough transport had passed since the truck
had turned off the pavement and bounced, rattled, and squeaked its way onward
through the night. It had finally ended about ten minutes ago when the heavy
vehicle completed a multi-point, passenger jarring series of maneuvers before
coming to an idling rest. The faint, overhead freight light had come on, and
the guard, still chain smoking on the stool, responded to a series of thumps on
the cargo door. Crushing the stub of the unfiltered cancer stick under his heel,
he turned to the huddled crowd.


 


“You stay. Almost time for last ride, yes?”


 


A series of metallic rattles signified the lock was
being removed, and then the rolling door lifted partway. Several low
voices—some Russian, some English—drifted in, but were lost in the wind and
rain. The guard gripped a worn steel handle midway up the wall and pulled
himself upright. A moment later he hopped out of the truck and disappeared.
Across the cargo bed, one of the gray cloaked French ladies began to sing a
subdued melody to the block of children pressed against her. He didn’t
understand the words, but the tune was vaguely familiar. As his tired mind
attempted to track down the song, he felt his wife’s hand slide across his coat
sleeve before stopping with a gentle grasp at his wrist.


 


“It will be OK . . . just a little while longer. I
promise.” His attempt at reassurance fell on ears deafened by a decade’s worth
of halfhearted attempts to salvage a marriage they both knew was doomed.


 


Another series of shivers ran across his daughter’s
face, and he pulled her tighter as the door was rolled fully upward. The two
Russians stood there, flanked by three other men. Bright flashlights in their
hands shocked his eyes to slits. A voice—English, but with a hint of
French—crested at the literally captive audience. 


 


“I want you to know this right now. As far as I’m
concerned, you’re cargo. Expendable cargo. At the first sign of trouble, I put
you out . . . permanently. No questions ask, no questions answered. You know
what’s happening in the world. Lots of people getting sick . . . bad sick. If
any of you give me even the slightest hint that you might be contaminated, my
boys will throw you out. We don’t care if we have to rip you out of the arms of
your wife, or tear you away from your mommy and daddy. You’re gone. And another
thing . . . this isn’t a luxury transport. Ain’t no room service or buffet
line. If you’re hungry now, you’ll be hungry until we get to where we’re
going.”


 


The Russian’s voice cut in. “Time to go now. You get
off truck and walk. No stop, or I shoot you in foot . . . maybe ass,” he added
with a harsh laugh.


 


The ramp was pulled out, and with the aid of bright
flashlights and encouragement in the form of shotgun muzzles, the passengers
stepped to the ground. They were directed down a short, rocky path that ended
with the sound of wind driven, slapping waves banging against an aged concrete
loading dock. Butting up against massive, creosote soaked timbers was the squat
silhouette of a rusty barge, it’s chocolate iron hull shielded from the
repetitive impacts by a line of automobile tires that hung suspended from the
deck. They were marched up a broad wooden incline tacked with remnants of
non-skid, traction enhancing material that had probably lost its effectiveness
at least a decade ago, until their entire group was huddled on the lightly
rolling ship. Incomplete sections of thick, steel railing bordered the
weathered planks that made up the barge’s topside, and rows of bulky cargo
anchor points were bolted to, or recessed into, the deck. The only raised
structures were the boxy form of the ship’s wheelhouse situated near the bow,
and a large boom pole draped with pulleys and hydraulic lines. The beam of a
flashlight illuminated a metal trapdoor. A tall, skinny form, artificially made
thicker with layers of insulated rain gear, joined his light with the one
already on the floor behind him. Water droplets mixed with hail cascaded
through his solid beard as he spoke.


 


“All of you will be down below with the others. It
ain’t heated, but there’s enough of you to stay warm. You’re the last load, so
you might have to squeeze in. Keep your hands to yourself, you hear me. If you
got to go, there’s a toilet down there. No paper though . . . and you can
forget about privacy—no walls either.”


 


“How soon until we get to the rescue station?” The
question had come from a ski jacket wrapped man at the edge of the group.
Immediately, flashlights and gun barrels were pointed his way.


 


The skinny, bearded man took a step forward and
pointed a silent finger at the crowd. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. No questions,
no answers. I mean that. I don’t want to know you, because I don’t care about
you. You . . . are . . . cargo. Nothing more.” He paused and looked over the
shivering group, his eyes lingering slightly longer on the children. “Don’t
test me, understand?”


 


Callous laughter echoed between the Russians, and the
bearded man looked their way briefly before turning back to the crowd. “This
one is free. Any more and you’re off of my ship.” He shined his light back at
the trapdoor. “You’ll be down below the whole time. As soon as my pilot gets
here, we leave. He might be here in ten minutes, or he may not show up for two
days. Either way, you’re down below. Once he gets here and the ship’s starts
moving, it’ll take about seven hours of slow going until we reach . . . your
destination. Once there, you get out, and get off my ship.” He reached under
the overhang of his rain jacket and drew out a large black revolver, thumbed
the hammer back with a click, and pointed it at the crowd. “Now, are
there any more questions?”


 


They were led through the trap door and down the metal
stairs to a short hallway. Two doors stood on opposite ends, and they were
directed toward the far one. The other, labeled “Engine Room” in hand painted,
grease splattered letters, was chained shut. Standing in front of the unmarked door
was a portly man with long gray hair that protruded from underneath a loose
fitting, knitted wool cap. The solid wooden stock of a military surplus rifle,
complete with bayonet, was held in his hands. With a nod toward the bearded
captain, he banged the metal butt plate of his rifle against the door.


 


“Stand back . . . we got the last load coming in . . .
make room!” His shout accompanied the removal of a key from his pocket. A
moment later the door swung open and they were moved inside. The large hold beyond
was almost sixty feet long and filled a sea of faces. The air reeked of sweat,
diesel fuel, and urine, and several members of his group made heaving sounds as
the stench hit them full force. Illumination in the large room was provided by
a pair of wire-enshrouded bulbs on opposite corners near the ceiling, and their
weak light showed that most of the hold’s occupants were already huddled
together in groups for warmth. The child in his arms shivered again, and he
found a place to sit down. His wife and other daughter joined a moment later,
along with the trio of Spanish ladies. Behind them, the cargo hold door shut
with the sound of a coffin nail under the weight of a blacksmith’s hammer. In
the echoing stillness that followed, he reached out his arms to encircle his
family. Intense tremors continued to shake through his daughter, and a wet,
raspy cough now emerged from his wife's lips. The gloomy darkness of the hold only
served to amplify the low moaning that began to reach his ears.


 


Back on the loading dock, beads of rain pooled in the
dense beard of the captain. He turned his narrow set, dark eyes toward another
man, equally protected against the weather with layers of heavy PVC. “That
makes 377 passengers. When is Lew going to get here?”


 


“I don’t know, boss. He said he’d be here. Maybe he’s
trying to hold out for a bigger cut.”


 


The captain grunted, muttering a series of low curses
under his breath before replying. “The only thing more he’ll get from me is a
bullet in the back of his head.” He lifted the sleeve of the yellow rain jacket
and studied the glowing points on his wristwatch. “He’s got two hours. If he
doesn’t show, we go without him.”


 


In front of the men, the headlights of the departing
moving truck slashed across the barge, illuminating for a split second the
faded white lettering on the side of the wheelhouse. It read, 
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Chapter 38


 


We walked around the lake, circling the west side to
complete the loop, and then headed toward the cabin. Inside, I added rice to
the now boiling water, covered it, and set it off the heat. A call to Walter on
the radio gave us an “all clear” from the marina. I told him that we’d be back
sometime later this evening. Most of the bleach smell had dissipated, and
Michelle shut the windows as I descended the steps to get a fire going in the
cast iron burner in the basement below. The ancient black heater had been
constructed in a long ago era that prided itself on craftsmanship and quality,
but apparently could care less about weight. After the giant stone slab on the
bench by the lake, this was the second heaviest thing I’d ever attempted to
move manually. The main firebox—brick lining not included—weighed 512 pounds.
The only detachable parts were the four iron legs, each cast in a heavy ‘L’
shape for stability. They weighed an additional 49 pounds each. I tilted my
eyes to the ceiling above the stove and noted the much newer subfloor that was
visible from the basement. Because of the weight and bulkiness of the iron
monster, we couldn’t even begin to think about taking it down the stairs. A
hole had been cut in the floor, and we used a set of block and tackle to lower
the unit through. Once in the basement, it had to be shifted by hand to the
proper position so it matched up with the thick stainless steel liner in the
chimney. Like I said, it was heavy. Anyhow, I started the fire and added enough
wood for a short burn, then headed back upstairs.


 


“Do you want something to drink?” Michelle asked when
I got back to the kitchen.


 


“Water, please.”


 


“I thought you only drank Dr. Pepper, beer, and hot
chocolate.”


 


“Actually,” I said, “I’ve changed my mind. I’m going
to have a cup of hot tea instead.”


 


“That sounds good. Two cups of tea coming up.”


 


She put water on to boil, and then join me back at the
kitchen table. A touch of the mouse pad took away the screensaver, and the
pop-eyed badger stared back at us. A few clicks later, my North Dakota
satellite mapping program launched. While it was loading up, we located a
tablet and some pencils, and I turned on the power to Uncle Andy’s computer
system. I couldn’t remember his password, but all I needed was access to his
printer. Previous experience had shown me that I could connect to that
wirelessly.


 


Back at the table, my laptop showed an aerial view of
North Dakota. The scale on the upper left indicated a relative viewpoint
distance of fifty-one miles above ground level. From that height, the map
encompassed the entire state. I hit the zoom button, taking us down to twenty
miles elevation. A few more click and drags centered the map on the Devils Lake
area. From there I zoomed it down to five miles of relative altitude and
studied the map. Devils Lake Recreation Area is not a single body of water.
Rather, it’s a conglomeration of lakes that total over 200,000 acres of water.
They’re all interconnected through various rivers, overflows, and canals. The
northern section is made up of Lake Irvine, Lake Alice, Dry Lake, and Mikes
Lake. Those lakes are connected to the southerly reaches by a large channel
that flows underneath U.S. Highway 2 NW. The major southern lakes are Pelican
Lake, the main section of Devils Lake, and East Devils Lake.


 


“OK, the first thing we need to know is where your
dad’s cabin is.”


 


Her face shadowed at my question. “I’m . . . I’m not exactly
sure.”


 


“What?”


 


“I’ve been there,” she said, “but only twice, and my
mother was driving both times. I have his mailing address, but that won’t help
us because it’s a post office box in the actual town of Devils Lake.”


 


I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. Devils
Lake was familiar to me because, as part of my job, I patrolled the waters
during the busiest parts of the summer. My main area of operations though, was
further south around Arrowood Lake and the wildlife refuge that surrounds it,
but during the tourist season, I often pulled double duty.


 


“Would you recognize his house if you saw it?”


 


She hesitated for a second before answering,
“Probably.”


 


“How about if you saw it from the water?”


 


“You’re thinking about traveling by boat?” I could see
the wheels turning in her head when she asked.


 


I nodded. “At least, my idea was to travel by water as
much as possible. We’re still gonna have to get to the water, but I’m pretty
sure that we can do that.” 


 


Michelle got up from the table, returning a few
seconds later with two cups of tea. The wisps of steam rising convinced me to
wait a bit, but she tilted her cup and took a sip of the almost scalding
liquid.


 


The muted tap of her mug returning to the table
broke the momentary silence. “I know you, Eric,” she said, “you’re like your
uncle—always two steps ahead of everybody else. I’m guessing that you haven’t
stopped thinking about this trip ever since I brought it up.”


 


“And I know you,” I said, “you’re a planner . . . a
list maker. So how about I tell you what I’m thinking, and then you organize it
into a workable arrangement that we can both follow.”


 


Michelle nodded, and I angled the screen of the laptop
towards her. “OK,” I started, “geography lesson time. We’re assuming that the
main roads will be dangerous, or at least not passable. Whether that’s only at
junction points where they intersect with another highway, or just in the
cities—it doesn’t really matter. So . . . I think one of our main goals should
be to avoid traveling on the highways, even if we could find a way around the
roadblocks.”


 


“Agreed.”


 


“OK, we’re still going to have to cross two major
roads, though.” I pointed to the map displayed on the screen, “We’ve got U.S.
Highway 2 NW that runs between Minot and Grand Forks, and Highway 281 that runs
just past the west side of Devils Lake on its way up to Richland.” 


 


She took another sip of her tea and nodded.


 


I tested my own mug with the slight dip of my finger
into the liquid . . . still too hot. “OK, we can take some back roads.” I
zoomed the image down to an aerial view from 1000 feet, watching as previously
unseen lines appeared, “Most people have no clue about these. A lot of them
look just like a gravel or dirt road heading through a field. In any event, we
should be able to avoid any roadblocks or traffic pileups by doing that. I’d
like to plan our route so that when we get close to Highway 2, we’re near the
Wurgler National Wildlife Refuge. There are several county roads that cut
across the highway, but if for some reason they’re blocked or compromised, I
happen to know the combination code for the gate that will give us access to
the firebreak through the refuge. After that, it’s more back roads . . .
basically east instead of south this time . . . until we get to about here.” I
zoomed out a little and pointed to a thin blue line on the map.


 


She nosed closer and studied where I indicated as I
continued. “This is a canal—a creek really—that flows out of Lake Ibsen,
meanders about eight miles as the crow flies . . . probably double that in real
paddling miles . . . before it enters Silver Lake. Before it gets there, it
crosses underneath Highway 281. Once we’re in Silver Lake, we have water access
to everywhere else in the Devils Lake area.”


 


“Is it deep enough to float?” She took over and zoomed
down on the canal.


 


I slid my hand underneath hers and retook control of
the mouse pad, earning a raised eyebrow from Michelle. 


 


“Ahem . . . as I was saying . . . right about there,”
I pointed again toward the blue line, “is an abandoned farm. It backs right up
to the canal, and it’s probably a safe place to park our vehicle. From that
point we can run a bass boat without too much of a problem.” I turned to look
at Michelle, “What happened to the bass boat we took to the campground?”


 


“Callie dropped its anchor offshore when you were
telling Sam to sink my Explorer.” Her voice was serious, but her eyes were
taunting as she spoke.


 


“I’ll buy you a new truck.”


 


“Damn straight you will.”


 


I chuckled at her answer before continuing, “Anyway,
either that boat, or one like it should be fine . . .”


 


She cut me off. “That’s kind of a small boat to run on
the big lakes safely, especially if you plan on getting away from shore.”


 


“As I was saying, once we get access to Silver Lake,
it’s really only about a dozen or so miles through the interconnected waterways
until we can hit the Pelican Lake ranger station.” Both of her eyebrows lifted
and held their arched position as I finished. “There are two ranger stations at
Devils Lake. The main ranger station is smack dab in the middle of the town of
Devils Lake. I’m pretty sure we want to try and avoid that area. The Pelican
Lake station, however, is a small, auxiliary outpost just south of Oswalds Bay.
Anyhow, at the Pelican Lake station, I’m hoping to switch out for one of their
patrol boats. And to answer your questions, yes, I have the keys, and yes, I’m
aware that the boats might be missing. If so, we’ll run with what we have.”


 


“Assuming that everything goes according to your
plan,” Michelle asked, “what happens next?”


 


“That depends. I was assuming that your dad’s cabin
was somewhere along the shore near the town of Devils Lake. I guess that I kind
of figured we’d just pull up to it by boat, get your mother if she’s there, and
head back the way we came.”


 


“His cabin isn’t in town. It’s actually on East Devils
Lake . . . I remember that much.”


 


“So the real question is ‘can you find it from the
water’?”


 


I watched as she took another sip of tea and closed
her eyes. After a moment she spoke, “I remember that it was a brown,
wooden-sided A frame cabin with a little dock.”


 


“That won’t really help us . . . most of the cabins
and rentals along the lake are built similar.”


 


“I know, but I remember standing at the end of his
dock and looking to the right—northwest, I think—and being able to see the
divider road that crosses between Devils Lake and East Devils Lake.”


 


“That’s county road 0353. About how far away do you
think it was from his cabin?” I asked.


 


“At least a mile . . . maybe two.”


 


“OK, we’re getting somewhere now. Take a couple
minutes and try and remember anything else that you can . . . anything at all.”
Michelle nodded, and I reached for my cup of tea.


 


Another few minutes of silence passed—Michelle with
her eyes closed—me nursing the raw tip of my tongue from the still too hot
liquid.


 


“There was a sign nailed to the end of his dock.” Her
eyes were still shut and she was speaking slowly, almost like she’d been
hypnotized by magician. “It was something like a . . . a . . ., um, like a stop
sign shape . . . not as big though. Maybe about the size of a basketball. I
think it was yellow . . . or maybe faded orange—I can’t really remember.”


 


“Do you remember what it said?”


 


“Maybe something about an alarm system, or one of
those neighborhood watch, ‘we call the police’ signs . . . maybe.”


 


“OK, good to know.”


 


She opened her eyes and shook her head, “I’m sorry
Eric, I know that this is going to make it a lot more difficult . . . a lot
more unsafe.”


 


“We’ll make it work . . . no worries, OK?”


 


Her halfhearted nod was unconvincing.


 


“Besides, I’m hoping that my uncle was meticulous
enough to give us an edge.”


 


“What ‘edge’?”


 


I picked up the radio. “Walter, this is Eric, do
you copy?”


 


“I was beginning to wonder about you, boy . . .
thought you got lost or something.”


 


“What’s on the menu for supper?” It was our prearranged code to move to the private
channel.


 


“Let me check with Bernie and I’ll get back to you.”


 


“10-4.”


 


I punched in the code for the private channel and
waited. It didn’t take long.


 


“You on board yet?” Walter’s gruff voice came through.


 


“Yeah, we’re both here—still at the cabin.”


 


“Still planning your little vacation to the lake?”


 


“Actually, that’s why I called. I’ve got a question
about something that my uncle might have, and I’m hoping you might know the
answer.”


 


“Ask him yourself. The old buzzard has been talking
nonstop since he discovered he wasn’t dead. And I’m sorry to add that although
his chatterbox has been reactivated, he’s still dumber than a bag of hammers,
and uglier than a five gallon bucket of smashed assholes with all the best ones
picked out.”


 


Michelle groaned and buried her face in her hands at
the insult. I couldn’t help but laugh.


 


The sound of my uncle’s voice came through a moment
later. It was chuckling weakly along with me. “Eric my boy, I’m sorry to
hear you recently joined the family business of getting shot at.”


 


“At least I haven’t mastered the art of actually
getting hit by a bullet . . . yet,” I
added.


 


“Don’t . . . it’s highly overrated, and your nurse
ends up being a mean Asian man who doesn’t have the sense to know that a cold
beer cures almost everything.”


 


In the background I heard Doc Collins chiding my
uncle. When it faded, my uncle came back. “What do you want to know?”


 


“I need to know if you have any form of night vision
equipment here.”


 


“Did Walter tell you how to get into the room beneath
the outbuilding?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“Go down there and look at the wall rack. You’ll see
several guns. There are three of them—two 5.56’s . . . the other is a 7.62—that
have ATN ARES 2-3P night vision scopes mounted.”


 


“Are they
sighted in?”


 


“The 5.56’s
are sighted in with Lake City XM855 ammunition. You’ll find some of it there on
a pallet. The 7.62 hasn’t been zeroed in yet.”


 


“Can I
borrow them?”


 


“Don’t ask
questions that you already know the answer to.” His voice softened and he
added, “Am I going to get to see you before you leave?”


 


“Yeah,
we’ll be back tonight.”


 


“Good
enough.” 


 


I switched back from the private channel and turned to
Michelle. “Let’s go see this mysterious ‘down under’ room.”


 


We walked over to the new storage building and went
in. The inside was set up with multiple workbenches against the walls—the walls
themselves alternated between sheets of plywood and sheets of peg board. About
a million odds and ends hung from various hooks in the peg board, and the floor
was littered with overturned tubs and boxes, the contents of which reflected a
thorough ransacking. Even though we had cleared the building yesterday, both of
us had entered with hands on our guns. There was nothing, alive or otherwise,
inside.


 


I walked over to the back left corner and reached
behind a mounted vice. A metal barrel bolt was cleverly hidden in a covered
recess that had been routed out of the bench top, and I flipped the cover up
and slid the bolt. An eight foot section of workbench was now free to swing on
concealed hinges toward me, and it brought with it the corner four foot wide
plywood sheet. Behind it, a wide set of stairs angled downwards to the right.


 


“Pretty clever. Unless you measured the outside wall,
you’d probably never notice that you were missing three feet of depth from the
inside,” I volunteered.


 


“Remember,” Michelle pointed out immediately, “we
haven’t been down here yet. They might have.” She cocked her head in the
general direction of the garden.


 


We went down the stairs, flashlights blazing and guns
ready, but found nothing infected. “Holy crap,” Michelle exclaimed as our
lights circled the basement, “somebody has been a very busy beaver.”


 


She wasn’t kidding. The basement was filled with
shelves stacked floor to ceiling with plastic tubs, five gallon buckets, and
various other containers. All of it was labeled in my uncle’s precise script
with itemize lists of contents. A rapid glance at the back wall showed
everything from freeze dried meals to rice, water, medical supplies, sanitation
equipment, and spare parts. Other shelves were similarly piled high with
additional supplies of every description. The wall underneath the stairs was
built into a computer workstation, and several monitors, radio frequency
scanners, and other electronic whatnots were neatly organized on top of it.
Behind the computers, a plywood sheet was attached to the wall and had various
cables, wires, and antenna leads neatly coiled and labeled for their supposed
connections. None were currently attached. The wall next to the desk was built
into a two-tier gun rack, and each slot held a weapon. There had to be at least
forty long guns right front of me. Most of the top section was made up of AR-15’s,
although there were at least a half dozen AK47’s as well. The bottom section
had more of the same, although I could see a lot of shotguns, deer rifles, and
.22’s mixed in also. The far corner had two entire pallets worth of ammunition
encircled in shrink wrap. More was stacked and piled on the shelves.


 


“I can’t believe you didn’t know about this,” Michelle
gawked as she turned slowly around the room.


 


“I knew he was a pack rat, but I’m not complaining.”


 


“Yeah, me either. Not now, anyway.”


 


I nodded, “Let’s get what we came for, and anything
else you see that might come in handy, and then get back topside.”


 


“Are you planning on us taking the 5.56’s when we go,
or are you leaning toward the 7.62—or both?”


 


“We need to double up so were both shooting the same
ammunition, at least in our rifles. The 5.56 is what I had in mind for our run,
but I’m also going to take the big gun back to the marina for them. I honestly
wouldn’t mind having the extra firepower with us, but I don’t want the extra
weight. Fast, light, and sneaky is what I have in mind for Devils Lake.”


 


“It seems like I heard that same slogan before the
massive firefight you dropped us in at the campground.” Her smile betrayed her
words.


 


“If you remember, Officer Owens, I wasn’t the one that
fired the first shot and stirred up the hornets’ nest.”


 


“Good point.”


 


Thirty minutes later we were back in the cabin with the
night vision scoped rifles, ammunition, MRE’s, and a few other supplies for our
journey. While we still had daylight, we made sure the AR’s—both the 5.56’s and
the big 7.62—were sighted in. I also took the time to switch out the barrels on
my 10-22. Unfortunately, the mount for my weapon light wouldn’t transition
without drilling new attachment holes, so I had to leave it off. The threaded
silencer from Walter, however, fit like a glove. Using it in combination with
the heavy subsonic ammunition made the Ruger run quiet and smooth. I
cannibalized a reflex sight from one of the rifles in the gun safe and put 300
rounds down range from various shooting positions and angles. After that, both
of us ran several magazines worth of ammunition through our pistols. We went
back inside and spent the next forty five minutes cleaning the weapons. After
we finished, Michelle began to plan our route while I packed. Just before dark,
Max returned with a bloody muzzle and a big smile. I closed my eyes and said a
quick prayer that our hunt would be as successful as his.











Chapter 39


 


*click*


 


I feel good. Did you get that . . . whoever’s
listening to this recording? It’s probably a statement you haven’t heard
frequently from me. But it’s true. Oh, where to begin this time? Well I guess
that kind of answers it . . . ‘where’ to begin. I’m on the wooded slope
northwest of Walter’s house . . . probably about 400 yards from his tractor
shed. It’s almost 5:00 AM, and I’ve been here for the last hour or so, just
letting my senses open up. There’s nothing quite like being alone in the dark
forest to heighten your awareness. I have a feeling that I’m going to need all
of my senses working overtime today. Anyway, I heard the passage of several
deer about thirty minutes ago, and the scattering yips of a pair or three
coyotes not long after. There’s also some type of FWC—furry woodland
creature—pushing up leaves about eight feet to the right of where I’m leaning
against the trunk of a thick aspen. It’s probably a mole. Other than that, the
occasional call of an owl, or slight rise in the breeze are the only sounds.
The cloud cover overhead, combining with the drop in temperature and the heavy
scent of moisture in the air is signifying impending rain. Or maybe even snow.
Lovely. But I feel good. Michelle is still sleeping—I hope, anyway—on the “hay
bed” I made. Max is in the tractor shed with her. She was up later than I was,
planning our route and printing out copies of the map using my laptop and
Walters’s printer. They, meaning her and my uncle the techno-nerd, also found a
way to save the satellite mapping images from our planned route to Michelle’s
iPad. And, did I mention there’s good news? Actually, a lot of good news. The
first thing is that Michelle is fairly certain that she’s narrowed down the
stretch of shoreline where her dad’s cabin is located. Unfortunately, that
still leaves us with about two dozen possibilities. Still, it’s better than
where we were. The second thing . . . and I’m not mentioning these in any
particular order—just as they come to me—is that my uncle was up and walking
around. Not fast, and not long, but enough to show the prospect of a full
recovery. Doc seems to think that’s a real possibility. Lots of prayers
answered with that one. Oh . . . I forgot to tell . . . OK, hold up the minute.
Let me backtrack. Michelle and I left the cabin just a little after dark. I let
her drive my truck, and I drove my uncle’s. We made it back to the marina with
no problems, and just in time to eat a supper of pasta, rice, mashed potatoes,
and reheated macaroni and cheese. It was carb heaven. After that, Walter took
me down to see my uncle. He stood and we traded manly hugs, you know the
ones—specifically designed to minimize the possibility that any spectator could
see an emotional commitment. After some small talk, Walter unfolded a few
chairs.


 


“Sit down for a minute, Eric.”


 


“What’s up?” I asked as I sat on the curved seat of
the metal chair.


 


He nodded toward the curtain wall. “Emily . . . Doc’s
granddaughter,” he clarified unnecessarily, “is in a room upstairs.” My face
must have reacted to the potential of incoming bad news, but Walter immediately
shook his head. “No, she’s fine. We just moved her to a more comfortable
location.”


 


I breathed a sigh of relief as he continued, “But that
also means that right now we’re alone, and there’s something we’d like your
opinion on.”


 


“Sure.”


 


“Do you remember way back when . . . that first night
that we sat in the living room upstairs and kinda-sorta made some preliminary
plans based on what we knew, or thought, at that time?”


 


“That was the first night when there was the rush at
the campground . . . and the stoner guy in the red van by the gas pumps?”


 


My uncle nodded, “Yep, the same night that Bernice had
to shoot that nekkid girl on the deck.”


 


“I remember . . . why?”


 


“One of the things that we talked about,” Walter began
as he pulled his pipe out of the top pocket on his flannel vest, “was that we
all needed to be included . . . in everything.” I said nothing, but bobbed my
head in understanding.


 


Uncle Andy cleared his throat, “We need to remake that
decision. What we’re saying is that we’ve more than tripled our numbers, but
only five of us—you, me, Michelle, Walter, and Bernice—really know everything.”


 


I thought back to the room underneath his outbuilding
and laughed, “Yeah, except that I apparently missed the meeting where your
secret identity as a doomsday survivalist squirrel was revealed.”


 


“Don’t confuse having a healthy respect for life, and
the strong desire to keep that life no matter what goes on in the world around
you, with being a nutjob. They aren’t mutually inclusive. Besides,” my uncle
continued with a grin, “I was going to give you the tour during your vacation.
Sorry you got it under these circumstances.”


 


“On the contrary,” Walter chimed in, “can you think of
a better time to find out that someone you know has a basement full of
supplies?”


 


Walter lit his pipe, sending several puffs scurrying
towards the floor before heat changed their course upward “Anyhow,” he said,
“we’re going to have a difficult time trying to keep secrets. And the harder we
try, the more likely it is that someone is going to catch on. So really,” he
glanced towards my uncle, “we’d like your opinion on giving everybody full
disclosure.”


 


“Everything?”


 


“All of it. The gasoline, propane, the cabin and
supplies . . . everything.”


 


I sat in the chair and thought about the various
implications of telling vs. not telling. To be honest, my brain was classifying
the subject as something that needed a lot more thought before I answered, but
I could tell that an unlimited time frame to think was not on the table, so I
went with my gut. “In my opinion, the grief we may inherit down the road from
not telling would probably end up hurting us as a group a lot more. So tell
them.”


 


They both nodded their heads, “We came to the same
conclusion.”


 


“Although,” I added, “maybe we should keep the exact
location of the cabin a little vague until we’re one hundred percent sure about
everybody.”


 


“I agree,” Walter said. It was echoed by my uncle
seconds later.


 


I spent a little more time talking to them, and then
Michelle came downstairs. She was holding Samantha’s laptop. She offered it to
my uncle. “Do you feel up to decrypting a computer?”


 


“Why, did you forget your password?”


 


Michelle shook her head slowly, “It’s not mine . . .
it was Samantha’s.”


 


I watched my uncle’s face darken with grief as he
accepted the offering. He didn’t open it.


 


The room was still and quiet for almost a minute, and
then Walter spoke. “Well, you get to that when you feel like it, Andy. In the
meantime, you two,” he indicated Michelle and I, “need to finish getting
ready.” He got up and walked out the door, shutting it softly behind him.


 


I heard Uncle Andy sigh deeply, and then he began to
open the laptop.


 


“Wait a minute,” I said, “before you get into that . .
.”


 


His hands paused on the computer shell and he looked
up at me.


 


“You can tell her.”


 


His eyes narrowed, “Tell who . . . what?”


 


“Tell Michelle . . . the story about the fox.”


 


His countenance immediately changed from a sulking
grimness to renewed relief. “It’s about freakin’ time,” he said.


 


To my surprise, Michelle cut in with, “But not now . .
. wait until we get back.”


 


Uncle Andy turned towards me, and then dipped his nose
immediately at Michelle. “Done and done.”


 


Michelle led the way upstairs, and I followed closely
behind. The sight of her tight jeans at eye level on the stairwell brought an
abundance of recent memories, and I let my mind spin momentarily with the
vision of her body arched above mine in the tent. She opened the door at the
top of the stairs and we walked into the kitchen. A solitary string of diffuse,
frosted white LED Christmas lights were suspended from the ceiling. They had
been plugged into an extension cord that was in turn plugged in to a homemade
rheostat dimmer switch. All the windows had been covered with multiple layers
of black plastic, even the large bay window that looked out over the lake. Walters’s
house sat on the top of a low hill next to the lake, and any light issuing from
the house would be like a beacon for miles. With the windows covered and lights
dimmed, the house sat dark and invisible. Footsteps in the hall turned our
attention to the figure of Mr. Lee approaching.


 


“Walter wants to know if you have time to stop in the
sewing room.”


 


“Sure,” I replied, “what’s up?”


 


“We’ve been a little busy here at the marina since you
two disappeared, and I think he wants to show off our new toy.”


 


“Lead the way.” He turned and strode down the hall,
and I gestured for Michelle to follow him. I knew it would only be about a
dozen steps until we got to the sewing room, but I was still having vivid flashes
of last night and this morning when Michelle showed me just how incredibly limber
she really was. I closed my eyes and thought about soccer as I trailed behind.


 


The door to the sewing room was open, and several
chairs were gathered around an eight foot long folding table. On top of the
table were two flat screen monitors—each lit with black and white images. After
a moment, the images changed. Bernice and Walter were sitting in front of the
monitors, and Amy, CJ and Nancy Jasinski, and Bucky crowded behind their chairs
for a view. 


 


“How’s this?”
It was Crowbar Mike’s voice that echoed over the GMRS radio on the table.


 


Walter keyed back, “A little bit higher, not much
though."


 


The image on the left hand monitor bobbled and then
stabilized. “That’s good right there,” Walter said, “tighten her down
and come on back in.”


 


He swiveled in his chair and looked my way. “I took
your advice. While you two were gone, we took down some of the cameras from the
marina and mounted them on the house . . . well, mostly on the house.” He
turned back to the computer screens and pointed to the one on the right.
Bernice made several clicks with the mouse underneath her hand, and the screen
divided into four separate squares, each a live feed looking down the walls on
all sides of the house.


 


“Those give us a 360 view of our immediate
surroundings at ground level.” He turned toward the monitor on the left and
pointed. “This one gives us a choice between looking across the deck and down
the stairs, or . . .” he waited while Bernice clicked again, “down the first switchback
on the driveway.”


 


The image changed to the one that was displayed when I
first walked in. It was relatively grainy, but I could make out enough details
to place the position of the camera.


 


Walter continued, “The driveway camera isn’t as clear
as the other ones because we had to bootleg two runs of A/V cable to reach that
point, so we’re getting some signal loss. However, if Mr. Lee’s idea will work,
we may at some point be able to have monitor sites from here out to the road.”


 


“Which idea is that?” Michelle asked.


 


“It’s really a no brainer,” Mr. Lee replied, “but
we’re missing some critical hardware.”


 


“Tell them what you need so they can pick it up that
next time they go shopping,” CJ said with a chuckle.


 


“It’s simple really,” he held up two fingers in a “V”
display, “we only need two things to make it work. We need wireless cameras—the
kind that a lot of places use for their security systems, and we need some more
wireless routers. Walter already has an abundance of deep cycle batteries available,
and he’s got enough power inverters to make the system operational. All we’d
really have to do is come up with a method for continually replacing the power
source—in this case, a block of deep cycle batteries wired together. Once we
figured that out, we can set up a string of monitor points, each with a camera
or two, and a wireless router. From there you’re really just creating your own
LAN . . . a local area network.”


 


I turned towards Walter. “Your cameras aren’t
wireless?”


 


He shook his head. “No.”


 


“It would be nice to have something like that set up,
but I’m not sure where we’d get the parts,” I said.


 


Bernice’s scratchy voice answered. “Well, that’s a
problem for another time.”


 


I agreed, and glanced at my watch. That’s right, my
watch! I had recovered it when we towed the Gator, and the broken band pin was now
replaced with one that Walter had scavenged from somewhere. I nudged Michelle.
“I’m going to finish up with a few things and then I’ll meet you in about an
hour downstairs.”


 


She nodded as Walter spoke, “I think we’re all going
to come together in the downstairs living room about then.”


 


“OK,” I said as I looked around the room, “see you
then.”


 


Before we had a chance to leave, Callie appeared in
the doorway, shadowed by BB and his brother Noah. Both of them were practically
glued to her hip as she peeked in. “Hey,” she said, “Andy wants to know if
anybody here speaks French.”


 


“French . . . why?” I asked.


 


“I don’t know, he just asked me to find out if anybody
spoke French.”


 


“I do,” Amy said, “at least a little bit . . .
although it’s been awhile since I’ve had any practice.”


 


“Well, part two of the message is as follows.” She
mimicked an upright military posture and attempted to imitate my uncle. “All
civilians who have a working knowledge of the French language are required to
report for duty immediately. See Admiral Andy in his quarters below.”


 


Amy chuckled as she walked toward Callie, “Seaman Recruit
Salvucci reporting for duty, sir.”


 


BB and Noah
detached themselves from Callie and took Amy’s hands, tugging her out the door
with all the efficiency of a military police escort.


 


“He ain’t been
back from the dead longer than a few hours, and  Andy’s already joined the
navy, promoted himself to admiral, and started drafting an army of subordinates,”
Walter voiced with amusement as we followed them out the door.


 


Michelle went downstairs to keep working on our route,
and I went out the narrow side door in the kitchen that led to the wraparound
deck. It faced away from the lake, and any of the muted light that managed to
escape shouldn’t be an issue. Unfortunately, the term “wraparound” wasn’t
exactly accurate since the wide deck did not extend on the southern side of
Walter’s house. It was more of a giant horseshoe shape, so I had to loop all
the way around to get to the stairs that lead down to the parking area. I
couldn’t see Max in the back of my truck, but I knew he’d be there, lying in
the bed out of sight. I clicked my tongue three times, and a blurry shadow
lifted into view. I could feel his stare wash over me as I approached, and I
knew that he was automatically classifying me as “the pack,” as well as picking
up a myriad of information about the surroundings that humans were too
civilized to notice. I reached over the side of the truck and scratched his
chest—freeing an enormous, jaw gaping yawn as he stretched.


 


“Good boy, Max. It won’t be too much longer, and then
I hear that there’s a very large, very fresh deer leg bone for you to chew on,
compliments of Bernice.”


 


He yawned again and watched as I opened my truck and
grabbed several items. “Guard the truck, Max,” I said as I headed back up the
stairs, noticing for the first time the faint reddish glow of the infrared
video cameras. I smiled and waved.


 


Back inside, I made a return trip down the hallway,
stopping at the door to the bedroom where Michelle and I had slept just a few
nights ago. There were voices from inside, so I knocked and waited. Doc Collins
opened the door a moment later.


 


“Eric,” he nodded, “how’s the ankle?”


 


“Stiff, but serviceable. I’m sure it’s going to need
wrapped again soon.”


 


“Tell Callie before you leave.” His head swiveled
around to look at his granddaughter. She was sitting propped up on the bed with
a book in her hands. A miniature battery powered clip light had been fastened
to the brim of the baseball hat she wore, and the glowing bright pinpoint was
enough to make me raise my hand and shelter my eyes. 


 


“Oops . . . sorry,” she said. Through my shielding
fingers, I saw her reach toward the brim of her hat, and the bright white light
changed to a much more tolerable, low intensity green.


 


“Better?”


 


“Much.”


 


Doc cleared his throat, “Don’t stay awake too long Guppy
. . . you may think you feel almost normal, but your body is far from healed.”
He slid around me and pulled the door shut.


 


“Guppy?”


 


The faint green light reflected off her partial smile.
“An old nickname from my mom. It’s a throwback to my childhood that my
grandfather can’t seem to lose. I think it’s his way . . . his connection . . .
to a lot of other memories.”


 


“I can understand that concept. How are you feeling?”


 


“Restless. I need to get up and move around, but my
grandfather, aside from being overprotective, is a pretty darn good doctor, and
I’ve learned to trust his advice—medically speaking, anyhow. So I guess I’m
still on enforced bed rest, at least for the next few days.”


 


I walked over and stood next to the bed. “I’ve got
something for you.” I raised her backpack and set it on the edge of the mattress,
and then offered her the plastic grocery bag that I carried from the truck. “As
requested . . .” My words trailed off and I unwrapped the plastic from around
her camera.


 


“You found it!” she exclaimed, taking it from my hands
and bathing it in the green light.


 


“Yep . . . right where you left it. It looks OK to me,
but I didn’t turn it on.”


 


Her fingers darted at the camera, and a few seconds
later the camera’s view screen powered up. I watched as she pressed a series of
buttons, accompanying them with several affirmative mumbles, before presenting
me with a thumbs up gesture. “It looks like it’s none the worse for the wear.”
Emily’s nose was directed at the miniature illuminated display as she spoke.
“Hey, do you want to see pictures of the bear?”


 


“I’m trying to forget that particular fiasco.” The
throb in my ankle reminded me that it would be a while before the incident with
the bear could be forgotten.


 


Emily laughed, “Look at it like this—fifty years from
now, you’ll be able to tell your great grandkids that the nasty scar on your
ankle was from an encounter with a bear. They’ll just assume that you got bit,
instead of scratched by a twig.”


 


“SCRATCHED?”


 


Emily giggled again and then turned the camera towards
me. “Here’s the picture of you standing in the middle of that log pile right
before you fell.” 


 


I leaned down and looked at the tiny image. “You take
nice pictures . . . maybe you should consider doing it as a career.”


 


“Funny,” she said, shifting the camera back toward her
and scrolling through more pictures. “Look at this one. This is the one I was
telling you about where you and Max were wrestling, and you blend in to each
other so it looks like a two headed swamp beast. She went to turn the camera my
way, but then stopped and squinted. Her giggle escalated into laugher, and then
shot upward into full hilarity.


 


“What?” I asked.


 


I could see the battle waging on her face as the
desire to continue laughing clashed with the pain of her shoulder wound.


 


“What’s so funny?” I blurted out with a barely
restrained laugh of my own.


 


She squinted, gritting her teeth to smile through the
discomfort as she angled the camera. “I thought,” . . . her giggles started
again, but she bit them down with a giant smile, “that the picture of you and
Max would turn out pretty cool, but now that I zoom in on it, it looks like . .
.” Her chest started heaving and she couldn’t continue as she fought back
against the agony-ecstasy. She thrust the camera toward me and I grabbed her
hand to steady it. As soon as I saw the picture, I understood what had
triggered her reaction. I was behind the broadside angle shot of Max, and all
you could see was my head and neck twisting toward the camera with a strained
look on my face. Max’s expression was in mid-snarl with his eyes wide and
rolled back, looking at his flank. Instead of a mythological creature with two
heads, the image more closely resembled Max straining to take a giant dump. I
was the “dump.”


 


I joined with her laughter at the picture, adding,
“I’ll take it.”


 


When we settled down, she took the camera back and
turned it off. “I’ll make sure that you get a framed copy for your house. And
besides,” she added, “you still owe me, and as I recall, you were going to tell
me the story about your house.”


 


“I’ll always owe you for what you did.”


 


“Tell me about your house and we’ll call it even.”


 


“I’d be happy to.” My smile faded a little as I
sighed, “Can you wait for a day or so to hear the story?”


 


“You mean when you come back from Devils Lake?”


 


“So much for keeping it a secret.”


 


“Sorry,” she laughed quietly, “I overheard Walter
talking to my grandfather and Andy when I was still in the basement. I guess
they thought I was sleeping.” Her dark eyes glittered with tiny vertical lines
of reflected green light as she continued, “But to answer your question . . .
yes, just wait until you get back to tell me.” 


 


I stood and stretched—arms, shoulders, and neck all
rolling in slow arcs. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, but like your
grandfather said, take it easy, OK?”


 


“I will . . . and thanks for getting my camera.”


 


I headed to the door and opened it; the hallway beyond
was faintly visible in the dim illumination from the strand of Christmas lights
in the kitchen. As I stepped out of the bedroom, Emily’s voice followed me.


 


“She loves you, Eric.”


 


I paused, my hand on the doorknob as I nodded, “I
know.”


 


“Keep her safe,” Emily whispered.


 


“I will.”


 


I went downstairs and spent a few minutes comparing
notes about gear with Michelle, and then back out to the truck to double, or in
some cases, triple check our packs. Everything checked out, so I took Max for a
walk partway down the driveway. We waved at the switchback camera as we passed.
I could tell that my ankle wrapping needed redone, but more importantly, I knew
that Max needed to spend some quality one on one time with me, so we kept going
until we reached the edge of the lake. I pulled up a rock and sat down a few
yards from the lapping waves as Max’s silhouette walked the shoreline. After a
few minutes of nosy exploration, he came and sat down next to me. We let the
lake enjoy our company for about a half an hour before walking back up the
driveway. I took Max to the tractor shed and put him inside before returning to
the house. It took a few soft knocks on the basement door to get a response,
but after peering through the viewfinder, Amy let me inside.


 


In the downstairs living room, a bustle of activity
was happening all at once. Walter and Mike were setting up some type of
projector and screen—the kind you’d use to watch a boring presentation at a
company meeting. Preacher Dave was lining up folding chairs in rows. Michelle
was nowhere to be seen, but Callie was there, and for the moment at least,
looked unoccupied.


 


“Hey Callie,” I said, “do you have time to wrap my
ankle?”


 


“Actually,” she replied, “I think it would be better
to take off your bandage and let your ankle breathe a bit tonight. We can
rewrap it in the morning. Unless . . .,” she smiled and dipped her nose
expectantly, “you plan on running a marathon tonight, in which case it would be
better to wrap it.”


 


“I have no marathon plans for tonight.”


 


“Good, then find me in the morning, OK?”


 


I nodded and headed upstairs. The smell of hot spiced
cider permeated the kitchen, and the low hum of several conversations
reverberated in the air. Michelle was in a triangle with Bucky and Fred at the
kitchen table. CJ, his wife Nancy, Doc Collins, Leah, and Mr. Lee were seated
around the coffee table playing cards. The three boys—BB and Noah Bishop, and
the one we had rescued from the campground, Logan Winters—were scrunched in the
corner with Thompson and Scott playing some type of game that involved hundreds
of thin, wooden sticks and plastic cogs. The only people my mind could
immediately identify as missing were Sam and Rebecca. I put that thought aside
and sank into the reassuring depth of a recliner that practically oozed the scent
of pipe smoke. My eyes closed briefly before Bernice’s clunky-soft footsteps
edged them open. She was holding a mug in her hand and directed it toward me.


 


“Try this.”


 


I took the mug and dabbed my finger in the liquid. It
was warm, but not so much that I would be in danger of scalding the tip of my
tongue again. I could smell the heady aroma of a multitude of spices, and they
were mingling with another odd, yet curiously pleasant scent. A sip, followed
by another longer one produced a smile on my face, but gave no clue to the
unidentified ingredient. My upturned eyes met with a secretive smile on
Bernice’s face.


 


She held a finger to her lips. “Shhhh,” she whispered,
“I might have accidentally dropped a few shots of brandy in the cider.”


 


“Nice touch,” I whispered back. She returned to the
stove and I raised the foot rest on the recliner. A tidal wave of long ignored
thoughts crashed against the inside of my eyelids immediately after I shut
them, and I could tell from their intensity that I wouldn’t be getting any rest—real
rest—in the short down time that I had. I took another sip of the spiced cider
and tried to sort through the jumble in my head. Of the entire chorus of voices
presenting their case to be heard first, I managed to whittle away all but two.
The remaining cider was drained in several large gulps, and then I pushed myself
deeper into the cushions and focused on the two winners.











Chapter 40


 


“Ready for the lights?” Sam announced with his hand on
the pull cord of a battery powered, stick-on light that was attached to the
wall above the stairway threshold.


 


“Almost,” Amy replied.


 


I looked around the room at the expectant faces of the
crowd. We were all loosely packed into the downstairs living room where
Samantha’s laptop had been attached to a projector. A home movie screen four
feet wide, and almost that tall had been positioned against the far wall.
Everyone was here with the exception of Bernice and Leah who were up in the
sewing room monitoring the video feeds. The three young boys were also
absent—supposedly asleep in a spare bedroom upstairs. Doc had even given
permission for Emily to attend. She sat on the opposite side of the room from
me on the soft couch. Fred sat next to her. From my angle, it looked like they
were chatting up a storm. Michelle was crouched on the floor in the back
corner, still working on her iPad, the power cord of which was plugged into one
of the generator linked outlets. A few moments ago, Walter had given the
rundown of the additional supplies, but for some reason, or reasons, unknown to
me at the time, he wasn’t as forthcoming as I thought he’d be. In any event,
everybody now knew that we had additional gasoline, food, and weapons, although
the exact amounts and locations of each were not announced. The cabin itself
was only mentioned in passing as a “supply cache” where some of the additional
items were stored. Doc had also filled them in about what Callie had discovered
regarding blood types.


 


“OK people, give me your attention up here,” my uncle
announced.


 


The conversations died away almost immediately, and he
continued. “Some of you know that Samantha, the girl that Eric and Michelle
brought here on the same night that I came in,” he nodded towards the couch,
“Emily too . . ., well, she was working on a little project to try and get us
some information about what’s really going on in the world.” He stopped and
looked down, his lips firm, tight, and straight for a few moments. When his
gaze shifted up, I could tell that he was still struggling with her loss, and
his sense of responsibility for what had happened. I stood up and cleared my
throat.


 


“Samantha,” I started, “lost her life trying to get us
that information. Some of you may have noticed that Michelle and I were gone
for a day or two.” I paused and let that sink in for a minute. “We were able to
recover her laptop.” I looked at my uncle, catching the barely visible nod of
gratitude at the slight delay that enabled him to regroup.


 


He took over as I returned to my chair. “Samantha
worked with computers for a living. Using some materials we had lying around at
our supply cache, she was able to connect with some satellite feeds.” He
pointed at the laptop, “There’s not a whole lot, and most of it is in French,
but I think what you’re about to see is going to lead you to the same
conclusion that I came to.” He powered up the laptop, and it booted to the same
password request screen that Michelle and I had seen earlier, only this time it
was in giant green letters displayed on the movie screen. My uncle’s fingers
jabbed at the laptop’s keyboard, and a series of asterisks appeared in the
password box. I made a mental note to ask him about how he hacked into her
system. A moment later, the screen changed from empty black to the vibrant
turquoise, tans, and greens of a tropical beach setting. Multiple icons were
arranged in neat rows across the water and sand, and their placement left a
large gap in the center of the display. Situated in the middle of the picture
was an empty beach chair that looked out over the water. The cup holder
attached to the chair held a tall glass, beaded with sweat and topped with a
miniature green umbrella. Directly above the umbrella was the icon of a beer
bottle. The label flagged across the bottle spelled out my uncle’s name.


 


Walter chuckled and pointed, “I guess she figured that
the first thing you’d find would be a beer.” Several people in the room laughed
at his comment, including my uncle.


 


“Yeah . . . anyhow . . . Samantha managed to get us a
little view into the world outside of North Dakota before she was . . .” He
trailed off again and shook his head. After a few seconds and several deep
sighs, he pointed at the screen. “Just watch it through the first time, and
then we’ll replay it and let Amy try to translate.” He moved the cursor over
top of the beer bottle double clicked.


 


The webcam image of a thin girl with mousey brown hair
decorated with blue beads appeared. In the background, I saw the torso and
swinging, tattooed arm of the man Max had killed behind the cabin. It was
Garrett—Samantha’s boyfriend . . . obviously before he became infected.
Samantha reached toward her laptop and the image angle adjusted. When she was
apparently satisfied, she leaned forward and spoke.


 


“Hey Andy, it’s Samantha. Obviously you figured out my
clue to the encryption or you wouldn’t be looking at this right now.” The image
of Samantha paused, the point of her chin resting on her thumb and knuckle as
she looked upwards. “But I guess,” she continued, “if you’re watching this,
that means that something happened to me.” She smiled and shook her head before
a slight grimace took over. “OK, that’s kind of weird. I mean recording
something that somebody else would only see if you’re dead . . . I mean if I’m
dead.” Her grimace shifted again into a broad smile and her face lit up with
laughter. “It’s kind of cool, though.” She sat back and froze in a museum
quality façade. “Samantha Poe, immortalized forever in the digital memory of a
circuit board that was assembled by the lowest bidder.” Her voice was an
attempt at a radio announcer, but it was almost lost to me with the realization
that I now knew her last name. Somehow, it made her even more human . . . her
loss even greater. I rubbed my eyes, missing the next few seconds of video
before turning back to the screen.


 


“Anyhow,” Samantha spoke, “I’ve managed . . .”


 


“We’ve managed, you mean.” Garrett’s voice tunneled in
from the background. The image of Samantha revealed a huge eye roll, but it was
paired with a smile.


 


She corrected herself, “We’ve managed to get a
dish set up and calibrated with my computer. I’ve located a functioning
satellite from CanTelCom, and I’m working on accessing their data streams. A
lot of it is encrypted, but I’m pretty sure I found a way in through the
maintenance system. I’ll keep you informed about the progress. One thing I can
already tell you is that the Internet is definitely AWOL. It’s like the
protocols have been rewritten, and nothing can communicate with anything else.
Anyhow, I’ll check back in when I have something.”


 


The screen blipped for a split second and then
Samantha reappeared. She was wearing her coat and held a ceramic mug in a
gloved hand. “OK Andy, I guess we should have paid more attention when you
showed us how to light the fire. Anyhow, it’s update time. Like I mentioned
earlier, I was able to gain access to the satellite by worming in through the
maintenance system. You would think that a billion dollar company could afford
to lay out a little bit of cash and update all of their critical access points
with cutting edge firewalls. Their loss, our gain. So anyhow, I’m in to their
satellite feed, although it’s weird . . .” Her lips scrunched up in thought for
a moment. “All I can pick up is a single data stream that loops over and over
again. If I had to guess, I’d say that somewhere in Canada is a still
functioning, ground based uplink that is trying to broadcast this signal.
Unfortunately, there seems to be a multitude of problems.” She scooted her nose
closer to the webcam lens until her head filled the entire screen. “Keep in
mind I’m just guessing here, but these are fairly educated guesses. The first
problem is that the transmission has nowhere to go. In other words, once it
hits the satellite, it’s not being rebroadcast into a million igloos in the
Arctic Circle. Basically, I’m telling you that the satellite is offline—whether
it was intentional or otherwise I can’t really say. The second problem is that
the signal fades in and out. There could be a lot of reasons for this. It could
be the equipment on our end, or at the broadcast point, or the satellite itself
might be tracking off its geostationary orbit. I have no way to tell for sure.
The third problem is the broadcast that’s just spinning in limbo up in the
satellite is in French, so I hope you can understand it. We’ve watched it a
couple times here, and all I can say is that I’m glad I’m not where this was
taken. There’s nothing more that I think I can get from this satellite, so
tomorrow morning Garrett and I are going to try and locate another one that
hopefully will give us a bit more. Wish us luck.” Her face disappeared and was
replaced by a black screen. Almost immediately, scuffling sounds and muffled
voices erupted from the laptop’s speakers. The black screen fuzzed into
blue-gray, and then materialized into the frightened face of a woman with disheveled
black hair. She was holding a microphone and glancing nervously to the left and
right. Whoever was working the camera was obviously not using a tripod, and the
image bounced and jiggled.


 


My uncle paused the playback for a moment. “Just a
little clarification . . . what you’re about to see is the reporter and her cameraman
shooting a video of another video. There’s a television or monitor in
the background, and that’s what they’re filming. Not that I should have to
remind you, but this movie doesn’t have a kid friendly rating. He took it off
pause and the image rolled onward.


 


The camera zoomed to the television, and a chaotic
scene of burning buildings appeared. The view was from what appeared to be the
roof of a hotel in a congested urban setting. As the image zoomed down, a mob
of running figures could be seen at street level. Several were being dragged
down to the ground and pummeled. Others were zigzagging like ants on hot sand
viewed from above with a magnifying glass. The picture retreated, shifted
angles, and zoomed back in. The disembodied hand of the reporter edged into
view and indicated a series of skyscrapers that were engulfed in heavy flames.
Chunks of fallen debris peeled off the buildings and crashed to the streets below
as her voiceover babbled frantically. The image shifted again as dozens of
distant pops came through the speakers. When it stabilized, it was
focused on a gridlocked intersection swarming with moving shapes. Tiny flashes
of light indicated gunfire, but the image couldn’t zoom enough to provide any
details. Her rapid fire French continued as the rooftop camera was repositioned.
When it steadied, it swept in a slow arc across a broad downtown thoroughfare.
What looked to be a six or eight lane major artery was gripped in a logjam of
stalled or abandoned vehicles. Some still had faint glimmers from their
headlights, and the dim round and square globes flickered as fast moving
shadows crossed in front. The entire scene was backlit with shimmering orange
firelight, and further obscured by billowing clouds of smoke. The French
reporter squealed in alarm as a series of heavy bangs echoed from the laptop’s speakers,
and her cameraman shifted from the television to a maroon set of double doors
that had been braced with a makeshift barricade of office furniture. Her voice
kicked up in both speed and intensity and the camera moved back to the
television. The nighttime rooftop view was now panning across the horizon of a
city, and dozens of buildings burned like sputtering roman candles. The image
shook and blackened again as the rooftop camera was moved another time. When it
cleared, it was looking straight down the side of the building at a massive
riot of people. Smashed glass from storefront windows reflected the flames of
the inferno across the street, and as the picture zoomed downward like a slowly
falling balloon, individual figures began to appear. Maximum magnification
stopped short of the clarity needed to pick out single faces, but the French
correspondent’s trembling finger jabbed several times at the image of the crowd
below, and her voice—also trembling—continued to narrate. Even from the
elevated viewing height, it was obvious that people were being torn apart. A
jarring impact crashed through the speakers, and the cameraman twisted rapidly
toward the maroon doors. Another slam sounded, and this time the double doors visibly
buckled. Yelling in French could be heard, and then the camera hit the ground
with a bang. Still rolling, it caught the ankles, then legs, then full figure
of a denim-clad man running towards the barricade. A pair of charcoal colored
leather pumps danced nervously in the foreground as another shock battered the
doors. With a tremendous series of crunches, the barricade collapsed and the
doors flew open in a sea of gray faces. Hysterical screams shot from the
journalist as the horde of infected swarmed over the man and poured into the
room. Her screams sounded again and again as the wave crashed over her with the
sound of grunting breaths and gnashing teeth. The camera, still rolling but now
kicked to the side showed only blackness. The audio remained functioning,
however, and my uncle let it play for about twenty seconds. The snapping,
tearing, and chewing that issued forth required no video to convey the scene.


 


“Now we’re going to replay it, and Amy will translate
what she can,” Uncle Andy said to the crowd.


 


Amy stood, “My French is kind of rusty, and I was
never fluent to begin with, but I’ve managed to piece together enough of it to
make sense. She walked over to the laptop and plugged in a set of headphones,
and then used the touch pad to slide the timeline indicator of the video back
to the start. At the first scene from the rooftop, Amy started speaking
haltingly, interjecting for clarification frequently.


 


“. . . don’t have long to show you this. We are
informed. . . or maybe she means told . . . the same state of affairs is
happening in . . .  all the lands.”


 


The camera panned down to the street level view of
people running from their attackers.


 


“You can observe the . . . um, something like
disorder or panic, but I’m not sure of the exact translation . . . in the
streets below.” 


 


The image shifted to the burning skyscrapers as the
shadow puppet hand of the reporter pointed.


 


“Many buildings have already . . . been in flames
for . . . long time. You can observe the . . . I don’t know what she said .
. . maybe the word was destruction or ruin.”


 


The scene now showed the firefight in the street.


 


“Military people can’t help and are being . . .
. . . . um . . .” She paused the screen for a moment, “I’m not really
sure exactly what she’s saying here. She’s talking really fast and I can’t
quite catch it, but it’s something like the military can’t help them, or isn’t
available to help them. And then she goes on to say the . . . police or law
enforcement—something like that, anyhow—are just as useless wherever she’s at.
So I’m pretty sure from the way she’s talking that the video she’s watching is
not in the same city that she is, if that makes sense.”


 


She hit play and the view swept down the wide street
with the dim headlights of gridlock cars, orange fire, and smoke.


 


“There is no break out . . . from city . . .  I
think maybe she means no escape . . . There is no location that . . . she
knows of . . . that is protected, including the office building she’s in.”


 


On cue, the banging sounded and the camera shifted to
the barricaded double doors.


 


“OK, she’s telling the cameraman to keep the camera on
the video . . . that the doors will hold.”


 


The scene shifted to the nighttime horizon illuminated
by flaming structures before blacking out momentarily, returning with a top
down view into the swarm below. 


 


“This is the . . . setback underneath our
headquarters.” Amy paused the video again. “No, that’s not right. It’s more
like she’s saying something like ‘we’re also in danger at our office from
creatures like these’ . . . something like that anyhow.” She hit play again,
and video moved to the carnage in the street next to the building.


 


“I have personally . . . observed . . . friends
being killed badly . . . like this. I can’t really make out the next few
words, because the double doors get banged on again right here,” Amy pointed to
the screen and we watched as the camera dropped and recorded the man’s useless
attempt to stem the tide of ghouls that burst into the room.


 


Amy paused the playback once more. “You know what
happens next. The only other intelligible words I can make out are at the very
end when she’s shouting. It’s a mixture of her crying for help and screaming
for someone named Sebastian.”


 


“Who’s that? Nancy asked.


 


“I don’t know. Maybe her cameraman, maybe someone
else.”


 


“Anybody want to see it again?” Uncle Andy asked the
assembly.


 


“Actually,” Bucky nodded, “do you have the ability to
show that in slow motion?”


 


“Sure do. Any particular place you want to see?”


 


“There’s a part where you get to see the skyline with
all the fires right before the camera moves and looks down the side of the
building.”


 


“Give me a second,” Andy said as he fiddled with the
laptop. A moment later the scene was queued and ready. “OK, here goes.”


 


He played the brief segment of the skyline with
burning buildings in a jerky, frame by frame view that reflected the low
quality of video.


 


“Can you do it one more time?” Bucky asked.


 


My uncle nodded and played again.


 


“THERE! . . . Stop the video right there,” Bucky said
enthusiastically as his finger pointed toward the screen.


 


It took several coordinated tries to finally get to a
three frame glimpse where Bucky had indicated. He stood, cowboy hat tilted back
to expose the majority of his forehead, and walked toward the screen. His
gnarled finger traced the skyline as he spoke. “I thought I was just seein’
smoke from all the fires above the buildings, but look right here . . . what do
you see?”


 


I leaned forward in my chair and squinted; the gesture
was mimicked by almost everybody else as well. Whatever he saw was lost to me.


 


“If you blink, you’ll miss it, and it’s almost
impossible to pick out in a still image,” Bucky said as he pointed again, “but
watch right here and you’ll see what I mean.”


 


The scene was reversed and played again at slow speed
several times. Nancy, seated in the front row, bobbed her head and raised her
hand. “I see something, like a flash or a reflection as the camera slides past.
At first I thought it was just smoke, but it looks almost . . . curved.”


 


“It is,” Bucky smiled as he pointed again. “You’re
looking at the Arch. This city is St. Louis.”


 


They played it several more times, and now that we
knew what we were looking for, it was easier to pick out.


 


“There’s something else,” Emily chimed in. Heads
swiveled her way as she continued. “Look at the skyline again. The only light
you’re seeing is from the fires. In other words, they have no electricity in
St. Louis. Now look at the background where the reporter is broadcasting from.
The fluorescent tubes in the ceiling lights are glowing, so wherever she was
had power at the time she made this recording.”


 


“Interesting observations,” Walter mumbled. “Anybody
got anything else?”


 


“Do we know when the actual video was shot? I mean, is
there a timeline or a file date?” Callie asked.


 


My uncle shook his head. “No, we’re not sure exactly
when it was shot, and the file date is the day she saved it on her computer.”


 


“Are there any other videos after this one?”


 


“No, this is all we got.” 


 


The room was silent as everybody processed their own
thoughts about the video. I watched as Sam slow stepped to the front of the
room, coaxing several additional sips of coffee from his mug on the way. He
reached his hand to the laptop and moved the video, pausing it at the street
view. “I was in St. Louis a few years ago. It was just for a day or two on my
way back from a conference in Atlanta. As I recall from a little pamphlet that
picked up, the city population was around 300,000. I’m not saying that this is
the case, but if we’re going by Callie’s numbers, that means there’s a
potential for about, oh, maybe 130,000 type O people.”


 


“St. Louis is a small city, population wise anyhow, at
least when you compare it to some others,” Bucky said.


 


Sam nodded, “I know, but what I’m getting at is that
right now, there’s no place I’d rather be than at a remote marina in rural
North Dakota.”


 


Several heads bobbed around the room in agreement with
Sam’s observation, and I was about to stand up and share my thoughts when
several radios, mine included, cracked to life.


 


“This is Bernice . . . we can see somebody walking up
the driveway.”


 


“Can you tell if they’re infected?” Walter keyed back immediately.


 


“Not from a black and white image.”


 


“Keep talking to us,” Walter said as the room flew into movement.


 


“Where’s the 7.62 with the night scope?” I asked.


 


“I put it in the closet of the sewing room,” Walter
grimaced at his own reply. “Feel free to kick my stupid ass later.”


 


I started barking. “Thompson, you’re our shooter. Get
the rifle and get out on the deck when we have the all clear from Bernice. Sam
and Mike, keep Thompson alive. Michelle, you’re with me.” I went through the
heavy door into the garage with Michelle at my heels as the radio crackled
again.


 


“It’s walking into the woods at the edge of my view .
. . OK, it’s gone now—I can’t see it anymore . . . but it went into the woods
on the side toward the house.”


 


I drew my CZ and pressed against the door to the
outside. Michelle mirrored my pose on the opposite side of the door. Her
eyebrows rose in an unspoken question.


 


“Now we wait for Thompson and Sam.”


 


It didn’t take them long before they called out for a
status report on the video feeds from the deck and house. Bernice reported all
clear.


 


“We’re getting ready to go outside,” Mike’s voice came across.


 


“I’m watching and will let you know if I see anything
on the cameras.” Bernice replied with
a monotone.


 


“We’re on the deck. Thompson is scanning . . . hold on
a second.”


 


A minute passed before their voice came back. “OK,
Thompson has one figure about sixty yards away in the woods. He says that he
can’t tell if it’s infected or not, but it’s just standing there next to a
large tree.”


 


I keyed the radio. “Hey Sam, ask Thompson how close
he’d need to be—using the night scope—to give us a positive call on whether it
was sick or not.”


 


“He said he’s not sure,” Sam answered, “but he’s guessing maybe half the
distance—twenty-five or thirty yards—wait . . . Sam’s voice cut off briefly
in mid sentence. “Sorry, army boy said ‘meters’ not yards. He’s saying that
the scope vision is really clear, but the magnification isn’t very strong.”


 


My uncle cut in. “Those scopes are designed for
fairly close encounters, not long range sniping.”


 


I turned to Michelle. “I don’t think we’re going to
know for sure unless we put a light on the target.”


 


“Isn’t a giant spotlight going to make us screw the
pooch with our light discipline?”


 


“We don’t have many options,” I replied, “besides, the
angle that they’d be shining the light from is going to be away from the
lake—it should line up almost directly with the boat launch by the marina, so
unless somebody’s standing there, we should be OK.”


 


“Both of our AR’s are already loaded in your truck,
right?”


 


“Yeah, so is the silenced .22.” 


 


She closed her eyes for a minute in thought before
glancing up at me. “Our night time security plan sucks.”


 


I said nothing, but I’m sure my expression echoed her
statement.


 


Michelle gave a small shake of her head and pinched
the bridge of her nose as she continued. “We’re at a crossroads of sort, I
think. We can’t afford to leave someone who might be infected that close to the
house, especially at night. On the other hand, if they’re not infected, we also
don’t want to just leave them out there. I know what Walter said about this
being a no man’s land, but are you really going to feel comfortable pulling the
trigger if you’re not sure?”


 


“Not really,” I said, “but it may come down to that if
we can’t figure out a better way to stay safe.”


 


“I almost feel like I’m waffling,” Michelle mumbled.


 


“Why?”


 


“Because I’m the one who always seems to be screaming
at you to ‘shoot-shoot-shoot,’ only now it feels like I’m telling you to wait.”


 


“That’s totally different. You were telling me to
shoot in situations where we knew the person was infected and I was hesitating.
Right here we have no clue whether they’re sick or not.”


 


“Crap . . . I was hoping to get through tonight with
no drama,” Michelle sighed.


 


I nodded silently in agreement and picked up the
radio. “OK Sam, as much as I hate to do this, I think we’re going to have to
put a light on the target. Does Thompson still have it in the scope?”


 


“He said it’s shifted a bit, and he can see maybe a
little less than half of it.”


 


“OK, I need a judgment call from you guys then . . .
if we were able to hit it with a spotlight from up on the deck next to you, and
somebody was looking through binoculars, do you think they’d have a clear
enough view of the target to tell if it’s infected?”


 


“Maybe.”


 


I look at Michelle and shrugged. “What do you think?”


 


“I’m all for not going outside if we don’t have to.”


 


“Agreed.” I keyed the radio, “Walter, can we make
that happen?”


 


“I’m on it.”


 


About five minutes later, Mike’s voice came over the
radio. “OK everybody, the target is still in the same area, and we’re ready
to go—Sam’s got the spotlight and I’ve got the binoculars.”


 


Uncle Andy’s voice crackled, “Thompson, give us
another look around with the starlight scope just to make sure the rest of the
area is clear.”


 


A minute passed before Mike confirmed no other
sightings.


 


“Alright, here we go,” Sam said.


 


I locked eyes with Michelle and waited, visualizing in
my head the swath of light glaring off the deck and anticipating the heavy
thunder of the .30 caliber rifle. After a solid forty-five seconds, it didn’t
come. Another partial minute slipped by quietly before the radio came alive.


 


“OK,” Sam
said, “here’s the story. We can see the figure—partially, at least—down in
the woods. We think it’s female, probably an adult. She is either crouching or
leaning against the base of a good sized tree, but there’s a fair amount of
other trees, branches, and whatnot that are blocking our view somewhat. She has
blood on her . . . that much we can tell for sure, but from our angle and
distance, we can’t give you a hundred percent certainty of her infected
status.”


 


“Did she react to the spotlight?” Walter asked.


 


“Not that we could tell.”


 


I look toward Michelle again. “Are you feeling lucky?”


 


She gave a halfhearted smile, “I feel tired.”


 


“Me too, and I’d be happy to offer to switch you out
with Sam or Thompson, but I don’t think you’d accept, and tired or not, you and
I could probably use the teamwork practice before we head to Devils Lake.”


 


“Agreed. How do you want to do this?”


 


“Out this door and to my truck. You grab one of the
AR’s, and I’ll take the .22. We stay in radio contact with Sam for any changes
in the target, and we work our way down until we’re close enough to make the
call. If it’s a bad guy . . . or girl . . . I want to try the .22 first. Does
that sound about right?”


 


“Lead the way.”


 


Michelle and I geared up with the headsets, and then
radioed in our plan. A few seconds later, after another “all clear” from
Bernice, we slipped out the door. In less than a minute we were armed and
padding down the driveway.











Chapter 41


 


“I see it,”
I whispered as I slid around the trunk of a medium sized ash a dozen or so
paces off the driveway. Michelle had ghosted to the edge of the gravel and
crouched—ready to provide additional firepower if needed as I crept forward.


 


“Be careful.”


 


The bright spotlight from the porch deck was throwing
long, confusing shadows in the corner of my eye as I took another pace. I
clicked on the weapon light attached to the silenced .22, and began quietly
sidestepping to the left.


 


“Sam, cut off the spotlight,” I said.


 


“Are you sure?”


 


“Yeah, my light is plenty bright enough for this; just
be ready with the spotlight in case I need it.”


 


The big light shut off immediately and the bright,
semi-flood radiance of my weapon light took over as I continued circling for a
better view. Another two steps took me around the loosely attached bark of a
dead oak tree, and the reflected radiance of my light displayed an eerie tattoo
of woodpecker holes that decorated almost every square inch. I slid around the
oak and braced—ready to fire if needed as I studied the crumpled form that
quivered against the base of a giant elm. Dirty white sweater, ripped and torn
slacks, missing a shoe . . . patches of blood covered scrapes visible on the
back of her hands. I couldn’t see her face, though. A matted tangle of hair
fell across her cheek, blocking my view. I grimaced through the reflex site as
I continued to circle. Six more steps put me almost square in front of her, and
brought a familiar sense of unease as I held the sight locked on her head.
Risking a quick glance downward, I stooped and picked up a short length of
rotten wood. From my distance I could see what looked to be spasms passing
through the woman, and I stood back up and took a few breaths to steady my
nerves, and then tossed the stick at her. My aim was for her torso, but it
thumped directly into her chin before bouncing across her shoulder. She began a
low, halting moan and her head tilted sideways, leading the way for the rest of
her body as she slumped onto the ground. My stomach flip-flopped in both hope
and apprehension as I recognized the form of Doc’s stepdaughter Francis. She
was Walter’s niece . . . and sister to Marty—one of the many ghouls that I blew
the head off of during the rooftop battle at the campground. Her body still
quivered as her eyes fluttered, and she reached for me feebly with pale white
hands. Not gray. I swore under my breath and crept forward. Her breathing was
shallow and rapid, and I hesitantly reached out a hand and touched her forehead.
It was ice cold. I swore again under my breath, and then after a moment’s
indecision, covered her with my jacket and backed away.


 


“We need a stretcher down here . . . she’s alive and
as far as I can tell, not infected.”
I kept her identity to myself for a second as I continued with the vials. “White
female, semi-conscious, cold and clammy skin, several visible abrasions on her
face and hands. Possible hypothermia . . .”


 


My voice was cut off by Sam. “Michelle . . . Thompson
has two figures at the edge of his vision on the driveway by the lake, can you
confirm?”


 


“Negative, there’s a pretty thick tangle blocking my
view through the woods. I’ve got a clear line of sight for about forty yards
down the first switchback of the driveway, but practically zero straight down
the hill.”


 


Walter’s heavy voice came across the radio. “She’s
right . . . from her position, the only open view you’ll have is if they stay
on the gravel and come up the driveway.”


 


Sam cut in again. “He just lost them. Repeat, we
have no visual on the approaching targets.”


 


This time my curses consisted of several
multi-syllable words strung together. When I finished venting, I quick-stepped
toward Michelle, cutting off my light when I got close. As I hunkered down next
to her, I hit the mute button on the radio and whispered to her. “It’s Francis.
She’s still alive, and as far as I can tell, not infected. It looks to me like
she’s suffering from exposure, but I don’t want to risk any more people out
here until we take care of this.” I pointed down the road. The occasional
moonlight was defusing from behind the increasing cloud cover, and I could see
the lighter gray of the driveway stretching out in front of us. My night vision
was still recovering from its conflict with a bright weapon light, but I
noticed Michelle’s slight nod as she also held the mute button on her radio.


 


Mute didn’t stop several other people from asking
about our status all at once, however, and I let go of the button.


 


“Everybody hold on a minute. Wait on the stretcher and
keep everybody inside. Sam, have Thompson keep sweeping the area with the night
scope. Let us know if you can pick them up again, and keep the spotlight ready.”


 


“10-4.”


 


I turned to Michelle. “If they come through the woods,
we should be able to hear them in plenty of time to adjust our field of fire,
if necessary. If they come up the road, we should see them long before they see
us, and if Sam kicks on the spotlight, it will be at our backs but in their
eyes. Win-win.”


 


“What if they cut through the woods and somehow end up
near Francis?”


 


“Then we shift over and protect her.” She nodded and
lifted the scope to her eye, sweeping in slow arcs across the gravel.


 


We waited . . . it didn’t take long. Less than ten
minutes later, Sam called out a glimpse of both figures on the gravel halfway
up the driveway. A minute after that I could hear the soft crunches of
their footsteps. Another few moments passed and then Michelle whispered. “I’ve
got one . . . now two . . . figures approaching. They’ve just cleared the bend
of the last switchback and are walking this way. The one on our left looks like
it’s dragging its ankle.”


 


My night vision was keen enough to pick out their
approach, although not with anywhere near the clarity of the generation three
scope Michelle was looking through. At thirty yards, she called out softly.
“I’m almost sure they’re infected.”


 


“Let them get a little closer, and then we’ll hit them
with our lights.” I unmuted my radio and told Sam to get ready. At twenty
yards, Michelle gave the quick count. “3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Lights!” 


 


Both of us flipped the switches on our weapon lights
and lit up the targets. Two men, both immediately and overwhelmingly
identifiable as infected, froze in the shocking radiance. “Hold your fire for a
second,” I said to Michelle as I lined up the glowing red crosshair of the
reflex sight on the right hand ghoul’s forehead. My finger brushed the target
honed trigger once and the ghoul dropped to his knees, teetered for a split
second and then slumped backwards. I shifted to the limping creature—his gaze
was looking almost curiously at his fallen companion—and I touched the trigger
twice . . . a double tap that sent two, sixty grain lead projectiles smashing
into his temple. The muted clack-clack of the silenced, semiautomatic
.22’s action accompanied his collapse. 


 


We killed our lights and waited. After several
minutes, the only sounds that returned were the call of an owl and a slight
uptick in the breeze. Without my coat, it sent the beginnings of a chill
through my body. That, in turn, brought my focus back to Francis.


 


“We’ve got two down. No more hostiles in sight. What
about you Sam . . . anything?”


 


“Negative.”


 


“OK,” I
replied, “we need a stretcher and a couple of strong backs. Tell Doc to get
a bed ready.”











Chapter 42


 


*click*


 


So anyhow . . . as I was saying, that was the other
good news. Francis had somehow made it back from the campground, and as far as
we can tell, she’s not infected. She regained consciousness once—briefly—before
falling back into a heavy slumber. Doc is fairly certain that she’ll pull
through from her exposure to the elements, and if her prognosis is correlated
to the amount of hot packs and warm water bottles used to bring her temperature
up, then she’s almost guaranteed success. Hold on another second, I want to
scan again with the night scope.


 


*click*


 


OK, I’m back. Nothing to report. Where was I? Oh yeah
. . . Francis. Anyhow, both Walter and Doc are stepping a little bit lighter
with her return, so it’s all good. What else can I say right now? Not too much,
I guess. I’m going to spend a few more minutes out here, and then head back to
the tractor shed. When it gets light out, Mike and I are planning to take the
speedboat back to the campground and pick up the bass boat, and then once we
get back, we’ll load that on the trailer behind my truck, and then Michelle and
I will be heading out the door toward Devils Lake. By the way, the temperature
is still dropping, and I just felt a few drops of cold rain. Wonderful . . .











Chapter 43


 


“What does it look like to you?” I asked Michelle as I
scanned the yard of our supposedly abandoned farmhouse through binoculars.


 


She studied the scene through her own pair of
binoculars, and then dictated a sarcastic reply. “Well, it’s obviously not
abandoned any more.”


 


There were two vehicles pulled into the front yard. One
of them—a beige sedan with several large dents on the passenger side—appeared
to be stuck in the soupy ground of the front yard. The other vehicle, a plum
colored crossover between an SUV and a station wagon, was attached to the sedan
with a yellow tow strap. Judging from the mud splattering evident on both
vehicles, it looked like an unsuccessful attempt had been made to dislodge the
car from the saturated ground.


 


“What do you think? Should we go up and introduce
ourselves . . . or try and find another place to put in?” Michelle asked.


 


“Upstream from here you run into a lot of sandbars and
shallow areas. Even with the recent rain I don’t think I’d be willing to risk
it. I know for a fact that we can make it to the big lakes from this point.”


 


“What about downstream from here?” Michelle asked.
“Are there any other places we can put in safely?”


 


“Sure, we can probably get to the creek at a lot of
different points, but we’d be driving through muddy fields to get there, and
then we’d have no place to leave the truck out of the way of prying eyes.” I
shifted my gaze to the medium sized barn that split the distance between the
farmhouse and the creek.


 


“So what do you think . . . just drive right up and
walk in the front door?”


 


“No, I still think we have to play it a little safe.
But that doesn’t mean we can’t try and be nice,” I said.


 


“What do you have in mind?” Michelle asked.


 


“Let’s cut the distance to about fifty yards, and then
we’ll beep the horn. If we can get their attention, I’ll walk up to the house
while you cover me. If we can establish some type of contact, maybe we can be
the first to offer the olive branch and winch out their car.”


 


“Just so you know, Eric, I’m getting really tired of
biting back the words ‘be careful’ every day.”


 


My lips creased in a gentle smile. “You let one slip
out last night, but I know what you mean. I think we’ve had more than our share
of bad luck lately, so maybe we’ll slide by with some good luck for a change.
Besides, I have to believe that there are still a lot of good people left in
the world.”


 


“I just hope they’re in the farmhouse instead of a
bunch of crack head bikers.”


 


“I’m pretty sure bikers don’t drive plum colored
station wagons.”


 


She hesitated for a second, and then gripped her rifle
determinedly. I watched as her nose dropped slightly and turned toward me. “I’m
getting at least one more in . . . be careful,” Michelle said.


 


I nodded and shifted the truck into gear, heading down
the driveway for a few seconds until I came to my stopping point. Two long
beeps followed by a dual series of “shave and a haircut” melodies blasted from
the horn. Michelle watched through her binoculars for any sign of a reply.


 


“Top floor—one of the curtains moved,” Michelle
whispered.


 


“Keep watching.”


 


Another minute passed with no contact, so I laid on
the horn a few more times. This time we both saw the upstairs curtain flutter.
A short time after that, the front door cracked open, revealing a hand waving a
stick. The end of the stick was drooping with a makeshift white flag. I turned
quickly and scanned the interior of the truck, locating just about every color
under the sun except white.


 


“I guess we’re doing this without a flag of our own.
Got your radio ready to go?” I asked.


 


Michelle nodded as she continued to stare through her binoculars.
The radios in question were a pair of GMRS walkie-talkies that we had taken
with us in lieu of the Fish and Wildlife radios. All of the repeater towers
around Devil’s Lake were grid powered with very limited battery backup, so the
Fish and Wildlife radios wouldn’t really give us any extra range. As it was, we
should be good to go with the ones we had chosen out to at least a mile or
more—possibly substantially more over the flat terrain up here. Plus, both were
newer models with access to dozens of different privacy codes for security, and
both also came with voice operated microphones that would plug into our noise
protection headsets. They weren’t as crisp and clear as the ones we left behind,
but they worked.


 


“Let’s assume that they also have binoculars looking
at us, so ‘soft cover’ for now . . . no pointing muzzles at them if we don’t
have to, OK?”


 


Michelle mumbled something noncommittal, and then
said, “If things turn to crap, you might be better off to run toward the sedan
for cover . . . just some food for thought.”


 


“I’m really praying it doesn’t come that,” I said as I
stepped out of the truck, hesitating for a moment in indecision. Leaning across
the center section of the bench seat was my AR, as well as the silenced Ruger
10/22. Behind the seat were a pair of 12 gauge shotguns—my M2 and Michelle’s
Remington 870. After another glance towards the house, I left them all there.
The familiar heft of the CZ 9mm rode in my drop leg holster, and I had six
additional magazines—two of them positioned for quick reload—attached to my
belt. I left the door to the truck open and waved to the house. In response,
the white flag waved again. I did my best to approach in a casual,
nonthreatening way, stopping when I was near the stuck vehicles in the front
yard. 


 


“Hello,” I shouted towards the house.


 


The flag waving arm withdrew into the doorway, and I
felt my hackles beginning to rise for a moment, but they settled when the door
opened and revealed the figure of an elderly man . . . his right hand still
clutching the improvised white flag. His left arm was completely gone. From the
way the sleeve on his flannel shirt had been rolled up, it didn’t come across
to me as a recent injury.


 


“Can I help you?” The old man’s voice was weak and
gravelly. I immediately got the impression that he had spent the last several
decades chain smoking unfiltered cigarettes.


 


“Well maybe we can help each other,” I replied. “It
looks like you’re stuck in the mud. I’ve got a winch on the front of my truck.”


 


He nodded, “That would be right nice of you, but
before we get all warm and fuzzy, why don’t you tell me why you’re on my property.”


 


“This is an abandoned farm. It’s been that way for at
least a dozen years.”


 


“Abandoned doesn’t mean un-owned. My granddad tilled
the land here in the 1800s, and I was born about a quarter mile that direction the
same year the Jap’s bombed Pearl Harbor,” he pointed to his right over the
field. “My mama was working in the crops when I decided to show up. It’s her
blood, and much of my own over the years, that’s soaked into this soil. So,
young man, you’re correct in that nobody has lived here for a while, but this
farm has been in my family for a very long time, and we’re still the owners.”


 


Michelle's voice cut through my headset. “Is
everything OK? I can’t hear what he’s saying.”


 


“Yeah, I think so, but hold on,” I muttered.


 


“Well sir, I apologize if this is your farm. I’ve been
driving past here for several years, and I guess I just figured that no one had
any interest in this place. Do you mind if I come in for a minute and maybe we
can figure out a way to help each other?”


 


“What about your friend in the truck?”


 


“I think they can stay in the truck for now.”


 


The old man’s head nodded slowly. “Alright . . . I
ain’t never turned away someone who was in need, and I don’t suppose I’ll start
now, so come on in—but I’ll ask you to leave that pea shooter in its holster.”


 


I nodded and walk up to the porch. There were three
weather and termite eaten steps that led up to the rickety deck, and I extended
my hand in greeting as I crested step number two. His hand met mine, and he
spoke first. “Tate’s my name . . . Jonathan Tate. Most folks just call me
Tater.” His eyes dropped down to the patches on my jacket. “You a law man?”


 


“Yes sir,” I replied, “North Dakota Wildlife Officer
Eric Coleman.”


 


“Well Officer Coleman, I don’t suppose you know
anything about chimneys, do you?” Tater held the door open and I stepped inside
to the heavy scent—and sight—of wood smoke. 


 


“Not too much, but if I had to make a guess, I’d say
yours is blocked up.”


 


“I’d imagine that twenty-some years of birds would
probably do that,” he replied.


 


The inside of the old farmhouse was decorated with
peeling wallpaper and falling chunks of plaster. Several of the walls had been
defaced with crude graffiti, and at least a decades’ worth of cobwebs filled
every corner. Surprisingly, all the windows that I could see were still intact.
I followed Tater through the short breezeway and into the living room; the
smoky haze getting thicker with each of my steps. The source of the smoke was a
rusty black behemoth that, to my eyes, had more than just a passing resemblance
to something you might find in the debris field of an old fashioned train
wreck.


 


Tater coughed as he pointed at the Frankenstein
contraption. “My daddy built that monster out of parts from an old boiler system
they tore out of the hog processing plant that burnt down in Fargo back in the
fifties. It ain’t pretty, but when she gets going, you lose your eyebrows just
filling her up.”


 


My eyes followed the heavy cast iron pipe from the
stove to where it angled into a mortared shut hole in the bricks several feet
above the original fireplace opening. 


 


Tater stepped forward and swung open the loading gate
on the side of the rectangular heater—a bellow of grayish-white smoke oozed out
to join its brethren drifting in the air. “I was able to shine a light from
here, and outside of a few dust bunnies, the angled vent pipe is clear . . . so
whatever is blocking the smoke has got to be in the chimney proper.”


 


A squeak behind me drew my attention, and I turned
toward the stairway that led to the second floor. Several sets of dark eyes
stared back at me from between the spindles of the banister. Tater followed my
gaze, and then cleared his throat. “You boys stop fooling around on them
stairs. I told you they ain’t safe to play around. Now go get your mama and
bring her down here for a minute.” The dark eyes blinked, but didn’t move.


 


“Go on now . . . fetch your mama. Tell her it’s OK to
come down.” 


 


Three pairs of feet thumped up the stairway, propelled
by Tater’s gruff demeanor. He turned to look at me, pausing momentarily to load
and light a cigarette one handedly between a pair of lips that sported a
noticeable divot from the decade’s long frequency of abuse.


 


“Them kid’s mama— little Spanish lady—was working as
my caretaker from the VA when all this stuff started happenin.’ She ain’t got
no family ‘asides her kids, at least none in this country, so when I headed for
the farmhouse, she tagged along. Weren’t nowhere else to go anyhow. We got out
of the city just in time I reckon. Been here a little over a week now.” He
turned back towards the stove. “That warm weather we’ve been having made me
lazy, and I didn’t even think we’d need to light the ol’ gal, but I hate to see
them kids a-shiverin’ in their coats all night long.”


 


A small pile of kindling was stacked on the floor near
the stove, and several gatherings of wood chips and splinters surrounded a
squat, basketball sized tree cross section that sported the upright angle of an
embedded hatchet.


 


“Are you going to have enough fuel to keep this
burning?” I asked.


 


“The barn, one side of it anyhow, is loaded with slab
wood that came from a sawmill,” his wrinkled face puffed another blast of
cigarette smoke as he studied me, “probably long before you were born. There’s maybe
‘nuff in there for two winters, I’d imagine. I brought me a chainsaw and five
gallons of gas so I can cut it to length.” Tater noticed my sideways glance at
his missing arm and chuckled. “Don’t you worry none . . . I’ve learned to do
with one what many folks can’t do with two.” 


 


The squeaks on the stairs returned, and a diminutive
lady with short, dark hair descended slowly. In her grasp was the well worn
length of an old shotgun. It was a single shot, and for the moment at least,
wasn’t pointed at me. Surrounding her legs were the grasping figures of her
children. All three were boys, triplets I’d guess, and bundled against the
chill in puffy layers of baggy sweatshirts.


 


I watched as she came down the stairs cautiously, her
dark eyes apprehensive as she stopped on the landing and peered around the
room. A moment later, she burst in rapid fire Spanish. I was clueless.


 


Tater looked me. “She wants to know why your lady out
by the truck is holding a gun.”


 


I nosed towards the dark haired woman. “What’s her
name?”


 


“I call her Mia,” Tater replied.


 


“Tell Mia that my friend is holding a gun for the same
reason that she is—just to make sure that everything is going to be safe.”


 


Tater and Mia volleyed back and forth for a moment
before Mia appeared to relax somewhat. She turned to me and in halting, broken
English said, “Can you fix?” Her eyes looked toward the rusty wood burner that
continued to seep tiny ribbons of smoke into the room.


 


The weight of impatience to get moving towards Devils
Lake clashed with four pairs of dark eyes that held unswervingly on to me as I
considered her question.


 


As if guided by some unspoken queue from his mother,
one of the boys trotted over to me and bear hugged my leg.


 


Tater grinned and lit another cigarette. “They kinda
grow on you, don’t they?”


 


I chuckled and shook my head. “Michelle . . . have
you ever fixed a chimney?”











Chapter 44


 


*click*


 


OK, just a short note for the record before we head
out. Let’s see, we got to the old farmhouse a little after 10:00 AM. There were
no major problems on the way—as a matter of fact, we didn’t have any hostile
encounters at all. Taking the back roads seemed to keep us out of the traffic
jams entirely. We did manage to backtrack and avoid two small intersections
that showed some activity and a few cars, but other than that, it was pretty
smooth sailing. The chimney fiasco was another story. You know the expression,
‘before you do something, ten other things have to be done first’. Well it’s
true. Michelle came in to the house and met everybody. After one look at the
three little boys, she volunteered us to help out. But of course, Tater didn’t
have a ladder to get onto the second story roof. No chimney cleaning equipment
either. They say that necessity breeds invention, so we ended up winching out
the stuck sedan. Our next move was pulling my truck close to the house. It was
still too short, and that, coupled with the generally dilapidated condition of
the roof, forced us to rethink. We ended up building a rickety ladder out of
the sawmill slabs from the barn. Tater wasn’t kidding either; there was a pile of
them in there about forty feet long and maybe fifteen feet wide—taller than me,
too, in the right hand section of the old barn. The center part was wide open
with the exception of a few scattered mounds of moldy silage. The left side of
the barn formerly held stalls, but it looked as if they had been removed years
ago to make room for other farm equipment, none of which was there. Anyhow, we
built a ladder that was held together by a few rusty nails that we pulled out
of the barn siding, and then reinforced with lengths of fencing wire that we
found behind the farmhouse. I managed to get on the roof, and then Michelle
handed me up a length of the slab wood. My plan was to smash it up and down in
the chimney to break loose the accumulation of bird nests, but of course, I
didn’t think about the chimney cap being in the way. It took a solid hour of
chipping away with a little framing hammer before I was able to loosen the
metal tabs enough to swivel the chimney cap out of the way. Then it was another
forty-five minutes of bashing and twisting until we hit daylight in the
fireplace. There was still a lot of little crap inside the chimney, and
Michelle came up with the idea to use a length of paracord with a rough ball
made out of the wire fencing tied in the middle of the rope. It actually worked
really well, and reminded me of the ‘rope and brush’ bore cleaners I used for
firearms. When we were done with that, I sawed up enough of the slab wood for
several nights worth of fire while Michelle prepared a few of our spare MRE’s
for Tater, Mia, and her boys.


 


By the time they were done eating, it was about 2:00
PM. The old stove, true to its reputation, was starting to put out some serious
heat, and we finally got around to getting the ‘official’ permission to park
the truck at the farm. The boat went in the creek easy enough, and then I
pulled my pickup into the center section of the barn. We had brought along
additional supplies just in case, and after sorting out the food that had to go
with us, Michelle took the rest in for the kids. She even gave them half of my
precious supply of hot chocolate. While she was doing that, I grabbed the
shovel I brought and dug a trench in the bone dry dirt against the inside
foundation wall. Our shotguns, some ammunition, and a few other valuables that
we weren’t taking with us—but at the same time, didn’t want to just leave in
the vehicle—got put in heavy plastic bags and buried. The dirt was then packed
down firm, and the top scattered with straw. The bass boat was equipped with a
twelve gallon external fuel tank, and we had three additional gas cans, five
gallons each, with us as well. The transfer of our weapons and packs to the
boat didn’t take long, and after a few final waves from Tater and Mia’s family,
Michelle and I headed downstream.











Chapter 45


 


“What is that?” Michelle pointed toward a bobbing mass
in the creek ahead of us.


 


“I don’t know,” I said as I idled down the twenty-five
horsepower outboard motor to a crawl and looked where she indicated. The
channel up ahead shifted to the left and narrowed, and dead center was a
blockage of some type. As we drifted closer, we’re able to pick out the bloated
and waterlogged form of a cow at the center of the debris.


 


“Great. We’re what . . . maybe a mile from the barn
and we’ve already hit a snag,” she hissed in frustration.


 


“Sorry, my mapping program doesn’t update with dead
livestock sightings. Besides, it won’t take us long to lift the boat around,
and then we can get moving again. We’re not that far from where this stream
enters into Silver Lake, anyhow.”


 


True to my prediction, we were able to ‘float lift’
the boat around the obstacle, and the job was accomplished without having to
unload our gear—not that we brought a whole lot with us. Both Michelle and I
had light packs that only contained critical supplies for our search and,
hopefully, rescue attempt. Each of us also wore a tactical vest overtop of our
weather gear. Mine was primarily loaded with high capacity magazines for the
silenced .22, although I did have a pair of thirty round AR
magazines—Michelle’s vest was geared only toward the 5.56 platform. Neither of
us had anywhere near a full military combat load out, electing for speed and
mobility rather than prolonged firefights. If it came to that, we had extra
ammo in the boat. Then again, the likelihood that we would have to sustain an
extended battle from onboard a bass boat seemed doubtful to me.


 


After passing around the ‘cow clog,’ I ran the boat
another quarter mile before beaching it near a thick tangle of an old, washed
out beaver dam.


 


“Why are we stopping here?” Michelle asked.


 


“I want to stash one of our gas cans and the truck
keys up in the brush above the creek. That way, if something happens to one of
us, the other person will have a way to get home, even if somebody comes by and
siphons the gas from my truck.”


 


“Let’s make sure we don’t have something ‘happen to
one of us’ on this trip, OK?” Michelle's voice was devoid of any emotion; a
sure sign, as I had learned through the years, that she was doing her best to
bite back what she truly wanted to say. 


 


“Sorry . . . don’t mean to be a downer . . . just
trying to be a realistic.”


 


She said nothing in reply, and it only took us a few
minutes to offload and camouflage the gas and a key, and then we were back in
the boat heading downstream. I kept the motor at low RPMs—just enough to steer
us through the current from the recent rain as Michelle rode point with
binoculars in hand and rifle at the ready.


 


“OK, slow down,” she said after another five minutes
of travel. “I see the overpass. It’s got to be Highway 281.”


 


I cut the motor and grabbed on to a passing bush,
holding our position in the creek as Michelle studied the scene.


 


“Eric, that’s not much of an overpass. It’s more like
a low bridge over a country creek. Are you sure we can even go underneath it?”


 


“I had to duck my head a bit when I came through it a
few years ago, but I’m pretty sure we can manage.”


 


“Was the water level this high when you came through
last time?”


 


“It was actually a little bit higher I think. Then
again,” I continued as I looked at the boat, “the last time I was in a flat
bottom. This one is a semi-V, so we might have to lay back a little further.”


 


“That might not be our only problem. I can see several
vehicles on the bridge. One of them is upside down, and there’s at least three
people up there as well. I have no idea if they’re infected or not. Also, that
little cluster of trees on the right side of the road is preventing me from
seeing anything in that direction.”


 


One of the tricks I’ve learned through the years of
boating is to keep a short length of rope tied to a hard point near my seat. On
the other end of the rope I have a sliding loop, and attached to that loop is a
small set of clamping pliers. When the situation arises, it’s easy to hold your
boat in position by locking the pliers on any handy anchor point, like a tree
limb or root ball. If nothing small is available, you can use the sliding loop
to hold onto larger objects. Either way, it’s quick and effective—and it’s
exactly what I did before picking up my own binoculars.


 


I studied the landscape from the creek all the way up
to the bridge. Like most places in North Dakota, it was basically flat. On the
left hand side of the creek just before you hit the highway was a rather
disheveled looking farmhouse. As far as I knew though, it wasn’t abandoned . . .
or at least it hadn’t been. The bridge was maybe a tenth of a mile ahead, and
as Michelle had indicated, there were several vehicles blocking it. I tried to
keep the binoculars steady in the bobbing current, and after a minute I saw two
people emerge from behind one of the cars. They seemed to be pointing toward
the south, but that’s about all I could make out from here.


 


“Infected or not, that’s our direction,” I said.


 


Michelle shifted her rifle into a ready position as I
unclipped the bush anchor and guided the boat downstream. It wasn’t a straight
run; the creek meandered through a series of large sways and loops on its
course toward the bridge, and both of us kept a sharp eye out as it loomed
closer. About seventy feet away I cut the engine off and dropped the little
mushroom shaped anchor. We drifted another twenty or so feet before it caught
the soft bottom and slowed us to a stop. From this distance it was easy to see
the pileup of vehicles that blocked the road. What also became visible was a traffic
jam that stretched to the south further than we could see. Several of the cars,
trucks, and RV’s in the jam were burnt out husks. A few of them still smoked.


 


“This isn’t good,” Michelle whispered with her neck
slightly angled towards me. “With this many cars, there ought to be a whole lot
of people milling around.”


 


I was about to reply when a group of four people
materialized from among the wreckage on the north side of the low bridge. They
were moving in a series of leapfrogs, with at least two of them stationary and
watching toward the south at all times. Through my binoculars, none of them
appeared armed—with firearms, anyhow. One of them carried a baseball bat,
visibly stained from use on objects other than baseballs. Another one was
hefting what appeared to be a machete. The other two were lost to my vision
momentarily. Above the quiet babble of the stream, I could hear car doors being
opened. I eased my binoculars down and let them hang from the neck strap, and
then picked up the silenced .22.


 


Michelle had dropped her own binoculars and now held her
AR in a two handed grip, the business end of which was pointed directly toward
the bridge, and I was scanning the area through the reflex sight of my Ruger when
a scruffy haired, baseball hat wearing head poked up over the bridge’s cement
guardrail. The face below the brim did a wide-eyed double take when he realized
the barrels of two rifles were pointed at him, and quick as a flash he dropped
below the cement barrier. Extremely faint voices crept across the breeze to our
ears as we held position in the current.


 


“What now?” Michelle whispered over her shoulder.


 


In answer to her question, another head—this one
covered in an orange winter cap—peered over the railing for a split second
before diving down out of sight.


 


“If they were infected, they wouldn’t be acting like
that,” I whispered back.


 


“That doesn’t mean they won’t shoot at us.”


 


“I didn’t see any guns, did you?”


 


“The guns you don’t see are the ones that get you
killed.”


 


I glanced up at the afternoon sky as Michelle’s
statement sank in. We had maybe ninety minutes of daylight left, and I wanted
to get to the ranger station before then. These little delays—from the
farmhouse chimney to the dead cow, and now this—were starting to really irk me.


 


“Get ready,” I hissed to Michelle as I dropped the
Ruger to a less threatening, one handed position across my chest. With my other
hand, I half cupped an improvised megaphone and called out. “Attention on the
bridge, we mean you no harm . . .”


 


I was interrupted by the orange hat poking over the
cement. The face below it was young—maybe eighteen or so—and nervously
gesturing the universal hand signal for silence. The raised finger in front of
his lips slid sideways and pointed to the south at the long line of traffic. I
glanced in that direction, but from my slightly lower elevation, I could see
nothing except cars. I could guess, though. Pointing my finger to the northern
side of the creek next to the bridge, I mimicked his silence gesture and then
nodded in that direction. He glanced tensely again towards the south before
quickly nodding at me and disappearing below the buttress.


 


In a short span, I had pulled up the anchor slightly
and let the boat glide forward, dropping it again when we reached the slow eddy
that twisted in a lazy half circle just before the water drifted underneath the
bridge. The current pushed us gently towards the bank, and we leaned backwards
to allow the nose of the bass boat to lift slightly onto shore. When the
friction stopped us, Michelle agilely hopped out and crouched, steadying the
boat with one hand while she held the AR with the other. I was tracking through
the red crosshair, searching the area for any targets as she dug her heels in
and pulled the boat further onto dry land. When it stopped, I padded quietly
onto shore.


 


The orange hat poked around the edge of the bridge,
and a pair of gloved hands beckoned for us. Michelle and I nodded at each
other, and then guardedly sidestepped out of the shallow stream bed. When we crested
the low overpass, it became much more apparent over what had caused the traffic
jam. There was an upside down station wagon sandwiched between a pair of pickup
trucks—the trio further complicated by somehow wedging themselves halfway in
the body cavity of an old panel van. The smell of automotive
lubricants—transmission fluid and gear oil primarily—still reeked in the area.
On the back side of the panel van, the boy with the orange hat stood warily
next to another young man of about the same age . . . maybe a little younger.
The younger one sported a bomber style jacket that looked a few sizes too
large, and a leather hat with a pair of furry flap ear covers. For the moment,
the other two that we had noted remained hidden.


 


I studied the pair of them briefly as we all stood in
silence. Both of the boys were scruffy, and came fully equipped with faces and
hadn’t seen a bar of soap in a long time. Orange Hat stood tense but still as
our eyes met. The boy in the bomber jacket, however, looked extremely jumpy and
ready to bolt in a flash.


 


“Where’s your friends?” I asked.


 


Bomber Jacket shifted his eyes briefly to the right
toward the station wagon, but neither said anything.


 


I tried again. “Boys, I’m Officer Coleman, this is Officer
Owens.” My words were at a normal level for conversation, but the one in the
orange hat widened his eyes and raised a finger to his lips. Pointing with his
other hand to the binoculars that still hung on their cord around my neck, he
motioned for me to look to the south. I slid to the side and immediately saw
what was causing the boys anxiety. The traffic snag continued on for at least a
half mile, but my eyes were immediately drawn to a churning pack of infected
that spiraled and gushed in a loose mob about 200 yards away. There were easily
over 150 individuals in the swarm, and they seem to undulate and pulse around a
central core of . . . something.


 


I slid back and silently indicated for Michelle to
take a look. The expression on her face when she pulled back mirrored mine.


 


Turning toward the boy in orange hat, I whispered, “I
see what you mean.”


 


He nodded curtly, and his eyes searched both Michelle
and I in a split second, lingering briefly on the ammunition in our tac vests.


 


“Got any .38 ammo you can spare?” The boy’s voice was
slightly shaky, and reminded me of someone who was too young to wear the crown
of authority that had been placed on them.


 


I shook my head. “No, neither of us are carrying a
.38.” 


 


Before I could continue, he blurted out, “What about
.270 . . . or 20 gauge?”


 


I shook my head to both.


 


A frown appeared on his face, deepening into a scowl
of resigned disappointment.


 


“We’ve got some .22 and 5.56 ammo. We might be willing
to part with a very small percentage of it if you have something that will
shoot it.


 


He shook his head no, and then cast a sideways glance
toward the boat. “What about food . . . can you give us some food?”


 


Michelle and I looked at each other, both of us
obviously calculating all we’d already given away to Tater and Mia. I held her
eyes, silently willing for her to make the call. After a moment, she turned
toward the boy with the bomber jacket. “Have all of your friends come out here,
and we’ll make a trade for some food.”


 


The two boys stared at each other briefly, and then
the one in the orange hat low-whistled a passable imitation of a Ring-necked
pheasant. Another pair of boys, both of them wearing tattered baseball caps, crept
out from behind the station wagon. They were younger than the two in front of us,
although not by much, and both were armed—a bloody bat and machete dangled
loosely in their hands.


 


Michelle repeated our names, and then turned toward
the orange hat leader. “We can give you four of our freeze dried food pouches.
Do you have a way of boiling water?”


 


All four of them nodded briskly.


 


“In exchange for the food, I’d like a quick—really
quick—rundown of what you’re doing here.”


 


The boys traded fleeting looks with each other before
the one with the orange hat spoke. “Ma’am, we’re just trying to find some stuff
that we can use. Food and whatnot, I mean.”


 


“Where are you staying?” I asked.


 


The boy with a machete chimed in. “At that farm over
there. There’s a basement in the backyard with a metal lid that we can lock
from the inside. That’s where my sister and the others are.”


 


Bomber Jacket gave an exasperated whisper. “I told
you, it’s not a basement, it’s a root cellar.”


 


“What others?” Michelle and I echoed.


 


The boy with the orange hat pointed towards the one
with a machete. “His sister is there, and two other kids that made it out of
the traffic last week.”


 


“There’s seven of you in the root cellar?” Michelle
asked.


 


The haunted look in the four boys’ eyes accompanied
the pause before their leader answered. “We have seven left.”


 


I let that settle in. Like so many other things that
were erupting through the chaos of my mind lately, it briefly tugged at my
heartstrings before becoming lost in the limbo of unreality.


 


We walked with the boys down to the creek bank, careful
to not expose ourselves any longer than necessary to the swarm in the traffic
jam, and Michelle fished out seven Mountain House food pouches. I reached into one
of our dry bags and pulled out a box that contained 100 rounds of .22
ammunition. “Have any of you shot a .22?”


 


Three of them nodded.


 


“If you happen to find one, this ammunition should
work for it.” I looked south, once again enough below the grade that the large
group of ghouls was out of my vision angle. “Don’t go anywhere near them, and
don’t go anywhere at night. There’s a chance,” I continued, “that Officer Owens
and I will be back through this way sometime in the next day or two. If so,
we’ll stop at the farm and knock on the root cellar door to check on you, okay”


 


“OK . . . thank you, sir.” 


 


The four of them stood on the bank and watched as
Michelle and I stepped into the bass boat. One of the boys with a baseball cap
whispered after us. “Mr. Coleman . . . why is this happening?”


 


I looked from eye to eye along the line of boys,
silently shaking my head. “I don’t know, guys . . . I just don’t know.”


 


Silent waves from their dirty hands followed us as we
drifted out. I let the current catch hold, and we laid down and used the
paddles to push off the underside of the bridge as we drifted through with barely
a foot to spare. On the other side, the creek narrowed and deepened, and we let
the water pull us silently downstream. Neither of us spoke until the bridge was
lost in the distance behind us.


 


“How much food do we have left?” I asked.


 


“Are you mad at me?” Michelle didn’t turn around as
she answered.


 


“Not at all, I just want to keep it squared away in my
head.”


 


“We have three packs of hot chocolate, about a dozen
tea bags, one freeze dried portion of spicy enchiladas, and a foil packet with
about two-thirds of a strawberry Pop-Tart left.” I was still looking at her
back as she replied.


 


“Frosted?”


 


“What?” Michelle half turned.


 


“Is the Pop-Tart frosted?”


 


“Of course.”


 


I reached behind and pulled the starter. The engine
chugged to life and idled steadily. “I’ll take the Pop-Tart,” I said . . . “you
can have the enchiladas.”


 


This time she turned to face me. The slight smile
creasing her lips was a welcome sight, but it wasn’t reflected anywhere else on
her countenance. 


 


I tried again. “How about if we play rock paper
scissors, only the loser has to eat the enchiladas?” 


 


This time her smile was genuine. “Deal,” Michelle
said.


 


I dropped the motor into gear and increased our pace
downstream. The pangs of hunger that already ricocheted from my gut were
swallowed down. A short time later they were forgotten as we passed the first
body that bobbed in the shallow riffles at the edge of the creek. It was a
child—an infant—still strapped in its car seat. But the time we reached Silver
Lake, we had lost count of the dead. 











Chapter 46


 


I took the blade of my paddle and nudged the drifting
form that rippled at the lake’s surface. It was an adult female dressed in a
water darkened, pastel flannel shirt and long skirt. Her forearms and calves
were visible below the breeze-chopped swells of Silver Lake, and the exposed
skin still had a putty cast to it. Most of the bodies that we passed were
concentrated where the mouth of the creek entered the southwest edge of the
lake. Some were visibly wounded, others were unscathed as far as we could tell.
Looking northward, the small lake stretched out for over a mile, but our path
was going to take us eastward toward the narrow fingers that widened into bays
as they entered Pelican Lake.


 


“They had to have washed down from the bridge,”
Michelle said, her face crinkled in disgust at the sight of so many corpses.


 


“Maybe. I saw a couple that looked like they’d been
hit by gunfire, but most of those,” I poked the paddle toward the dozens that
lined the reeds near the mouth of the creek we’d come out of, “look like they
drowned.”


 


I idled the boat further away from shore before
dropping it in neutral. Michelle swiveled on her seat to face me as I reached
into my backpack and fished around, coming up a moment later with a pair of
granola bars that were perhaps a bit flatter than when they left the factory.
Another dive into the pack scored my one and only Dr. Pepper. A final reach
brought up a bottle of root beer—Michelle's favorite brand coincidentally. OK,
maybe not so coincidentally. I watched as her eyebrows rose at the sight of my
smuggled goodies, and then I tossed the granola bar and root beer towards her.


 


Turning to the east I said, “From here we should be
able to cruise. The engine on this boat is way undersized . . . twenty-five
horsepower isn’t going to make it plane, even with the light load we’ve got, so
we’re looking at a top speed of maybe twenty miles per hour, but it will suck
fuel if we keep it pegged, and we’re not sure if we’re going to have to take it
all the way to your dad’s cabin and back. We won’t know that until we get to
the ranger station and see if we can ‘acquire’ a patrol boat. Anyhow, I’m going
to try and keep it around fifteen to save gas. From this point, we’ve got about
a mile and a half until we reach a narrow bay. From there we’re going to shift
to the southeast through the bay for about two miles until we reach the main body
of Pelican Lake. From that point, we’re still going to head basically southeast
across the lake for about, oh, almost five or so miles I guess. There’s a large
island—actually, it used to be a peninsula until the lake level rose—that sits
right in our path. North Dakota Highway 19 crosses that island. If we work our
way around the upper side of the island, we’ll cross underneath the highway and
into Oswald’s Bay. From there we’ll continue curling to the south, and then a
little bit west until we come to the point on that island where the Pelican
Lake ranger station is.”


 


I took a bite of my granola bar, chewed it a few times
to get some saliva flowing, and then washed it down with a generous swig of my
soda before I continued. “From here, not counting any detours—which I hope we
don’t have to make—it should be a total distance of about a dozen or so miles
to the ranger station.”


 


Michelle finished her snack and nodded, swishing a
mouthful of the caramel colored, foamy liquid between her cheeks before she
answered. “Twelve miles . . . fifteen miles an hour give or take . . . we’ll be
there in about an hour.” She glanced upward as she finished. “We should still
have a little bit of light left.”


 


“I hope so.” I dropped the engine into gear and
twisted the throttle. Immediately, the boat leapt forward and accelerated,
smoothing out into a comfortable cruising speed as we headed east. I finished
off my Dr. Pepper, belched once, and then zipped up my jacket and ducked my
chin against the cold wind.











Chapter 47


 


Pop . . . . . pop-pop-pop-pop . . . The gunfire in the distance sounded
disturbingly impotent, like a pack of dew-dampened firecrackers you’d give to a
younger cousin on July 5th. As the latest series of tiny explosions
echoed across the bay, Michelle turned to me. “That’s got to be rimfire . . .
you think they’re out of any heavy artillery?” 


 


“Actually, I’m wondering who ‘they’ are. Unless
somebody had the same idea that we do, there shouldn’t be anybody there.”


 


We were both studying the ranger station through our
binoculars. It was still about a half mile away, and the rapidly fading light hinted
that our arrival would coincide with darkness.


 


“I don’t see any boats . . . do you?” Michelle asked.


 


“No, but you wouldn’t from here. The dock from the
ranger station juts out behind that bank of cattails. We won’t be able to tell
if any of the patrol boats are there until we get right up on it.”


 


“But if they’re there, you have the keys for them,
right?”


 


“Um . . . no. I said I had keys for the ranger
station. The keys for the patrol boats should be inside hanging on a wall . . .
also the keys for the fuel depot . . .” I trailed off as I tried to picture the
exact set up in my mind. 


 


Another pair of tiny pops traveled faintly across
the water as I frowned in concentration.


 


“What?” Michelle jabbed quickly, obviously as tired of
complications as I was.


 


“I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier, and
it might end up being a non-issue, but it takes two people to refuel the boats,
although I suppose you could do it with one if you had to.”


 


Her silent stare greeted my eyes as I continued. “The
fuel depot used to be located right next to the dock. Last summer, one of the
tanks developed a leak and dropped about 200 gallons of gas. Most of it was
caught by the containment wall, but enough got into the lake that the EPA got
involved. Anyhow, they made us put in a new fuel depot. It’s now about sixty
feet away from the dock, and one person holds the nozzle while the other person
turns the crank.”


 


“Well, let’s just hope that the boats are there and
already fully fueled.” Michelle sighed as a solitary gunshot made it to our
ears. I nodded and opened the throttle, turning the boat in a tight half circle
before bee lining toward shore.


 


The last vestiges of twilight faded as we nosed around
the cattails, and I kept the motor chugging along at a crawl as Michelle
searched the area with her night scope. When we crested the point where the
thick clumps of russet colored stalks finally gave way to the deeper lake
bottom, the squat silhouette of the Pelican Bay Ranger Station came into view. 


 


Rebuilt just a few years ago at a minimal cost to
taxpayers, the station was a simple block construct about thirty feet on a
side. The sloping metal roof dropped from a height of twenty feet at the back
to only a dozen or so above the front, and only, door. Two pairs of windows
broke the monotony of the blocks, and were interspaced on the front side,
halfway between the door and the corners of the building. A single mast antenna
rose above the metal roof, eclipsing it by at least eight feet. Surrounding the
building in a haphazard oval pattern was a thick spray of coarse gravel that
served as the station’s parking area, and branching off from the gravel was
another chert roadway that followed a slow arc before ending at the storage
facility—a metal sided pole building with a pair of large garage doors in the
front. It was used to store the patrol boats during ice over, and housed the
snow machines and ATV’s that were brought in for seasonal use. Surrounding the complex
were a half dozen metal light poles topped with high intensity floodlights—another
similar light was mounted at the roof peak of the maintenance building. Like
everything else, they were dark and silent.


 


The murky shadows of the cattails and my memory were enough
for me to navigate into the cove, and I backed off the throttle entirely,
letting the boat drift for a moment.


 


Michelle’s excited voice came back in a hissed
whisper. “Both of the patrol boats are here, although one of them is beached
pretty high up on the bank, like somebody ran it straight up the launch.”


 


I reached down and fumbled for my own night vision
equipped AR-15 as Michelle continued to dictate. “There’s a pickup truck parked
on the left side of the building, and a pair of cars . . . maybe more than that
. . . that are wedged behind it. It doesn’t look like a wreck, though.”


 


As I powered up my night scope and tried to steady
myself in the slightly rocking bass boat, Michelle kept up her descriptive play
by play. “I don’t see any movement, but if I’m looking at this correct, there’s
a form—a body—crumpled below the far right window. Check that—I’ve got movement
coming around the left side of the building.”


 


I shouldered my rifle and looked through the
generation three night scope. The panorama in front of me glowed green with
light amplification, and I could clearly see a solitary figure half stumbling
against the block building, but at a distance of almost fifty yards, it was
impossible for me to tell with certainty whether it was a ghoul or not.


 


Both of us watched as the figure continued onward,
passing in front of two windows and the door before hesitating momentarily.
Whatever caused its delay was lost on us, and a moment later it stumbled
forward, passing the third window before tripping on the body in front of the
fourth, and last window. It went down hard, and we watched as it thrashed about
on the gravel before latching on to the corpse. A moment later there was no
mistaking what it was as it began to feed.


 


“Eric there’s a . . .”


 


“I see it,” I whispered as a faint light blossomed
inside the ranger station. The light source, artificially brightened by our
night scopes, momentarily flashed the windows vivid white. It was gone a second
later.


 


“What now?” Michelle asked.


 


“Why is nothing easy?” I shook my head in frustration
as the latest stumbling block lined up in front of us. My question, rhetorical
as it was, still sent me fuming, and I lowered the rifle across my lap and took
some deep breaths.


 


The waves lapping at the sides of our aluminum boat
stirred me out of my self-imposed pity party a moment later, and I began to
think of our options. Michelle had known me long enough to recognize my mood,
and she waited silently as I brooded.


 


“I’m an idiot,” I whispered.


 


“Sometimes,” Michelle answered, “but why now?” Her
reply was soft and neutral, but even in the darkness I could sense her
restrained grin.


 


“We need to back out of here and get some distance . .
. somewhere that we can figure this out quickly.”


 


“OK.”


 


I twisted the throttle gently and spun us out of the
cove at slightly above a snail’s pace. When we passed the cattails, I opened it
up just a bit and the engine thrummed, pushing the craft on an angled
trajectory through the low slapping chop. After a solid two minutes, I spooled
the throttle to max, and the work prop dug in and pushed us out towards the
open water. I let the boat keep that pace for only a minute before idling it
down and taking it out of gear. The night scope confirmed that we were about
300 yards offshore, and I scanned a full circle around our momentarily
stationary position. I saw no other boats on the water.


 


“I’m sorry Michelle, I should’ve anticipated this.”


 


“What . . . that the ranger station might not be a
walk in the park?”


 


“Huh? . . . no, not that. I mean about our time frame.
But we can fix it, I hope.”


 


“What the heck are you talking about?”


 


I held up the AR and nodded towards it. “This. Back on
Silver Lake, it should have occurred to me that we might need to use the
silenced .22 after dark. I should have switched out the reflex sight for the
night scope.”


 


“How . . . or what do we need to do to make this
happen?” Michelle’s tone was all business now that the problem had been
identified.


 


“We’ll need to land somewhere and set up a quick
target. Then we’ll have to fire a few rounds and adjust the zero. The mounts of
the night scope and the reflex sight are different heights, so I’m sure they
won’t have the same point of impact until we sight it in.”


 


She lifted her AR and scanned the shore. “You know
this area, I don’t . . . but what about that little promontory over there?”


 


I lifted my night scope to the area she indicated. It
was about a quarter mile from the ranger station, and from what I could
remember, held little besides the rusty remains of a long forgotten farm
tractor. “I guess that’s as good as any—probably better than most, now that I
think about it.”


 


“Do what you have to do right now to get ready,” Michelle
said, “that way we can just land, fire, and then get back on track.”


 


I nodded in the darkness—the action bringing forth a
thought that I shared. “You know, not counting all of the uncertainty that we
seem to be mired in, but now at least something seems to be working in our
favor.”


 


“Explain,” Michelle answered as she fumbled around
with her seat cushion life preserver.


 


“That ghoul—the one back at the ranger station—it
tripped over the body by the window, so that means that no matter what else
changes about them when they become infected, they’re still as night blind as a
normal person.”


 


“Yeah well, let’s hurry up and do this, and then we
can show them just how unlevel the playing field is when you have generation
three night vision equipment.”


 


The landing operation went as smooth as we could have
hoped for. A scan from just offshore revealed no intruders except the rusty
tractor, and as soon as we disembarked, Michelle trotted over to the old
International Harvester and wedged her life preserver in a gap above where the
tractor’s weight plates used to hang. She jogged back and took up a position to
the left of where I was lying prone.


 


“You’re at twenty-seven yards from the muzzle to your
target.” Her statement was blunt, and I knew from the loss of several wagered
sodas through the years that her assessment of the distance would be spot on.
Never bet the distance with someone who shot competitive archery.


 


“That’s just about perfect,” I mumbled as the bright,
sea green landscape materialized through the night scope. The clarity was
amazing, and I could easily make out the pattern of nickel-sized dots that
Michelle had drawn on her seat cushion. It took nine quiet shots to zero the weapon,
and I was careful to count the number of adjustment clicks that I’d had to make
for the scope’s eventual return to my AR. It wouldn’t guarantee a duplication
of the point of impact, but it should be close. 


 


We collected the target and hopped on the bass boat.
True to Walter’s promise, the motor fired up on the first pull, and once we got
oriented, I opened the throttle halfway and headed back to the ranger station.











Chapter 48


 


“I’ve got nothing. No movement. What about you?”


 


“Negative,” I replied, “no movement, no lights,
nothing. What do you think?”


 


“I’d feel more comfortable,” Michelle replied, “if we
knew where Mr. ‘fall down-got the munchies’ went to.”


 


“Agreed. Let’s switch to radio and start the
leapfrog.” I reached down and turned on the GMRS unit, confirming a second
later that Michelle’s radio was still on the same channel and active.


 


My hand gripped her shoulder and squeezed lightly.
“Ready?”


 


“Yeah, let’s go.”


 


She covered while I moved forward through the
semi-soft mud where we had beached the aluminum boat a few moments ago. After a
dozen paces, I spun to the right and searched with the night scope through the
roofed over fuel depot. Nothing was moving that I could tell, so I dropped to a
knee and scanned in a wide circle while Michelle eased up to my position. When
she squatted next to me, I scuttled toward the fuel tanks. A closer inspection
showed that they were locked.


 


“We’re going to need a key if either of the boats need
fuel.”


 


“I can cover you from here,” Michelle said, “so go check on the fuel, and while
you’re there, see if anybody left the keys in the ignition. Maybe we’ll get
lucky.”


 


“What are the odds?” I mumbled back as I half stood and paced down to the wooden dock,
stabbing through the night with the rifle scope held up to my eye as I stepped.
It was a weird feeling, like looking through a windshield with a pair of low
magnification binoculars while the car was moving. Both of the patrol boats in
front of me were similar—twenty-three foot NauticStar’s with twin 250
horsepower Yamaha engines. Originally designed for tournament fishing, they had
been modified to more adequately serve in the law enforcement role. Extended
run fuel tanks, high intensity spotlights, engine tweaks, and a few other bells
and whistles completed the package. 


 


The first boat I came to was the one tied to the dock.
There was no key in the ignition, of course. Using the scope, I managed to worm
my way into the craft and back toward the fuel port. These boats have a redundant
fuel check system, with an electronic gauge on the center console, and a manual
float gauge on the modified tank. Without a key, I looked at the float gauge.
The pale needle that I knew to be yellow under normal light conditions appeared
off white in the scope. The capital “E” on the rotating gauge smiled up at me
as it rested midway underneath the needle. That figures.


 


“Boat number one has no key and no gas,” I whispered into the microphone as I hopped back onto
the dock. Taking a moment to scan the darkness for any changes also reoriented
my sense of direction in the pitch black night, and I walked the night scope in
a slow arc from our bass boat through a two hundred degree sweep, ending at the
beached patrol boat lying partway on its side at the top of the cement launch.
Aside from the parking job, something else didn’t look right, and it took me
exactly nineteen quiet steps to get close enough to confirm.


 


“Boat number two is a no-go. It’s got busted props.”


 


“OK,”
Michelle replied, “let’s circle the office to look for our missing friend,
and then we’ll deal with whoever’s inside the station.”


 


I joined her a few seconds later, pausing momentarily
by her side. “You OK?”


 


“Yeah, but I’m getting a little antsy, so let’s get
this over with.”


 


“Here I go.” I led the way to the front corner of the
ranger station, holding for a moment as I studied the corpse under the partially
shot out the window. Caucasian, mid-thirties, heavy canvas work pants and an
insulated denim jacket painted a picture that would adequately serve as a BOLO
for just about every guy in North Dakota. At least until you got to the
shredded remains where his abdominal cavity still steamed into the cool night
air. That, and the small caliber bullet hole almost dead center in his forehead.


 


“Our first guy is dead. It looks like he’s been shot
and then used as an appetizer. I can’t really tell his skin tone with the night
vision though,” I whispered.


 


“I’ve still got a pretty wide field of fire from here,
at least if anything comes around to this side of the building.”


 


“Roger that. I’m going to move up and peek around the
corner.” The loose gravel that butted
up against the block foundation scrunched weakly underneath each of my measured
paces as I stepped to the back corner. At the juncture, I lowered to a kneeling
crouch and scanned the area behind the building. The electronic green
viewfinder brought the flat landscape to light as I turned a slow swivel. On
this side of the ranger station, the gravel parking lot narrowed and morphed
into a 200 yard artery comprised of a wild variety of aggregate chunks.
Everything from sand through pea gravel, and all the way up to several dump
truck loads of bowling ball sized rocks had been piled into a slightly raised
roadbed that connected the station to Highway 19. Both the highway and the
gravel road were empty. Scanning further to the left revealed a few clumps of
low shrubs—ornamental varieties that were planted as part of a state sponsored
beatification initiative two summers ago. None of them had survived their first
North Dakota winter. I moved on through the remaining thirty degree arc, and a
blob of movement appeared in my scope.


 


“Damn it,” I
hissed.


 


Michelle’s reply came through immediately. “What is
it . . . did you find our friend?”


 


“And a few of his friends.”


 


“I’m on my way.” A few seconds later Michelle squatted next to me and we both studied
the situation. About eighty yards past the maintenance shop was a cluster of
kneeling and crouching ghouls. At least three bodies were on the ground being
fed upon by the baker’s dozen of infected that loosely surrounded their meal.
We could see another pair of ghouls on the fringe of the group that seemed to
be ambling slowly in random directions.


 


Michelle was the first to speak. “They’re what . . .
about a hundred or so yards away—total distance from here?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“Eric, we need to move right now while they’re
occupied. I mean right now.”


 


“Agreed . . . let’s go.” Both of us stood and slipped
backwards to the front corner of the building. The parking lot gravel, looser
in this area, made me grimace with each step that we took. I was in the lead,
and as we crested the body in front of the window, a large chunk of the
remaining glass shattered.


 


CRACK


 


Michelle and I hit the ground in tandem.


 


The gunshot, muffled by my ear protection, still rang
out in the silence of the night, and I felt a burning sting on the side of my
face. The bitter taste of coppery blood began to spill against my tongue, and I
swore out loud. The instinctive jaw motion that accompanied the words made me
wince in pain, and my hand reacted by itself, immediately searching out the
source of the discomfort. My sailor’s vocabulary got another refresher course
when I found the inch long shard of glass embedded dead center in the fleshy
fold of my cheek. 


 


“Eric, are you alright?” Michelle’s voice was a loud
whisper.


 


“I took a piece of glass in my cheek . . . nothing to
worry about.” My words were spoken through winced teeth as I pulled out the
splinter. 


 


“Who’s out there? You bastards want another dose of
lead? I’ve got enough for all of you . . . just come and get it.”


 


The voice—slurred, but piercing and nasally obnoxious—boomed
into the night. I knew that voice, and I whispered that fact to Michelle.


 


“Who is it, another wildlife officer?” 


 


“No, it’s the maintenance guy from the main Devils
Lake ranger station. His name is . . . um . . .” I stopped in midsentence as my
frazzled mind searched its archives briefly before returning with the answer.
“Tempsee . . . Chuck Tempsee . . . he’s a douchebag.”


 


“What’s he doing here?”


 


“I have no idea.”


 


Cupping my hand around my mouth to give some direction,
I called out in a loud whisper. “Tempsee, stop shooting . . . it’s Officer Coleman.”


 


We heard some shuffling from inside the cabin, and
then the man’s voice sounded again. “Who’s out there? You dead eyes can’t fool
me. I’ll kill all of you.” Another sharp crack shattered glass, and I felt
several small pieces drop down on me.


 


Michelle’s hand gripped my jacket and pulled
backwards, and a moment later we got to our feet around the corner. “He’s going
to bring that whole pack down on our heads,” Michelle hissed.


 


“That sounds like something I’d expect from him . . .
cover me.” Without waiting for her answer, I padded away from the building
until I was on the packed and car crushed gravel of the parking lot. My
footsteps were quieter here, and I shifted direction until I gained the angle
to see past the maintenance building. The white blob of infected had altered. Most
of them now stood and appeared to be looking our way. Several others were
milling about, and I couldn’t tell which ones were the original pair that had
been walking when we first observed them.


 


“They’re up and looking this way.”


 


“Are they moving towards us?”


 


“Not yet.”


 


“I’ve got nothing from here . . . still clear,” Michelle replied.


 


“Let’s wait and watch for a minute.”


 


“10-4.”


 


I stared through the night scope as the group of
ghouls cocked their heads and looked our way. Several of the pack seemed
agitated and soon began glancing in different directions. True to my
prediction, with no lights, and the stars hidden above a layer of clouds, the
pitch black night caused several collisions between the infected. It was weird
though, and something about their reactions triggered another thought in my
biologist’s mind. For now, I managed to push it back into the “think about it
later” compartment.


 


“Anything change?” Michelle asked.


 


“Yeah, they’re up and are walking around a little bit
. . . same general area though. Hold on . . .” As I spoke, the small gathering began to condense,
and then as I watched through the night scope, the group sank back down and
began to feed again—all except a pair that remained standing. I watched for
another minute, and then I called Michelle.


 


“Meet me by our bass boat.”


 


A minute later we were crouched together at the edge
of the lake. “OK,” I started, “here’s what I’m thinking. We need to get in that
office. But I’d rather not put all of our cards on the table, so to speak.
Chuck . . . like I mentioned . . . is an asshole, but at least he’s not one of
‘them.’” I tilted my head in the direction of the pack behind the maintenance
building. “What do you make the distance to be from the land end of the dock to
the office?”


 


Michelle looked through her scope again. “Straight to
the front door you’ve got maybe eighteen yards.”


 


I nodded, although the gesture was lost to her in the
darkness of the night. “OK then, what I’d like to do is give you the .22, and
get you in position as a sniper. You’ll have a great field of view, and your
back will be to the water. Ninety percent of any shots you’d have to take are
going to be at a max range of thirty yards—most of them less than that—so you
won’t have to adjust your aim. Just put the crosshair on their head and squeeze
the trigger.”


 


“And while I’m doing that, what will you be doing?”
she asked.


 


“I’m going to go talk to Chuck, but I don’t want him
to know about you just yet.”


 


“I see, you get in my pants and all of a sudden you don’t
want to be seen with me in public.”


 


“I . . . wait . . . . . . what?”


 


Michelle’s giggle blossomed in my ear. “I’m just
teasing you, Eric.”


 


“Uh huh.” I managed to stammer.


 


We crept to the dock and removed several life jackets
from the patrol boat. They piled nicely to allow Michelle a padded sniper nest
on the wooden planks. When she was in position, I crouched next to her and
traded the silenced .22 for her AR-15. A magazine exchange followed, and then I
paused as I looked at the patrol boat.


 


“Hey, I just had an idea.”


 


“What?”


 


“Just something to save us a step. The hand crank on
the fuel depot is what has the lock on it, but I can still drag the hose all
the way down and put it in the gas tank of the patrol boat.”


 


“Go,” Michelle said, “I’ll cover you.”


 


“I hope so.”


 


It took several minutes longer to accomplish the task
since I was attempting to be a stealthy as possible, but when I finished, the
metal nozzle was wedged under the boat’s spring loaded fueling cap. Now we just
needed the key. A stiff breeze knocked the patrol boat against the dock, and
the weeds at the lake edge rustled briskly as I half stood. After another quick
sweep of the night scope, I trotted toward the office. This time, I stayed off
to the side of the broken window. I briefly entertained the idea of using my
keys on the front door, but I didn’t even know if it was locked to start with,
and I had a strong suspicion that any noise would draw another shot in the
dark. 


 


“Tempsee, don’t shoot,” I called softly through the
window.


 


The sound of wooden chair legs sliding across a
hardwood floor squeaked out of the broken window. I waited for a count of three
and then called out again. “Tempsee . . . Chuck . . . don’t shoot, OK . . . it’s
officer Coleman from the fish and game department. Can you hear me?”


 


More shuffling from inside sounded, followed by a
voice. “Go away, Coleman. I don’t want no company.” There was a definite
slurring in his voice as he spoke.


 


“Chuck, I need to come inside, just for a minute, OK?”


 


“What for? What do you want? . . . Show yourself.”


 


I muttered under my breath, wishing momentarily for
something . . . anything . . . to go right for a change. Biting down the bile
that tried to rise in my throat as my stomach churned in aggravation, I called
out again. “Tempsee, don’t shoot. I’m going to pull out my flashlight and show
you my face, and then I’m coming inside the front door. I’ve got my key if it’s
locked. Just don’t shoot, OK?”


 


There was no answer.


 


Tilting my head off to the side, I whispered into the
microphone. “Did you get that? I’m going to have to risk a little bit of
light.”


 


“I got it.”


 


The Quark came out of my belt holster, and I turned it
to the lowest setting, and then clicked it up one notch higher, being careful
to shield the light against my jacket.


 


It was now or never. “Chuck, look at me . . . I’m not
one of those things, but there’s a bunch of them nearby, so don’t shoot me,
OK?” The scuffle of a chair was my only reply.


 


I shined the dim light through the window for a
second, and then stepped just to the edge—tilting the light to illuminate my
face as I whispered loudly through the broken glass. “I’m coming inside . . .
don’t shoot.”


 


“Go away.” The voice sounded tired this time.


 


Stepping past the windows to the front door brought
only the sound of my footfalls and the heavy, gusting breeze. The knob turned
easily, and the door swung open on silent hinges. I called out one final time.
“Hey Chuck, I’m coming in the door now.” 


 


My muted light lead the way, and as soon as I crossed
the threshold, another flashlight clicked on, bathing my face in harsh, white
light.


 


“Turn that thing off or cover it.” My voice cut
through the stillness inside of the office building.


 


“What for?” The maintenance man’s flashlight cast
enough backsplash for me to see him tilted back on two legs of a heavy wooden
office chair. He was dressed in work dungarees overlapped with a winter parka,
and underneath the fur enshrouded hood, the brim of a grease speckled athletic
hat protruded like a single duck’s bill. A blue steel revolver—the muzzle of
which was pointed precariously close to my torso—sat clenched in his right
hand. In the reflected illumination from the flashlight gripped in his left
hand, I could see glistens of red on the hand that held the gun. 


 


“Turn off your light, Chuck,” I whispered loudly,
“there’s about a dozen of those things just past the maintenance building, and
they’re going to see your light.”


 


“So what.”


 


Michelle’s hushed voice came through my headset. “From
out here, that light looks like a beacon.”


 


“Tempsee . . . come on man, turn off the damn light,
you’re going to bring those things right down on us.”


 


“So.”


 


Tactic change time. I took three steps into the room,
angling across his field of fire—the flashlight and revolver followed me
loosely. “What happened to your hand?”


 


“Nothing.”


 


“You’re bleeding, Chuck.” I edged past him, briefly
shifting my light to the back wall where the board with keys hung. It was
empty.


 


With a double set of thumps, Chuck dropped out of his
chair and twisted into an unsteady, upright position. I watched carefully as he
shifted the revolver, using his underarm as a makeshift holster. His bloody
hand now free, he reached under the parka and pulled out a flat glass bottle
half filled with a clear liquid. The bottle was upended, and a long,
multi-swallow chug drained the majority of its contents. With the bottle still
gripped, he took the back of his hand and wiped the dribble from his lips,
leaving a bloody smear along half of his face. His hand reversed course, and
then hurled the container toward the far right window. It missed the glass, but
shattered loudly upon impact with the block wall. Chuck’s stubble crusted face
twisted into a hateful grin, and his free hand reached into the parka’s
voluminous side pocket, returning a second later with a jangling ring of keys.


 


 “You looking for these?” 


 


“Chuck, you’re hurt. Turn off your flashlight and
we’ll see about getting you fixed up, OK?”


 


A momentary look of confusion crossed his face, but it
didn’t last, and the angry drunk returned in an instant, yelling, “Do you think
I give a damn? The whole world can go rot in hell for all I care, and you, and
all the rest of the big shots can lead the way.”


 


“Chuck, you’re not making any sense. C’mon man, give
me the keys and let me take a look at your hand.” I took a step towards him as
I continued. “Seriously . . . there’s a whole bunch of infected people just
past the maintenance building. Turn off your flashlight, or they’re going to be
here any second.” Michelle’s voice through the headset confirmed my apparently
latent psychic abilities.


 


“I’ve got one at the corner . . . now two.”


 


“Drop them,”
I tilted my chin down and answered her.


 


“I ain’t dropping the damn keys,” Chuck replied,
unaware that I had been talking to Michelle.


 


“Listen,” I said as I stepped towards him, closing
into arm’s reach, “give me the keys and we can all get out of here. But turn
off your flashlight and shut the hell up, or we’re going to have some serious
problems.”


 


His alcohol fueled personality did nothing but
intensify his everyday crappy attitude, and like dozens of other drunks I’ve
had to deal with on the job, I could see him growing beer muscles as he
processed my words.


 


He took a partial step towards me and blasted out a
mountain of sterile, dry breath that was the universal standard of vodka
drinkers worldwide. “I don’t take orders from you, or anyone else. And if you
think I’m just going to hand you these keys,” he jingled them momentarily on an
extended finger before dropping them back into the overcoat’s pocket, “well
then you can just kiss my ass.” His hand, still dripping blood but now free of
the keys, crossed in front of him as he grabbed for his gun.


 


Michelle's echo of “two down” coincided with my
knee slamming hard into Chuck’s groin, and he exploded out with a huge gout of vodka
breath as he partially collapsed against me. I torqued my arm into a lightning
fast arc, smashing my elbow into the side of his head. He went down rapidly and
hard, and I followed him partway to the floor, kicking the revolver away from
his body and into the darkness. My knee dropped down and compressed his throat,
squishing out a gurgle of response as he weakly grabbed at me in his
semi-conscious state. I ignored him and fished the keys out of his pocket,
dropping them in my own before reaching back down and turning his flashlight
off.


 


Returning to my feet, I clicked the Quark up another
notch and shined it down on his moaning form. “Tempsee, for once in your life
stop acting like the world owes you everything. Now stay on the floor and keep
your mouth shut and your light off. You do that—you might just survive long
enough to convince other people how big of an asshole you are.” I spun away
without another word and headed to the back corner of the office, stopping to
pick up a small plastic garbage can on the way. Against the back wall of the
office a bare bones utility table was positioned, and it took me less than a
minute to grab the four port charging unit, along with the radios it held, and
put them in the can. Positioned at the edge of the table was a nearly full,
quart-sized bottle of hand sanitizer, and I took a moment to pump a giant glob
of it into my hand. The key ring in my pocket, my flashlight, and the stock of
Michelle’s AR got slathered with the stuff, and then I headed back towards the door.


 


“‘Chelle, what’s it look like out there?”


 


“Two down and not moving at the left corner—your right
as you come out. Nothing else in sight yet.”


 


“I’m coming out the front door in five seconds.”


 


 Chuck was feebly trying to move into a sitting
position as I passed, and I nudged him with the toe of my boot. “If you keep
your light off and stay quiet, we might all live through the night. Do you
understand me Tempsee . . . no noise, no lights.” I clicked off my own light
and headed out the door.


 


I half jogged down to the patrol boat and dropped off
the garbage can filled with radios. The next four minutes was spent shuttling
back and forth between the boats to move our supplies. It was a job that would
have taken less than a minute in normal light, but because I was depending on
the “one eyed Cyclops while looking through a night scope” method, it became
exponentially harder. Gas cans, extra ammo, and dry bags all made the trip. As
a final touch I dropped the smaller boat’s anchor line into the patrol boat as
an improvised tow. 


 


“I’m heading for the fuel now,” I whispered as I trotted across the gravel, “but
I’m going to need my flashlight to find the right key.”


 


“Understood . . . everything’s still clear.”


 


When I reached the fuel tank seconds later, I turned
my Quark on low just as Michelle's voice came through my headset. “The light
is back on in the office.”


 


I mentally cursed myself for not throwing Chuck’s gun
and flashlight outside, and as I located the right key and removed the padlock
from the tank’s pump handle, a loud crash emanated from the office, accompanied
by a series of curses and frenzied yelling. I holstered my flashlight again as
Chuck’s voice boomed into the night.


 


“YOU WANT LIGHT? I’LL GIVE YOU LIGHT . . . I’LL GIVE
YOU ALL THE LIGHT IN THE WORLD!”


 


Something about his words crinkled at my gut, and I
furiously began spinning the fuel pump as I grasped for the meaning behind the
warning. Realization came too late, and the distant sound of an engine starting
matched with the faint, but rapidly growing intensity on top of the pole lights
around the parking lot.


 


“Eric . . . this is not good!” Michelle's voice, although not panicking, had a
definite edge of concern attached.


 


“Shit . . . there’s a generator unit in the
maintenance shop . . . it’s got a remote start. He must have hit it.” My hand spun the crank as fast as I could, but I was
limited by the volume of gas it could push with each rotation. Four complete
circles equaled one gallon of gas. My mental arithmetic estimated I had
transferred around seven gallons when the ping of a bullet ricocheted
off the fuel tank.


 


“Damn it, he shooting at me!” I shouted as I dropped the handle and vaulted over
the low retaining wall.


 


One of the lights near the boat ramp went out, and a
sideways glance around the corner of my cover showed Michelle twisting to line
up on another. I took the opportunity to unsling the rifle and turn on the
night scope. Another bullet zinged against the fuel tank as I steadied the
crosshairs and waited for a target in the green night scope. The illumination
from the pole lights peaked, and the entire parking area was bathed with a
dazzling intensity as the distant hum from the generator smoothed out. I didn’t
need night vision to see the drunk maintenance man step out of the doorway and
lift the revolver toward the fuel depot. I also didn’t need to remind myself of
what would happen if he managed to hit a vulnerable component, especially the
component known as Eric the human fuel pump. That thought, combined with
Michelle’s aggravated shouting sealed my decision—along with Chuck Tempsee’s
fate. I adjusted my aim and sent a single round into his chest. He immediately
dropped to his knees, and I followed up the single with another triple just to
be sure. The rifle’s quadruple explosions seemed extraordinarily loud, even
through my protective headgear.


 


“Say again . . . I didn’t copy that last message,” I shouted through the microphone as I stood and
wormed my way back to the fuel pump.


 


“I’m hitting the lights, but the distance and the
angle that I’m shooting at isn’t breaking the glass covers. Crap, we’ve got
incoming.”


 


I ducked to the inside of the retaining wall and took
a rapid assessment of the situation. There were three ghouls scampering around
the far corner of the office, and as I watched, one of them crumpled to his
knees before face planting hard into the dirt. A second one followed moments
later, and I could see Michelle lining up on the last one as it turned its red
eyes towards her. I made a decision and went for the lights. Half of a thirty
round magazine later, I had managed to knock out three more of the nearest pole
lights in addition to the one at the peak of the shop. The dock and boat launch
area descended into shadows, but were still visible from the reflected
illumination of the remaining lights. So was the fuel depot.


 


“Reloading,”
Michelle called out as I searched the area for a target.


 


“Back in position and ready.” Her voice was accompanied by several deep breaths,
and I took one more quick scan before dropping the rifle to a one handed grip
and using my free hand to spin a pump handle again. The noise of the fuel
transfer was a muted whirr as the pump’s impellers pushed the gas down
the long hose and into the tank. I got to a count of ninety-four rotations when
Michelle came across the radio—her warning tone carrying a sense of urgency as
she spoke. “Eric, I’ve got multiple targets in a group coming through the
gap between the office and the shop, and I think at least one or two more passed
around the back side of the office, which means they might come out on your
side . . . and Eric . . . I’m almost positive at least one of these over here
is a feral.”


 


I dropped the handle again and scooted around toward
the front corner of the low fuel depot wall. Using the top of the wall as a
brace, I scanned towards the area she had indicated, watching a group of three
infected . . . then four . . . then seven . . . materialize next to the office.
True to her observation, one of the ghouls near the back of the group seemed to
move with darting quickness and deliberation. 


 


“I see it . . . second from the back on your left.” As I watched, the small pack shifted across the
bodies of their fallen companions, ignoring them completely, but seeming
somehow drawn to the front door where Chuck’s body lay. I whispered into the
microphone. “Wait for your shot. I don’t think they see us yet, and if you
can take out the feral, we might have a better chance of getting through this
in one piece.”


 


“Just be ready to rain down with the heavy artillery
if this doesn’t work,” her soft, even
voice came through my headset.


 


I kept my eye on the feral as the group nosed toward
the body of the maintenance man, and the faint thack of the Ruger
cycling came across the radio. Six ghouls now stood in front of the office.


 


“Nice shot. Now take your time and dust the rest of
them.” I made a mental note to never piss
off Michelle as one by one, the remaining infected dropped—each accompanied by
a single, muted metallic cycle of the silenced .22.


 


“That’s all of them that I can see, but don’t forget
that some might have gone behind the building.”


 


“I’ll cover that area,” I said, “so head up here where you’ll have a
better angle to shoot from if they come from that direction.”


 


Michelle crept off of the dock and cat-footed to the
depot, taking over the position I had just vacated inside the front wall. “How
much more gas will it take?” she asked.


 


“At least a couple of hundred rotations to completely
fill it.”


 


“You better get busy.”


 


My best guess put me at about thirty gallons already
delivered, so I figured another 250 spins would put us pretty close to full,
and I got cranking. Michelle scanned both sides of the building the entire
time, but nothing came into view. It didn’t occur to either of us that
something may have already crossed our field of view during the firefight, and
as I finished my count, a low, throaty growl raised my hackles on edge. I spun
my boots on the cement pad just in time to see a pair of yellow eyes cresting
the retaining wall. In a flash, the feral crashed into me and sent us both
cart-wheeling over the wall and onto the gravel.  











Chapter 49


 


The crosshairs wobbled slightly before skewing
sideways and off the target. It took several more deep breaths accompanied by a
series of infinitesimal nudges on the bipod’s left leg before the tapering
reticles hovered once again over their objective. At a range of almost 400
yards, even the slightest tremor would be magnified and cause the projectile—in
this case, a 168 grain boat-tail hollow-point—to veer wide off of its intended
trajectory. The laminated stock of the 300 Winchester magnum rifle in his
hands, however, remained steady. With the speed of a frozen snail, the pad of
his finger slid off of the guard and onto the trigger, lightly feathering the
polished metal curve that was the first mechanical link in the chain of events
that would send the bullet blistering on its way at over 3200 feet per second.
Light pressure . . . a steady pull . . . a half breath . . . and the hand loaded
cartridge would send its payload on a collision course, arriving in the blink
of an eye and transferring over 2000 foot pounds of energy to the chest of his
target. Ounce by ounce, his finger pressure increased on the trigger until it
reached the breaking point of slightly less than three pounds, and then the
pent up potential energy in the coiled firing pin spring was released, driving
the pointed and tempered end of the pin into the rifle’s chamber.


 


Clack


 


He let the half breath seep through his teeth, and a
moment later his gloved hand worked the bolt on the rifle, recocking it and
once again closing the bolt on an empty chamber. His eyes shifted to the left
at the walkie-talkie that sat propped against the trunk of a small willow tree.
Soon . . . the command would come, and he would strike the first blow. For now
though, he was content to wait and follow instructions . . . stay hidden,
change out the batteries in the radio every morning, and keep watching. He
was tired, and more than a little stiff from the lack of movement, but the
anticipation of the role that he knew would eventually come kept him focused
and on task. Well, mostly on task. He let the bipod balance the rifle while he
rolled to the right and off of the thick waterproof mat he’d been lying on.
Behind a low screen of camouflaged-patterned burlap, his soup simmered in the
heavy foil bowl that sat atop his homemade tuna can alcohol stove. The remains
of seven more similar, yet empty, “cook in the container” soup packages were
neatly stacked like Siberian nesting dolls behind the squat, round stove that
hissed with a good burn of blue flames. Five minutes later, the empty stack
increased in height by one, and he returned to the rifle. Finger again on the
trigger as he peered through the telescopic sight, he went through the motions
and made his 200th one shot “kill” on the distant target. Cycling
the action for number 201, he stared through the scope and let the crosshairs
settle again. For once, his target was stationery—a radical change from what
seemed to be the usual pattern of constant movement. The stubble-covered cheek
that rested against the laminated stock smiled, and the finger tightened again.


 


Clack


 


Through the crosshairs, he watched as the old man on
the orange tractor worked the hydraulics, and the front end bucket lifted
another load of loose gravel from the large pile at the back edge of parking
lot across the road. After a brief two point turn, the tractor scooted back across
the highway and deposited the load onto the growing mound near the large metal warehouse.
With a barely perceptible shift, the scope’s crosshairs moved up and left,
wavering in transition before settling on the black face that popped up
infrequently, occasionally even with binoculars, over the short wall on top of
the roof. Target number two. Even with binoculars on the roof, the sniper was
sure that he hadn’t—and wouldn’t—be seen . . . after all, he’d picked and set
up the nest himself, and was confident in its invisibility. Dropping his eyes
out of the scope, he focused on the open nylon pouch that decorated the gap
underneath the rifle’s barrel. Twenty shiny brass cartridges, each in their own
narrow sleeve, waited patiently. Another identical ammo wallet held their twins
in his backpack. It was more than enough to take out the old man, the roof
guard, and most importantly, he’d been told, the tall game warden.











Chapter 50


 


The speed that the feral crossed the short distance of
the fuel depot before slamming into me was stunning, and I barely had time to lift
the AR sideways as a makeshift shield before the impact sent both of us smashing
backwards over the short block wall. My boot heels caught momentarily on the
lip of the wall and worked as a fulcrum point that used the rest of my 6’4”
frame in a science experiment, the focus of which seemed to key in on mass and
acceleration. And abrupt deceleration.  My shoulder blades exploded into the
gravel with a jarring thump that knocked half of the wind out of me, and it was
all I could do to hold onto the rifle that was being wrenched inch by inch out
of my grip. 


 


“Eric!” I heard Michelle yell as the creature shifted
one hand to my hair, knocking my ear protectors partially off and forcing my
head backwards. Incredibly, with only one hand now on the rifle between us, the
strength and resistance didn’t seem to diminish at all. My throat was being
exposed with every millimeter that the ghoul’s inhuman strength twisted into my
hair, and I could smell its fetid, carrion breath blasting into my face as it
inched closer. Amber yellow eyes reflected the maniacal grin that was chiseled
on its face, and they lit up with rabid anticipation as I pushed the rifle away
with all the strength I could muster. I moved it maybe one inch. Maybe. I could
vaguely feel my feet thrashing against the gravel, trying to find a purchase as
the ghoul crushed closer against my chest. In the soft illumination that was a
combination of the still functioning pole lights and my own fading vision, I
saw Michelle’s shadowy form moving behind the creature. A second, or maybe an
hour later—I couldn’t tell, and it seemed like both—I felt the grip on my hair
weaken momentarily, and then what seemed to be a double loop of rope dropped
around the feral’s neck. Its hand released the rifle barrier and reached for
the noose, and a familiar but distant clicking sound penetrated my
brain. I slammed the now free rifle stock into the ghoul’s temple as Michelle’s
frantic voice was screaming something at me. My blow seemed to have little
effect, but the rope around its neck now appeared to be the focal point of its
efforts, and the iron grip on my hair was forgotten as it began to twist and
tear at the thick loops.


 


“ERIC . . . MOVE!” Michelle's voice penetrated the fog
of my brain at the same instant that my eyes registered her waffle-soled hiking
shoe impact with the creature’s face, spinning it slightly sideways and
allowing me to roll free. I scrambled to my feet, gasping and wheezing like an
old coal fired freight train as the feral began to thrash and spasm violently.


 


Michelle’s hand grabbed me by the vest and pulled hard
towards the water. “Eric . . . that’s not going to hold it for long! We’ve got
to go right now!”


 


As I stumbled fully to my feet with her tugging me
toward the boat, my vision cleared enough for me to see that Michelle had
somehow handcuffed one of the creature’s wrists to the thick rubber fuel line
that she had looped around its neck. Even now the hose was whipping back and
forth in a frenzy, like a violent fly fishermen fighting off a swarm of gnats.


 


I lifted the AR and flung several wild shots at the
monster, but it showed no reaction, and Michelle’s forceful heave refocused my
momentum. There was just enough light to see by, and we thumped down the wooden
dock and leapt into the patrol boat. I handed her my rifle and then reached for
the key ring and my flashlight. “No sense in staying quiet now,” I said.


 


She grunted something that I didn’t catch as I was
searching for the right key, and then several rounds of 5.56 blasted into the
night from the AR-15. I knew the key I was looking for, and it didn’t take me
long to find it and put it in the ignition. I turned it in stereo with a quick
prayer, and the big fuel-injected Yamaha engines fired up immediately. Spinning
toward the stern, my flashlight showed that the fuel nozzle had already been
displaced by the creatures’ struggle, so I shifted into reverse and backed away
from shore as Michelle dumped round after round into the dark silhouettes of at
least a dozen more infected that were lumbering out of the darkness. Like a
baby whale following its mother, the bass boat slipped off the shore and
trailed after us, its anchor rope relaxing momentarily as I transitioned into
forward, and then stretching taunt as the deep bladed propellers dug in.


 


I used the night scope and the NauticStar’s electronic
compass to head about a mile southeast. The navigational GPS screen was
indicating that we were about seven miles away, and on land, so there was no
sense in relying on that. After about a mile, I shifted more to the south and
headed toward the wide passage where Oswalds Bay became Devils Lake proper. I
kept on that course for about five minutes before shifting to the southwest and
increased our speed out into the light chop of the big lake. Keeping the boat
steady at thirty miles an hour for eight minutes—if my math was correct—was a
simple equation should put us about four miles out into the center of the
western section of Devils Lake. When the indigo backlight of my watch showed
that time was up, I throttled back and let the boat drift to a stop. All of the
gauges showed optimal readings, and the fuel gauge was still showing full, so
Michelle and I both scanned several full circles, but saw nothing except empty
water. The depth indicator was reading thirty-five feet, and I dropped anchor
and shut the boat down. One of the modifications that had been made to the
patrol boats was to replace the livewells with onboard storage. Some of them
were filled with additional life jackets, others with rescue and first aid
equipment. I moved to the stern where two wide bench seats sat facing each
other on heavy, tubular aluminum frames. Another alteration in place of the
sport fishing seats, each was designed to hold four adults in handcuffs, and I
could recall several occasions when both seats were filled. For now though, I
lifted up the bench cushion and removed a double handful of surplus Coast Guard
woolen blankets. Michelle plopped on the other bench as I replaced the seat,
and she silently took the offered portion of blankets. A moment later I was
seated beside her, our shoulders touching underneath the multi-layered sandwich
of covers that draped across us from our outstretched legs to our chins. I felt
some movement between us, and her hand found mine and squeezed lightly.


 


“Are you OK?” she asked delicately, as if she was
afraid of the answer.


 


“Peachy keen.”


 


The boat bobbed in silence; the stillness magnified by
the slight quiver that coursed through Michelle’s grasp. 


 


“Did it bite you?”


 


I could hear the worry, both spoken and unspoken in
her four words, and I beat back my usual inclination to give a sarcastic
answer.


 


“I’m fine . . . thanks to you.”


 


Her silence spoke volumes that I could read
instantaneously, and I squeezed her hand and leaned into her. “Seriously,” I
said, “I’m OK. No bites, no scratches . . . nothing. Well, I think my left ass
cheek is going to have a serious bruise.”


 


Her deep exhalation coincided with another tremor that
passed over her body as the bottled up stress began to dissipate. I felt more
than saw her nose edge skyward. “Thank you God,” she whispered.


 


I lifted my arm around Michelle, pulling her tight
against me as I echoed her prayer. In the skies above, the breeze was beginning
to break up the cloud cover, and the first, faint twinkles of stars were
becoming visible.


 


“We shouldn’t have come here . . . to Devils Lake, I
mean,” Michelle murmured into my shoulder. 


 


“What . . . and miss all the fun and adventure, not to
mention the free cardio workouts we get running for our lives when we’re not
freezing our tails off in the cold. Plus,” I added with a wry grin, “if you act
now, we’ll include at no additional cost a fabulous cruise to a mystery
location that you may, or may not, be able to find.” Michelle elbowed me in the
ribs, but I heaped on a few extra spoonfuls anyhow. “And don’t forget, the
first thirty callers will also qualify for a return trip through a narrow, corpse-infested
creek that passes under a bridge where hundreds of bloodsucking, red-eyed ghouls
are waiting to welcome you with open arms, and mouths.”


 


“Thanks for making me feel even worse, Eric.”


 


“You know I’m just teasing.”


 


“I know, I just feel like . . . like . . .,” she
dropped off with a deep sigh.


 


I shifted under the blankets and pulled her even
closer. “Like you’re starting to wish that you were in a cult, and today was
the day they were going to serve that ‘special fruit punch’ for breakfast.”


 


I felt her chest jog a few low cycles as she chuckled.
“Yeah, kind of like that . . . where everything would just go away . . . no
stress, no responsibilities, no worries . . .”


 


I listened in silence for a few heartbeats before I
added, “No fears.”


 


“No fears,” she echoed softly.


 


I cleared my throat and pulled slightly away from her
as I sat up, rolling my shoulders to stretch out the cramps. “I think that both
of us are feeling a lot of the same things. Apprehension, anticipation, alarm .
. . fear of what might happen, fear of what has already happened, and the
absolute and honest dread that comes with the stark realization that we don’t
have a freaking clue about what’s really happening.”


 


“Yeah, all of that and a lot more, too. I mean,”
Michelle said as she spun to face me, “I feel so torn. This situation is just
so surreal I can’t wrap my head around it. Is this the end, Eric?”


 


“The end?”


 


“As in ‘the end of the world, thank you for playing,’
end.”


 


“Nope.”


 


“And how can you be so sure, Eric?”


 


“Fast food.”


 


“What?”


 


“Well,” I began, “aside from the more commonly known
signs of the apocalypse, I, being a scholar extraordinaire, have conducted
extensive research on my own and determined that there are lesser known but
equally important indicators of doomsday.”


 


I took a second to click my light on the lowest
setting and shine it at Michelle’s face. The scoff that hovered somewhere
between annoyed irritation and familiarity with my thought process was frozen
there. I kept the dim light steady and locked for a solid thirty seconds, and
then her expression broke and she groaned, “OK . . . I’ll bite . . . what the
heck are you talking about?”


 


“Well, I’m glad you asked . . . you see, the sky
raining fire and rivers turning red with blood are, of course, well known
markers that point towards the end times, but my research has concluded that
other signs are equally important, the most telling of these being the dreaded
‘box and sign’ conundrum.”


 


“Hold that thought,” Michelle said as she stood and
turned on her own flashlight, scanning around the boat. After a few seconds she
located the telescoping shepherd’s crook rescue pole, and unclipped it from the
brackets. The curved metal loop was delicately, yet deliberately placed around
my waist, and she guided me up and over to the edge of the boat deck. “Now,”
she continued, “you were about to tell me something that had to do with fast
food and a boxing sign. If it turns out to be something stupid, or in any way
relates to an episode of the three stooges, then you better pray you brought dry
clothes.”


 


I felt a series of not too light nudges toward the
dark water as Michelle reinforced a reminder of the consequences. “Seriously,
what I’m about to tell you is probably more classified then alien abductions
and Elvis sightings put together,” I said.


 


A particularly forceful nudge shifted me a few inches
closer to a cold bath. “OK-OK-OK, I’ll tell you, but it wasn’t a ‘boxing sign,’
it was the ‘box and sign’ . . ., uh, sign.” 


 


She bent slightly at the knees, and her face took on
an almost gleeful look of anticipation as the hook shoved into my lower back
and drove me to the very edge. “Last chance.”


 


I spun against the railing to face her, throwing a
haphazard grip around the tubing . . . just in case. “It’s the fast food
conspiracy. Think about it Michelle . . . When you’re in line at the drive
through, all of the windows are plastered with giant posters that show these
artistic works of art in the shape of hamburgers, or salads, or chicken
sandwiches. And when you get to the speaker, assuming you can even understand
the 300 words per second that the mysterious voice on the other end talks in,
you attempt to place an order for whatever was on that poster. Now you’re
pulling ahead to where the kid making minimum wage—and having no talent for
foodservice except the uncanny ability to turn every single box of fries upside
down in your bag—hands you your order, along with incorrect change, and sends
you on your way. But you’re hungry, so you don’t even leave the lot; you just
slide into one of the parking spaces and open the bag. And after digging
through several layers of loose french fries, you withdrawal that brown
cardboard container and flip the hinged top backwards to reveal your own
culinary masterpiece. Only it looks nothing like what’s on the posters in the
window. Huge fluffy buns topped with a perfectly round, thick patty . . . garden
fresh onion rings and finely shredded lettuce that looks like it was just picked,
all of it crested with exactly the right amount of cheese, mustard, and ketchup
. . . and the whole creation visibly steaming with warmth—that’s what you
ordered. What you got, however, is a sad blot of ground something or other,
only partially contained within a bun that has the faded impression of the tile
floor and the cook’s lug-soled boot still imprinted. Most of the cheese is
attached to the paper wrapper that the sandwich was half covered in, and if you
want any lettuce, you have to make do with the triple helping of thick center
ridges that are large enough to present a serious choking hazard to a billy
goat. Your crisp, mouth watering onion slices have been demoted to soggy
circles that aren’t even on the sandwich, and yet from past experience at any
drive through in the world, you still feel lucky that they were even included.
And to top it off, your condiments have either been applied with an electron
microscope, or a seven cubic yard track hoe bucket. And then, as you glance
back and forth between the artwork in the window and the cheerless and
heartrending facsimile in your hands, you realize that all is right in the
world . . . all is well. Because the day that you actually get something in
your order that looks like the picture on the poster, well little camper,
that’s the day of judgment.”


 


“You have been spending way too much time around your
uncle,” Michelle said as she shifted her grip on the rescue pole and gave it a
yank, pulling me away from the water and into her arms.


 


“Hey, I just call it as I see it.” 


 


In response, she lowered the shepherd’s hook and
embraced me with both hands. “Eric, I feel like I’m in a world of translucent
shadows, and you’re the only solid anchor that I have left.”


 


I returned her embrace as she buried her face against
my neck. I wasn’t really sure what to say, and one of the few, accurate lessons
that has ever been beaten into my male ego jumped at the chance to remind me, “if
you’re ever holding a girl and don’t know what to say, the best choice is to
just keep holding her and say nothing.”


 


We stood, locked together in a hug as the boat rolled
slightly under our feet. After too short of the time, she released me and edged
back toward the bench. “What do you think Eric,” she asked, “can you stomach a
rehydrated enchilada before we get moving?”


 


“I’ll do you one better,” I said, moving to the
storage compartment under the pilot’s seat and returning a few seconds later
with four packs of ramen noodles. “There’s two more where these came from. All
of the patrol boats have been unofficially ‘stocked’ with several packs of soup
and,” I revealed my second surprise, “a number of instant coffee tea bags. It’s
not your battery acid cowboy coffee, but maybe it will do.”


 


“You’re almost forgiven for the fast food apocalypse
story.”


 


“Did I mention that I have one remaining bottle of
somebody’s favor root beer?”


 


Michelle’s white teeth were visible in the starlight
as she smiled. “If you cook the soup, I’ll see about moving you back into the
good graces of the queen.”


 


“I accept your offer, ma’am, with one caveat.”


 


“Which is?”


 


“This boat ain’t moving until dawn.”


 


“Why?” Her tone had dropped a notch with her reply.


 


I sat opposite her on the facing bench and nodded my
head. “I know time is of the essence, but here’s the thing, or rather ‘things.’
We have no working GPS navigation system on the patrol boat, or rather, it’s so
inaccurate for whatever reason that it’s practically worthless. From where we
are right now, we’ve got a pretty long haul ahead of us. Could I do it at night
using a starlight scope and my knowledge of the lake? Probably. But it would
take all night and we’d have to be pretty close to the shoreline, which would
in turn increase the overall distance we’d have to travel, not to mention
costing us a lot of fuel. There’s also the distinct possibility that moving us
that close to shore will draw some unwanted attention, especially if we use the
spotlight to help with navigation.” I stood and shifted to the bench Michelle
was sitting on, taking a moment to drop a single blanket around our shoulders.


 


“Thank you,” Michelle breathed.


 


“Now, if we wait until morning, we’ll both be able to
get some much needed rest, or at least some downtime. And then, once the sun’s
up, we can kick this puppy in gear and stay out in the deep water far away from
shore. We can be in the area where you think your dad’s cabin is in about an
hour. It would also be a lot easier to find it in the daylight.”


 


“How far are we from this point?” Michelle asked.


 


“If we wait ‘till morning and stay in the deep water,
or at least far enough away from shore to avoid any incidents, I can navigate us
there with the compass and some landmarks. Rough guess, but from here, we need to
head about five or so miles southeast, and then about ten or twelve miles
northeast. That little two-leg plot will take as around Grahams Island State
Park and put us into the central section of Devils Lake. Then we’ve got
another, oh, about seven miles before we cross underneath Highway 57 and into
Mission Bay. We head straight across that and pass under the bridge on Highway
20. Once we’re through that, we get into the eastern section of Devils Lake. We
follow that a little bit northeast—maybe four miles or so—and then the lake
turns and we head southeast. Rough guess again, but from that point it’s
probably another ten miles until we pass underneath the bridge on county road
0353 and into East Devils Lake. And using your recollection as a guide, we’re
figuring that your dad’s cabin is about a mile or two away from that last
bridge, so our total trip length is going to be about twenty-eight or thirty
miles.”


 


“How fast is this boat?”


 


“It will easily cruise at fifty, but with the patrol
enhancements, its top end is closer to seventy if we had to.”


 


“Using your figures, that could put us there in only
about thirty minutes.”


 


“I’m adding a buffer so we have time to stash the bass
boat for our return trip, and also to switch the reflex sight back onto the
.22.”


 


Michelle was silent as she contemplated the options on
the table. Finally, she turned to me and arched her eyebrows. “Why,” she said,
“do I get the feeling that you already know what my answer will be?”


 


“Because both of us know that you’re intelligent, and
that you’d choose the only realistic alternative that we have.”


 


“I see. Well I guess you’d better start cooking the
soup while I make the bed . . . and Eric . . .”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“Give me my root beer.”











Chapter 51


 


“You got him?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“How are you positioned?”


 


Sam’s whispered voice came back across the Fish and
Wildlife radio, “I’m looking right at him from about 120 yards to his four
o’clock.”


 


Andy’s steady voice crept into the headphones over
Sam’s ears. “You’re sure he’s a single—not paired with a spotter?”


 


“I’ve got one person only, but he’s a hoss . . . reminds
me of that guy in the warehouse only bulkier—almost round. He’s wearing full
camo and lying prone behind some sort of netting or screen . . . one rifle on a
bipod, and strictly amateur hour.”


 


“Explain.”


 


Sam spoke in a hushed voice as he watched the target
through the 4-12 power Nikon rifle scope that sat atop Michelle’s 30-06. The
scope was cranked all the way up to maximum magnification, and he knew from
personal experience that the deer rifle was dead on accurate. “Well first
off, he’s got a pile of bright silver bowls—foil maybe—that are scattered
behind the netting. I can see some of them wavering when a strong breeze kicks
up, so he doesn’t have the sense to remove possible giveaways. Secondly, when
he’s not looking through his scope, he’s lying on his back staring up at the
sky or cooking something on a little burner. He has yet to even look in any
other direction. And finally, he really hasn’t stopped fidgeting since I’ve
been watching him. Trust me Andy, this guy is a clown.”


 


“Roger that. Maintain and observe while we figure out
our next move. Marina out.”


 


Andy sat the radio down on the battle scarred end
table that leaned precariously against the threadbare couch arm in Walters’s
office. “What do you think?” The question was offered to the small assembly
gathered there. Crowbar Mike, Preacher Dave, Callie, Amy, Bucky, and of course,
Walter.


 


“Are we sure it’s only one guy?” Bucky asked as he
sipped from a bottle of generic soda. “I mean, this is the first time we’ve
actually got good eyes on him, so how do we know he isn’t being switched out
every night?”


 


“We don’t, but as a general rule, when a force commits
a sniper, they leave him there and he’s on his own until the mission ends.”


 


“And that, ladies and gentlemen, brings us back to the
all important question of who ‘they’ are,” Andy stated.


 


Amy raised her hand and spoke. “I’m not really up to
speed on covert tactics and black ops ever since I let my subscription to Soldier
of Fortune expire . . .,” a barely suppressed grin crept onto her lips,
“and Woman’s Home Journal doesn’t include many tips on effective sniping
at holiday get-togethers.” The faces staring back at her split and began
chuckling as she continued. “But how do we know it’s a ‘they’ and not a ‘he’?”


 


“Why would a single person just lay out there and
watch us? I mean, there’s got to be a reason,” Callie said.


 


“He hasn’t shot at us yet, but I’ve got to tell you,
I’m getting real nervous just driving the tractor around to draw his
attention,” Walter stated dryly.


 


“Callie, to answer your question, militarily speaking,
there are several things to consider.” Andy stood and began pacing. “Among
other things, you observe to collect intelligence for a strike, or to search
for a weak spot in the enemy’s perimeter. You also pre-position assets, such as
snipers, for an upcoming assault.” He stopped pacing and picked up the radio. “Sam,
keep your eyes on the target . . . I want to try something.”


 


“10-4.”


 


Andy keyed the radio again. “Mr. Lee, give us
another look around, but this time, keep Thompson’s face visible for a good
five seconds.”


 


Lying on his back on the rooftop of the store, Choon
Lee lifted the woodchip stuffed dummy into a sitting position. The camouflage
BDU jacket was practically bursting at the seams, but it was light enough to move
without difficulty, and with the addition of a few wire coat hangers, it easily
supported the balaclava-covered mockup of Thompson’s face. The right arm of the
phony guard had a pair of lightweight kid’s binoculars hot glued into the glove
that was also—thanks to coat hangers—attached. A thin, stiff wire allowed Choon
to move the binocular hand like a giant puppeteer.


 


“Son of a bitch.” The state trooper’s irate tone came over the speaker.


 


“What did you see?”


 


“This clown just took a shot—a dry fire—at the dummy.
Then he racked the bolt and lined up for another.” The crosshairs on the Nikon settled on the prone
sniper. “Do you want me to take him out permanently?”


 


“Actually,”
Andy’s eyebrows furrowed, “I think we should invite him in for a little
chat. Thompson, are you still bedded down and good to go?”


 


“Snug as a bug and covering Sam.”


 


“All right then, everybody hold position and we’ll
wait until dark for plan B.”


 


Andy returned to the vacant space at the end of the
couch and plopped down, sending a puff of dust erupting through the shafts of
fading sunlight. Somebody—Callie maybe—thrust a ceramic mug of twice reheated
coffee into his hands as he sat back and closed his eyes. His head still
throbbed, both with the layers of heavy gauze that enshrouded him like a crown,
and the stress of worrying about Eric and Michelle. Two days past, they had
left for Devils Lake. If everything had gone according to plan, they should
have been back long ago. But they weren’t back. He took a sip of the hot, muddy
liquid and tried to focus on the task at hand. 











Chapter 52


 


Boom . . . . . . . Boom-boom-boom . . . . . . . Boom .
. .


 


The series of gunshots exploding in the night racked
him out of the half fog of nervous sleep, and he fumbled for the .45 on his hip
as their echoes reverberated over the landscape.


 


Crack . . .crack . . cra-boom . . .


 


More shots rang out, and he wormed forward, reaching
for the rifle with one hand and trying to steady his gaze on the distant scene.
Something was going on at the marina, and the rapid fire thunder of guns once
again broke into the temporary silence. Through the scope, he could see several
idling vehicles, their headlights quartering away across to scrub to the
southwest. Numerous figures were darting between the cars, popping up and
firing off rounds before ducking back down and out of sight. He angled the
scope to the left and peered into the headlight’s illumination, searching for whatever
the group was firing upon. Nothing was immediately visible, at least to his
sleep deprived eyes, but judging from the continual barrage, he could make a
fairly accurate guess. Walkers. Red eyes. Creeps. The words and the thoughts
that accompanied them sent a cold chill down his spine, and he resisted the
impulse to grab his flashlight and search the area around him. He counted to
twenty, forcing his breathing to slow and biting back the tendrils of fear that
reached out of the darkness. His proximity alarms hadn’t been triggered, and
after another slow count to ten, he set the pistol down and firmed his grip on
the laminated stock.


 


BA-BOOM . . . BA-BOOM.


 


A pair of huge caliber explosions, the sound of which
were at least equivalent to the potential ferocity that could be unleashed from
his own rifle, shattered into the night and eclipsed the rapid fire chatter
that was still breaking loose. Another .300 Winchester magnum? Maybe even a
.338? Dropping into his well practiced routine, he eased the crosshairs back to
the vehicles and searched for a target.


 


“OK, we’re on the road about forty yards away from
him,” Sam’s low whisper came through
the radio. “Give me a few more rounds over the next minute to edge a bit
closer, and then pour on the juice.”


 


“10-4 . . . and be careful Sam, I’d rather have him
dead and you alive.”


 


“Understood.”
Sam turned to the crouching form of Thompson. “Are you sure you’ll be OK here?”


 


“No.”


 


“You want me to take your hand and walk you back home
to mama?”


 


“Would you please? ‘Cause that sounds a lot better
than being stuck out here by myself just waiting for one of those zombies to
run out of the dark and bite me.”


 


“Don’t be such a wuss. I thought you were a soldier,”
Sam teased.


 


“I’m in the guard . . . you know, as in ‘part time-no
danger-pay for college’ guard.”


 


“Fine then, next time I get stuck with you, I’ll make
sure to bring a teddy bear to keep you safe.”


 


“That’s cold Sam . . . real cold . . . and so am I, so
get moving.” Thompson huffed back, his low laughter barely audible over the
distant gunfire.


 


The state trooper stood up and scanned the area
through the night vision scope they had removed from the .30 caliber AR-10. For
this ‘hop and bop’ as Andy called it, it would be much easier to freehand it as
a monocular and approach with only a handgun . . . and the special little
surprise in his jacket pocket.


 


“Thompson,” Sam whispered as he scanned around with a
night scope, “all that I can see is clear—no bad guys.” 


 


“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Thompson
offered as the firing at the marina picked up its pace. 


 


Sam thumped his partner lightly on the shoulder. “We’d
make too much noise. You just be ready in case I need you. Until then, no
worries . . . I got this.”











Chapter 53


 


The lever action gave a double series of metallic
clicks as the big Marlin rifle ejected a spent case and brought another one up
from the tubular magazine—pausing for an infinitesimal moment before driving
the straight-walled .444 cartridge into the chamber. Polished from frequent and
repeated use rather than a gunsmith’s file, the loading mechanism cycled with
the proverbial glass smoothness. The weapon bore little of the original factory
bluing, but should it be examined by someone with a keen eye for such detail,
no rust or pitting would be found either. This was a working man’s rifle, and
the miniature stamped initials of “JM” on the barrel spoke of the time frame it
had been assembled by craftsmen that were seldom found in today’s world. A gout
of fire blasted from the muzzle as the 265 grain bullet crashed into the field
on the other side of the road.


 


“Every time you pull that trigger, you’re costing me
almost three bucks,” Walter grimaced as Crowbar Mike, a heavy smile evident on
his face, ejected another round.


 


Andy’s voice came through the headphones. “OK, it
should be about time . . . send the signal.”


 


Walter raised the AR-15 in his hands, pointing it at a
random bush across the road as he rapidly jerked the trigger. Twenty-nine
rounds cascaded into the edge of the headlight’s illumination, every third one
an orange tracer. Immediately the crescendo of gunfire ramped upwards, overshadowed
even now by the climactic detonations of the big Marlin.











Chapter 54


 


Easing aside the drooping spruce branch brought the
vivid green panorama into view. Everything from the low horseshoe of scrub
brush to the ghostly lime and white colored figure of the prone sniper. He was lying
fifteen yards away on some type of flat mattress with his eye glued to the
rifle scope as the thunder of distant gunfire increased its tempo. Sam studied
the narrow walkway between the bushes that led to the hide . . . they were
close enough together to provide a mediocre wall of concealment, but not so
close that he couldn’t step between them without contact. He’d already passed a
crudely rigged alarm, nothing more than a long, narrow stick attached to some
empty soda cans—probably filled with a few pebbles to increase their noise
potential. His tours in the Middle East with the Marines had hammered the “look
before you step” discipline repeatedly into his ears, and he carefully stepped
over another of the unsophisticated traps as he approached. Echoing explosions—most
representing the 5.56 rifles that made up the bulk of their ruse—were
intermingled with the occasional crack of rimfire, or the heavy thump of the
larger big game firearms. This deception was costing them a lot of ammo,
relatively speaking, and each second it kept up drained the coffers even
further. Both Walter and Andy had reassured him that it was a well invested
drop in the bucket, but to Sam, each bullet that was fired across the road into
an empty field was one that they might need later. With that thought on his
mind, he stepped around another growth stunted fir and continued weaving his
way toward the sniper—night scope held in his left hand like a mutant unicorn,
and his right hand gripping the SIG .45. Halfway to his target the symphony of
rifle fire peaked, and Sam cautiously wove his way through the remaining low
weeds. His last step before entering the small clearing inside the horseshoe
encountered a brief resistance, and with a twang, the little pile of
foil bowls stacked off to the side scattered with a noisy, tinny tumble, and
the sniper, appearing as much startled by the racket as Sam was, dropped off
the rifle and clawed for something on the ground. Sam charged.


 


The darkness surrounding him was almost complete, with
the exception of a few weak stars that managed to penetrate the scattered cloud
cover overhead, and Thompson watched as the shadowy form of the trooper
disappeared soundlessly into the weeds. The upsurge of gunfire sounded from the
marina, and he mumbled a silent prayer that it wouldn’t attract anything leftover
from the foray into the campground. Seconds ticked by as the staged firefight
ebbed and flowed, and then the brilliant orange-white lines of tracers arced
into the field, triggering the scripted “smoke ‘em if you got ‘em” volley of
cover fire. With a surge of rapid fire chattering intermixed with thundering
bass explosions, the noise peaked and then fell away to sporadic doubles and
triples, and in the heartbeat spaces of silence between gunshots at the marina,
a pair of rumbling PA-BOOMS detonated from the direction Sam had gone.
Thompson mashed the button on his MagLite and ran toward the noise, crashing
through the weeds in a beeline until he was forced to dodge around a low
evergreen. He shouldered past the tree and flooded the area with light, illuminating
a wrestling, grunting tangle of hands and feet. Sam’s green fleece overcoat
showed him positioned almost ninety degrees perpendicular across the struggling
walrus-sized man in camouflaged coveralls. They were both vying for possession
of a blue steel pistol in the big man’s grasp, and Sam was being shaken like a
rag doll as his opponent rolled back and forth. A hard knee from the state
trooper to the rib cage of the sniper produced a muffled mmmph, but no
other obvious result, and Thompson dropped his light and leapt into the fray,
adding his strength to the struggle for the gun.


 


“Grab my . . . in my . . . front pocket!” Sam grimaced
with effort to control the gun from the thrashing, huffing behemoth, and with
Thompson’s help, they were managing to force the pistol level with the ground.


 


The rotund sniper kicked up a beefy thigh, narrowly
missing Thompson’s groin, but throwing both of his assailants momentarily off
of him and into the air. Their grip on the gun hand didn’t break though, and
their return impact seemed to momentarily stun the big man.


 


Sam crashed his muscular shoulder into the chin of his
opponent as he twisted the man’s wrists, forcing the gun further into the
ground. “Thompson . . . grab it and use it now!”


 


Keeping one hand in the fight for the gun, Thompson’s
other hand reached into the state trooper’s jacket pocket, drawing out the
rectangular block inside. His thumb lined up automatically on the side toggle
switch, and he jammed the box forward and toward the bare flesh of the sniper,
just below the man’s ear. Brilliant lines of crackling electricity arced
between the silver probe points of the stun gun before being smothered by the
fleshy folds on the man’s neck. The man spasmed and shook, and then went stiff
with clenched muscles as Thompson drove the box hard into the side of his neck.
In the glow from his dropped flashlight, Thompson watched as Sam pried the
pistol out of the snipers grasp, and then after a moment’s hesitation, careened
a hard elbow against the obese man’s triple chin. Easing up on the trigger of
the stun gun, Thompson helped Sam roll the big man onto his stomach to cuff him,
the motion encouraged by several well placed knees to the man’s ample gut. When
they wrestled his arms as far back as they would go, they attached a double
pair of the nylon riot handcuffs.


 


“What’s . . . . . . . . . ‘amatter . . . . Sam,”
Thompson gasped out, sucking in lung full’s of air in an effort to recover from
the short but exhausting battle. “I thought . . . . . . . . you said . . . . .
. you . . . . . . . got this.”


 


Sam was still half leaning against the fat man in
handcuffs, and at Thompson’s comment, he flipped him the bird—double barrel—for
a long five count. After holstering his fingers, he pushed himself upright and turned
on his radio.


 


“Ceasefire-ceasefire-ceasefire. Marina, do you copy?”


 


Andy’s voice came back immediately. “Ceasefire
acknowledged, what’s your status?”


 


The gunfire trickled out and then faded entirely as
Sam looked back and forth between the enormous handcuffed man and Thompson’s
still gasping form. “Mission accomplished, and this one is a keeper. Hell,
he might even be a state record,” he prodded the giant prisoner with his
boot, eliciting a soft groan, “but we’re going to need something bigger than
our canoe to bring him home.”


 


“Roger that, we’ll send a taxi for ya.’”











Chapter 55


 


Amy stood in the doorway and looked at the giant of a
man roped in a sitting position at the picnic table. He was huge—not immensely
tall, but covered in layers of fat. If she had to guess his weight, it would
have been in the 370 pound range. The heavy canvas bag was still over his head,
and one of his meaty hands was splayed on the table top. She had watched with
morbid curiosity as Walter and Andy had drilled dozens of holes in a two foot
square section of thick plywood. The man’s hand had then been spread wide like
a child’s Thanksgiving turkey stencil, and attached to the plywood with
multiple zip ties around his wrist and chubby fingers. The plywood was then screwed
to the tabletop. His other hand was secured behind his back to his own thick
leather belt through a hole that someone had cut in his camouflage coveralls. A
battery powered radio had been brought into the room, and was playing a CD that
held a mix of one hit wonders from the 1970’s. Andy tapped her shoulder and
curled his finger, and she followed him back down the hall.


 


When they were in Walter’s office, Mike handed her the
partially finished bottle of water that she had left in his care moments before.
She brought it to her lips and drained the contents.


 


“Are you happy?” Walters’s whimsical question was
directed straight towards her.


 


“I don’t know. Tell me more about this ‘interrogation
procedure’ that you’re planning.”


 


Andy took a sip of coffee and nodded his head towards
her. “Amy, I’ll be happy to tell you, but do me a favor and answer a few questions
first.”


 


She looked up expectantly and waited.


 


“Would your opinion about how we treat this fellow be
different if he had already shot and wounded—or killed—somebody here at the
marina?”


 


“I don’t know . . . maybe . . . probably . . .”


 


“Well what if you knew for certain that he was
planning on shooting us? Would you feel any different about his treatment
then?”


 


She stood and searched the faces around the room,
noting a mix of displayed emotions. “Andy, Walter . . . everybody. . . I
honestly don’t know what to feel right now. Part of me wants to go in there and
punch him in the face myself. Another part of me is so steamed at the thought,
the very thought that a human being—no, check that—that the human race
could have sunk so far, so fast. I don’t know what’s happening in the world,
but when I think of all that we’ve just been through, of all the people that
have sacrificed their lives, or put their own life on the line to save somebody
else, well, I just can’t believe that instead of working together to fight
against those things, we’ve already devolved into preying on each other.
Does that make sense?”


 


“Perfect,” Walter replied.


 


“I’m kind of mixed on this whole situation as well,”
Callie said as she stood and stretched. “I mean, I understand that this guy
hasn’t actually shot at us yet, but on the other hand, I wonder what would have
happened if Leah hadn’t seen the flash from his scope this morning. He’d still
be up there, right?”


 


“Most probably,” Sam said.


 


“And that brings us back to now,” Walter focused on
Amy as he replied. “Make no mistake everybody, he was up there for a reason. I
strongly suspect that our friend in Richland is somehow tied to all of this,
but the fact of the matter is that we won’t know anything unless we ask him.” 


 


“That’s my problem,” Amy jumped in, “and it should be
everybody’s problem. The way you said ‘ask’ him implies to me that we’re . . .
all of us, I mean . . . condoning torture, and I won’t stand for that, no
matter what he’s done, or might do.”


 


“Define torture.”


 


“What?” 


 


Andy rubbed his eyes and looked at Amy. “Well, what
are you thinking about when you picture us ‘asking’ Captain Buffet a few
questions?”


 


“I don’t know,” she replied, “I guess like the things
you hear about that are only supposed to happen in other countries.”


 


“What if I told you—promised you—that I wouldn’t even
break his skin. As a matter of fact, when we’re done with him and he’s telling
us everything—which he will—he’ll have no more than a few tiny bruises. Would
you be OK with that?”


 


“No broken bones?”


 


“Nope.”


 


“No electric shocks or severed tendons?”


 


Andy chuckled and shook his head. “Old school methods,
and not very reliable.”


 


“Then tell me what you’re going to do to him.”


 


“We’re going to do very little. But we’re going
to make him think about what we might do . . . a lot. And when it comes
to the actual physical contact, I’m only going to use four things, all of which
are right there on Walter’s desk.” He walked over to the desk, rummaged around
the mess on top for a few seconds, and then slid the items to the edge. 


 


Her eyebrows rose, and then reversed course as her
brow furrowed in confusion. The seconds ticked by as she tried to mentally
construct some form of horrendous interrogation device, but she came up empty.
Her eyes met with Andy, and then shifted over to Walter. “OK, but I’m going to
be in there.”


 


Ten minutes later, the big man wasn’t talking. He was
singing. And his song brought tears of rage and disgust to Amy’s eyes.











Chapter 56


 


*click*


 


Hey, sorry for whispering, but Michelle is still
sleeping. I wish that I was, but I’ve been up for the last hour or so. Dawn is
still about ninety minutes away, and I’m hoping that the cloud cover keeps
retreating and lets the sun warm us up. It was cold last night, even for two
people that are used to the North Dakota weather. A lot of our discomfort was
due to being on the water. Michelle was able to scavenge almost two dozen life
jackets from various compartments. Most of them we keep on hand to give out to
families on the lake during the summer tourist season. It’s a goodwill gesture
on the state’s part, and the family has the opportunity to avoid a ticket—and
the fine that goes along with it—by turning in the life jacket at one of the
ranger stations when they get off the lake. Hold on a minute . . .


 


OK, I’m back. Actually, as you probably know, I didn’t
stop recording. It was just a quick pause to stick my finger in the cup of
water that’s heating up on my backpack stove. Anyhow, where was I? Oh yeah, cold.
Like I said, Michelle gathered up a bunch of life jackets and spread them in a
layer between the two bench seats. It made a thick, bumpy mattress, but it was
a whole lot better than trying to sleep directly on the deck, and it kept us
down below the level of the constant breeze. Even so, the cold radiating through
the hull made for a fitful night’s rest. The blankets didn’t help much when we
tried to cover both of us at the same time . . . they were just too small . . .
so, we ended up splitting the blankets between us and attempting to snuggle
together as best we could. At first it seemed to work somewhat, at least until
the warmth of the ramen soup wore off. Of course, that was shortly after we
fell asleep for the first time. After that, both of us fought against the
cold—and the shifting, lumpy mattress—for the rest of the night. I think part
of the problem is that we actually got to bed way too early. Anyhow, I kept
four of the coast guard blankets, and then piled the rest of mine on Michelle
when I got up. My water is just about heated through, and I’m going to have at
least two cups of hot tea as I sit here and run the numbers. Back in a minute.


 


OK, back. I’ll admit it; I’m feeling a little down. It
seems like everywhere, I mean everywhere we go is overrun by those
things. We literally can’t get a break. I mean, really . . . an out of the way
ranger station on an obscure piece of swampy land with only one remote highway
as access . . . all of it located in a state that has a total population of
less than the city of Columbus, Ohio. And when we get there, at least a dozen
infected—and apparently more that we didn’t see—are in the area. Assuming we’re
able to find the cabin, anybody that we bring back with us is going to be at
risk no matter where we go. Heck, so are we for that matter. I’m trying not to
get ahead of myself, but for some reason, that little bridge we went underneath
in the bass boat is weighing heavy on my mind. I’m almost positive I don’t want
to just motor upstream when we make our return trip. Notice that I’m trying to
stay positive, and I didn’t use the words “if we make our return trip.” I wish
I felt that confident inside. Oh, I forgot to mention the big news. Well, I
guess I classify it as big news. Last night, as Michelle and I were slurping
down the last of our soup, several flights of helicopters passed overhead. They
were pretty high up, but Michelle was almost positive she counted seven of them
in the first wave, and then two more waves came trailing behind the first group.
Each of those had maybe four or five birds, and they were all heading almost
due west. Well, I’m about ready to fire up my insides with some hot tea, so
I’ll update some more later. I hope.











Chapter 57


 


“I’m almost positive that’s it,” Michelle said we
drifted several hundred yards offshore from a series of cabins that lined the
bank in front of us. As was typical, most of them had a small dock that jutted
out into the lake, and several had boats—usually flat bottom jon boats or
canoes—turned upside down on the shoreline near the dock. “We’ll have to move
in closer for me to be sure, though.” 


 


As she spoke, another burst of gunfire cracked across
the lake. It was sporadic and distant enough to not cause me any immediate
concern, but it still brought with it a reminder of the barrage we had heard
when we passed the town of Devils Lake. Whatever was going on there included a
lot of ammunition. It had taken us a little longer than I expected to find a
secure place to stash the bass boat, and we ended up pushing it into a marshy
finger of reeds that were dotted with several low mounds of muskrat houses.
Dried cattails were scattered across it to aid in camouflage, and as a
precaution, I removed the sparkplug and tied it to one of the aluminum supports
underneath the seat. I left the wrench with the boat, however. We beached the
patrol boat a few miles later near an overgrown sandbar, and I hopped out and
re-zero’d the reflex sight on the silenced .22. After that we double checked
all of our gear, reloading magazines where necessary, and then pulled back into
the lake and dropped the hammer. The NauticStar leapt forward, and I guided it
on course for about thirty minutes. Thank goodness for the full windscreen or
we both would’ve been popsicles. Anyway, I kept it about 400 yards offshore,
and we had no issues until we began to pass by the outskirts of the town of
Devils Lake. The sound of gunfire—a lot of gunfire—was evident even over the
roar of the Yamahas. I cut back the throttle to get a better idea of what was
happening while Michelle began to scan with her binoculars. Volleys of
explosions—some small, some not—were echoing through the town, and we got maybe
a twenty second “look/listen” before the first bullet zinged past us. That was
enough for me, and I pushed the throttle to full and zigzagged further out into
the lake. It only took us about ten more minutes running full out to get here.
The big question is if “here” is the right place.


 


“OK, I’m going to bring her in closer to shore. If
anything rings a bell, just let me know.”


 


Michelle nodded and I eased the craft forward, holding
steady directly toward the middle of the long line of cabins. One hundred yards
from shore I throttled back and dropped the boat into neutral while Michelle
searched through her binoculars.


 


“I don’t know,” Michelle called over to me, “I mean it
looks like what I remember, but so do a few other cabins. And several of the
docks have those ‘neighborhood watch’ signs attached to them.”


 


I dug through my pack and retrieved my own set of
binoculars, joining her in the scan. I saw no movement, but I did note
something that got filed in the “damn it” folder.


 


“Look to the left—about ten o’clock—near the beached red
and white canoe.”


 


“I see it,” Michelle replied, “and there’s several
more a little bit past that . . . underneath the yellow porch awning.”


 


I shifted my binoculars and followed her directions,
easily locating the bodies that lay there. “So much for this area being clean,”
I said.


 


We put down our binoculars and looked at each other
for a minute; neither of us speaking while we concentrated on the options
available. Not too distant gunshots egged us on, and Michelle went first. “I’m
not really sure that I’ll be able to pick out the right one from here. But I
may have come up with a thought that will help. It’s going to require us to
land, though.”


 


“We’d have to land eventually anyhow,” I replied,
adding “What’s your idea?” as I brought the binoculars up to my eyes again. 


 


“All of these cabins look similar, right?”


 


“Yeah, that’s the way they build them a lot of times.
Some contractor or corporation will buy a strip of land and have
duplicates—sometimes hundreds—of the same blueprint put up. It’s supposed to
save them money and time, I guess.”


 


“Yep, and then they rent them out to tourists or
fishermen . . . or sell them to people like my dad. Anyway, I may not be able
to give us an exact location from here, but if my mom made it here, her car
should be in the driveway of the correct cabin.”


 


“Do these cabins have garages on the other side,” I
asked.


 


“I don’t think so. At least, I know dad’s didn’t.”


 


“OK, what’s your mom driving these days?”


 


“She just bought a dark blue Subaru Outback last fall.”


 


“Alright, we’ve got about two dozen cabins on this
stretch, right?”


 


“Yeah,” Michelle replied, “but I don’t think it was
near the end. I think dad’s cabin was somewhere closer to the middle.”


 


“Fair enough then . . . we’ll head straight in and
back the boat into one of those docks in front of us. Hopefully we won’t stir
up anything. There are four keys on the ring that will work for this patrol
boat. Let’s hide one onboard just in case, and then I’m going to give you your
own copy . . . just in case.”


 


Michelle frowned, but after a moment she took the
offered key and I continued. “From there, we need to run the same way we did
last night. I’ll lead with the .22, and you provide cover with each leapfrog
that we do. Assuming we make it between the cabins and out to the road, we’ll
look for your mom’s car, and if we find it, head that way.”


 


“What if we find her car and it’s six or eight cabins
away. Are we going to come back and move the patrol boat?”


 


“Maybe, but for right now let’s just see if we can
even locate the correct cabin. Are you good with that plan?”


 


The sound of her dropping the bolt on a freshly inserted
thirty round magazine in her AR was all the answer I needed, so I geared up,
and after another scan that located no movement, idled the boat forward.











Chapter 58


 


“Clear.”
Michelle’s voice came through my headset as I melded my back into the rough
sawn boards that served as exterior siding on the cabin.


 


“Remember our spacing. We don’t want to get so tight
that we can’t provide fire support for the other person without bouncing our
brass off of their forehead.”


 


She didn’t reply, but a sideways glance showed that
Michelle was still crouched next to the rusting barbecue grill that decorated a
small cement pad near the dock where we had anchored. I was about sixty feet
from her, working my way through the narrow tract of land between two cabins
and heading for the road. Five more feet and I’d be able to peer around the
corner of the cabin. I crouched down and slunk along the wall, deliberately
choosing clear spaces to set my boots in as I stepped forward. At the corner, I
eased my nose around and looked to the left. Nothing. Well, nothing with
snapping teeth and rage-fueled eyes anyhow. My view of the road was partially
blocked on both sides by the metal rectangles that held the HVAC units for the
cabins, so I dropped to my belly and used them to conceal my movement as I
crawled for a better angle.


 


“Are we still clear Michelle?”


 


“I have no movement, but just remember, I also don’t
have many options if something comes into the gap between the cabins where you
are. It’ll be like shooting down a pipe for me.”


 


“As long as nothing comes from my six we should be OK
. . . Shit.”


 


“What,” her
voice whispered through my headset.


 


“I have movement. One of the cabins across the
road—the blinds just pushed to the side for a second.” I backpedaled on my
stomach until I was behind the HVAC, acutely aware that most of the components
held within would offer little protection from any projectile larger than a BB
gun. A brief flash of one of my firearms instructors from the academy came into
mind as she pointed at a series of large holes in the abandoned car that had
been positioned at the state range. “Most of the people you’ll have daily
dealings with,” she said, “will be armed with calibers capable of
handling animals the size of a moose. If you think you’ll be safe in your
truck, think again. You need to always remember that there’s a huge difference
between cover and concealment.”


 


With that thought in my mind, I unzipped my jacket
partway and withdrew my compact binoculars. A moment later I was peeking over
the sheet metal enclosure and looking at the cabin across the road. The blinds
were pulled aside again, and I saw a pair of binoculars looking back at me. I couldn’t
tell who was behind the binoculars, though.


 


“Um, I’m looking at someone who is looking back at me
through their own binoculars,” I said
to Michelle.


 


“In the cabin across the road?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“Wave.”


 


“What?” I
asked.


 


“Wave to them. Let them know you’re not infected.”


 


“I don’t think many ghouls hide behind air
conditioners and use binoculars.”


 


“Wave anyhow—show them you’re friendly.”


 


I half stood and gave a brief wave. Across the road,
the blinds closed. I radioed that to Michelle. 


 


“Are you ready for me to transition?” she asked.


 


“Let me crawl back out and take a look first, I didn’t
really get a chance to do that a minute ago.”


 


“OK.”


 


I dropped to my stomach and crawled out past the HVAC,
scanning the yards on both sides as I went. A low hump in the landscaping was
blocking part of my vision, so I wormed forward a few more feet until I had a
clear view. When I halted, I noticed that the blinds were once again held
partially open. Movement attracts vision, but I risked another small wave
before raising my binoculars. I started from the left and walked them a full
180 degrees, pausing momentarily to make contact and give a little head bob to
the pair gazing back at me. “OK, good news-bad news.”


 


“Give me the bad news.” Michelle’s voice was guarded.


 


“Why do people always want the bad news first?” I asked.


 


“Eric, just tell me—do you see mom’s car?”


 


“No.”
Through my headset I heard a deep sigh followed by silence. When Michelle's
voice came back it was tinged with anger.


 


“We need to get out of here. It was asinine for me to
even think she might have made it. I’m sorry for dragging you along on this
wild goose chase Eric, but we should go.”


 


“No, not yet.”


 


“Why? Her car isn’t here, and we’re not even sure
which cabin is dad’s anyhow. It’s not worth the risk.”


 


“Not even for your dad?” I knew Michelle's family situation, and I kept my
tone neutral.


 


Silence.


 


In the distance, a quadruple series of small caliber
gun shots rang out, and as they faded away into the cold morning air, Michelle’s
soft whisper came through. 


 


“No.”


 


I let her answer echo down to silence in my headset,
and then waited for her to say something—anything—that I could interpret as a
grasp for hope. After thirty seconds of stillness, it came in the form of a
question.


 


“Eric, what are you thinking?”


 


It took another scan with the binoculars as I
answered. “Several things, actually. The first one is that I know both of
us, and neither you nor I will get a peaceful night of sleep for the rest of
our lives if we walk away without knowing for sure. Back at my uncle’s cabin, we
both promised to give this our best effort, whether we succeeded or not. My
opinion, take it for what it’s worth, is that we need to follow through with
that promise.”


 


Michelle started to interject something, but then
checked herself into a hesitant silence, so I continued, “I don’t see your
mom’s Subaru, but something to consider is that not every cabin has a vehicle
parked in front of it. The cabin across the road where the blinds are moving
has no car in the driveway. There’s something else also.”


 


“What?”


 


“I can see at least fourteen corpses scattered in the
vicinity, including three that are crumpled near the porch of the cabin across
the road. I can’t really make out any wounds on them from my angle, but there’s
another one sprawled in the middle of the road about forty yards to my right.
He’s shirtless, and his skin is definitely gray . . . and,” I finished my observation, “it looks like he’s
been shot—a lot.”


 


“How does that help us? What you’re really telling me
is that this area is just as infested with walkers as pretty much every other
place we’ve been.”


 


“Yeah, but right now I don’t see any moving, so maybe
there’s still some people nearby who’ve been able to make a stand. For all we
know, there could be fifty armed people spread out in these cabins who can take
down any ghoul that shows up.”


 


“And using your own logic, do you feel safe walking
out onto a road where fifty potentially trigger happy, scared people might be pointing
guns at you?”


 


“Not particularly, but I don’t really think that’s the
case. What I’m trying to say is that it looks like somebody made a stand here,
so the area might be fairly thinned out of infected.”


 


As I finished my sentence, fate jumped in to convince
me that, as usual, I had spoken too soon. “Wait, I have movement now—coming
from my left. Reassure me Michelle.”


 


One of the things that I had always loved about
Michelle was that she knew exactly when to be serious. This was no exception,
and any thoughts of her missing mother evaporated in an instant, leaving behind
a crystal clear, no nonsense tone. “I have no movement on this side, repeat,
I have no movement on the side. Your six is clear and I’m standing by, over.”


 


“10-4,” I
replied in a hush as I shifted the binoculars and looked down the road. A pair
of kids, probably in their early teens, walked along the edge of the road. They
were heading this way, dragging something through the gravel behind them as
they approached. At about thirty yards, I could tell they were infected. The
“thing” that one of them was dragging was an old, military style rifle,
complete with a full length wooden stock and bayonet. Part of an olive drab,
canvas sling was still looped around one of the boy’s wrists, with the
remaining length unfolded and trailing at his heels. The end of the canvas sling
passed through a slot in the wood near the butt plate of the rifle, giving just
enough reach to elevate the wood off of the ground. A narrow, jerky channel was
being gouged in the gravel by the rifle’s bayonet, and intermittent gaps
corresponded to where the butt plate kicked off against the boy’s ankle with
every other step. I dropped the binoculars and slowly pulled up the .22.


 


“Two targets, closing slow from the left, definitely
infected. They’ll pass too close to me for safety if I don’t take them out.
Getting ready to fire.” My finger
brushed the trigger, settling in to a practiced feel as the red crosshairs in
the holographic sight merged with the forehead of the one dragging the rifle.


 


Ca-thack.


 


The impact of the sixty grain lead slug was true, and
the boy staggered momentarily before falling to the ground and spasming
violently. His partner twisted sideways, almost in slow motion as he passed the
one I just shot, finally halting with his back to me as he looked down at the
still kicking form of his companion. I sent another round into the soft spot at
the back of his skull, and he collapsed forward and lay still, partly across
his thrashing companion. I had a clear shot, so I sent a third bullet into the
temple of the one I had dropped first. He stopped moving.


 


“Three shots, two down.”


 


“Still clear on this side.”


 


“Let’s give it a few minutes to see if anything else
shows up.”


 


“10-4.”


 


In less than a minute I had to repeat the scenario
with a single ghoul that wandered in from the same direction.


 


“That’s three.”


 


“How much longer do you want me to wait before I move
up?” Michelle asked.


 


“I think ten minutes with no encounters should be our
thermometer.”


 


“Understood. Waiting and watching.”


 


The next ten minutes passed uneventfully, and Michelle
moved up and got in position at the corner of the cabin.


 


“What do you think?” I asked.


 


“I think we should get back in the boat and get out of
here.”


 


“No you don’t. Not really.”


 


“Well then tell me what I’m thinking Eric.” Her voice was soft, but her inflection had a hard
edge to it. I could tell she was disappointed, and the razor of anger was her
way of dealing with the sadness and loss she was feeling.


 


“I think . . . that you’re thinking . . . that we
should go to the house across the street.”


 


“What? I’m not thinking that at all.” 


 


I turned my head toward Michelle just in time to see
her flick a marble-sized rock at me. My cheese eating grin doubled the effort
she put into her frown, and I turned back around to look through the binoculars
as I spoke. “See, I was correct. You’re obviously trying to get my attention
so you can tell me that whoever lives in that house might know the precise
location of your dad’s cabin. I happen to think that’s a wonderful idea, and my
only regret is that I’m not the one who thought of it.”


 


“You’re insane, you know that, right?” 


 


“So I’ve been told on numerous occasions. But for now,
let’s put my mental status on hold and see about getting an invite to the
spooky looking house across the road with the ghostly floating binoculars.”


 


I heard Michelle bite back a giggle, and then she
replied, “If this turns out to be one of those horror flick cabins filled
with cannibal midgets, you better hope they eat you to death before I get my
hands on you.”


 


My smile got even wider at her words, and I turned
again to face her. “Eat me to death? That doesn’t make sense even to me! What
kind of a saying is that?”


 


She peeled off the wall and army crawled forward until
she was next to me. Her left hand descended on the back of my neck and she
squeezed lightly. “Promise me no cannibal midgets.”


 


“I think that can be arranged,” I chuckled, glad for
the little release of tension.


 


Another scan through the full range of our vision
revealed nothing moving, and I turned my attention back to the open blinds. The
darkness beyond the window concealed whatever figure held the binoculars, but
the important thing is that they were still looking at Michelle and I. 


 


“Keep your binoculars focused on the window,” I said,
“I’m going to try and mime our intentions.”


 


“Got it.”


 


After another quick look around, I dropped my
binoculars down to my chest and began the charades. Apparently it was the only
party game I didn’t suck at, because almost immediately Michelle reported that
the binoculars in the window disappeared. Fifteen seconds later, the front door
cracked open.


 


“Wait for me right here until I call for you on the
radio, OK?” I said to Michelle.


 


“Who said you get to go first this time?”


 


“I thought you were afraid of cannibal midgets.”


 


“Rock, paper, scissors?” she asked.


 


I hesitated for a moment, and then rolled onto my
side. “OK, rock, pap . . .”


 


Halfway through paper Michelle bolted to her feet and
trotted across the road. Through my headset I heard a whispered, “Scissors.”
I twisted back onto my stomach and stared as she crested the porch, glancing at
the trio of bodies off the side before pausing momentarily at the front door. Michelle’s
tentative “hello” came across the radio, and then she disappeared
through the door. Five seconds later, I heard a heavy, thumping BANG
followed by a muted scream, and then the sound of gunfire exploded from the
cabin.











Chapter 59


 


I vaulted to my feet and sprinted across the road,
bypassing the double step with a leap and using my momentum to shoulder through
the door. It crashed aside and I skewed into Michelle’s back, almost knocking
her down a long narrow staircase that descended into the basement of the cabin.
A blur of movement from my right jerked my aim that way, and Michelle’s frantic
cry of “ERIC, WAIT!” was almost lost as I swung the .22, locking the crosshairs
onto the face of a young girl with bright blue eyes and long, frizzy red hair.


 


Michelle shouldered into me, knocking my aim towards
the ceiling as she screamed, “NO . . . IN THE BASEMENT!” Her AR flared with
rapid fire muzzle blasts in the dim light of the cabin as she fired down the
stairs, and as I reoriented myself from her jarring, the young girl turned and
ran. I shifted towards the basement opening and crouched, raising my rifle and
pointing it down the stairs as Michelle continued to fire—each of her shots
flashing the darkness into a stop motion strobe effect. It was enough for me to
see several figures clawing at—and over top of—each other as they fought their
way up the stairs. I steadied my aim and fired at each hint of movement in the
knot of limbs as they wrestled against the incline, the barrage of high velocity
bullets that Michelle was dropping on them, and each other. A microscopic pause
in her thunder indicated a magazine change, and as it picked up again, my Ruger
ran dry. I dropped it to the side and drew my CZ and flashlight. With one click
of the tail cap, the dark basement stairs flooded into brilliant white, and my
arms went stiff as I held the 9mm at the ready, searching for any motion. There
was none.


 


In the stillness that followed the thunder, I twisted
to the left and right . . . my eyes frantically searching for a target. I found
none. The sound of Michelle switching to another fresh magazine registered deep
in my subconscious, but the adrenalin coursing through my system tunneled that
away as my senses were flaring into overdrive. I shot to my feet and kicked the
front door closed, but it rebounded off of the frame and swung back a few
inches. Michelle was now up and holding her own flashlight toward the dark
basement, and I shifted to the left and peeked into a room that was obviously
set up as a combination kitchen and small dining room. It looked like it had
been ransacked, but there was no movement.


 


“Clear on the left,” I called out, “passing behind
you.”


 


A series of quick sidesteps carried me behind Michelle
who was still directing her flashlight’s entire radiance down the stairs, and I
shouldered into the front door as I passed. It shut with a slam, but
immediately creaked open again. Apparently some moron had recently broken the
latch. My footsteps ended underneath the threshold of the small living room
where the red-haired girl had disappeared. I saw nothing.


 


“Clear on the right.”


 


“No movement from the basement,” Michelle yelled over
her shoulder at me, “but I can’t see anything but the stairs.”


 


I holstered my pistol, but kept my flashlight on and
ready as I reached down and grabbed the.22. After inserting a new magazine and
cycling the action, I stepped into the living room and looked out of the same
window that had been used to watch me. My stomach clinched tight with what I saw.


 


“We have more on the way . . . at least four that I
can see from here. They’re probably coming to the sound of our guns . . . well,
your gun.”


 


Michelle swore out loud, and then glanced briefly
toward the front door. “Won’t that stay shut?”


 


“No, the latch is broken . . . now.”


 


I took my eyes off the approaching ghouls long enough
to register that the door to the basement was splintered and mostly torn from
its hinges. No help for that.


 


“Where did the little girl go?” Michelle asked.


 


“Somewhere this way. Is she alone?”


 


“I don’t know . . . she’s the only one that I saw
before the basement door exploded in my face.”


 


“Son of a . . .,” I started, but cut myself off.


 


“What now?” Michelle's exasperated hiss reflected my
own frustration.


 


“I can only see three of the infected right now, but
I’m almost positive it’s three different ones than I saw a minute ago. Where
the heck are they all coming from?”


 


“Three more? That makes seven? I told you we should’ve
got back on the boat.”


 


“And what about ‘mini Michelle,’” I asked with another
glance into the living room.


 


Michelle said nothing, but she didn’t have to. I knew
she’d never leave the cabin without the little girl. I couldn’t resist a poke,
though. “Ten bucks says she’s a cannibal.”


 


A giant eye roll accompanied the shake of her head at
my words, but my amusement was short lived when the first footsteps thumped
onto the porch.


 


“Wedge the door shut with the side of your foot—you’ll
still be able to see if anything tries to move up the stairs. Stay in contact.
If things get worse, head to the boat and pull away from the shore.”


 


“Wait . . . where are you going?” Her green eyes were
wide with alarm at my statement.


 


I matched her gaze, burning it in to my memory as
something . . . everything . . . worth fighting for. The silencer on the end of
the barrel rose into the air, and my finger settled on the trigger as I
answered her with a grim face and one word.


 


“Hunting.”











Chapter 60


 


Michelle’s expression froze for a moment, and then she
nodded slightly. “Hurry back Eric, I’m not leaving without you.”


 


I returned her nod, accompanying it with a quick wink
as the first dull thump landed on the cabin door. Gritting my teeth and taking
a deep breath, I spun and bounded through the living room, searching for a back
exit. I glided through the area, dodging the cushion-less skeletons of a pair
of Mennonite style rocking chairs, and the food-family-pet stained mess that
used to be a sofa in another lifetime. Its faded goldenrod color reminded me of
the first couch my roommate and I had acquired in college. We had found it
resting quietly at the edge of the curb next to a pair of overloaded trash
cans, and aside from a two semester long off-gassing of mysterious and highly
variable odors, it had served us well. We’d even found enough change in the
seams to do a load of wash. Not enough for the dryer, though. At the end of the
semester, and partly as a joke, we returned it to the exact place we had found
it. Its wobbly legs hadn’t even fully touched the sidewalk when a pickup truck
loaded with the college groundskeepers slowed down on the road. Thirty seconds
later it had been adopted, and its new family was already sunk deep in the
cushions, weed whackers held high like pirate flags. 


 


When I slid past the couch, the mirror image of the
cabin front came into view, only the stairs slanted upwards and had no blocking
door. Then again, neither did the stairs to the basement now. At the top of the
stairs, curly tangles of red peeked around the corner, and I held a finger to
my lips as her blue eyes stared down at me.


 


“Shhhh . . . Stay upstairs and hide, OK. I’ll be back
in a minute to get you.” I didn’t know if I was lying.


 


The back door was a standard deadbolt and doorknob
affair that could be unlocked without a key from the inside. I turned the
deadbolt latch and the center nub of the doorknob, and then after a brief
glance outside, stepped through and pulled it shut behind me.


 


“I’m outside . . . and the girl is upstairs.”


 


“I heard. There’s at least two at the door Eric . . .
still nothing else from the basement yet.”


 


I immediately turned left and went to the corner. It
was another lesson from the academy, although it had been drilled into my head
by Uncle Andy for years before that. “Stealth or combat, if you have a
choice, choose your approach around an obstacle so your weapon and eyes lead
the way, not your shoulder.” I was right handed and right eye dominant in
shooting, so going counterclockwise around a building would always give me a
better chance to hide the majority of my body mass at the corners. I peeked around
and found myself staring at a pair of crimson eyes less than eight feet away.
Instinctively, I snapped the .22 into position and squeezed off a shot. At
first I thought I missed, but then a dark purple circle appeared above the
ghoul’s left eyebrow, and a steady trickle of ruby dark blood evolved to a spurt
against the cabin wall. His cheek dropped against the siding and followed the
blood trail down to the ground. My tunnel vision widened, and I saw three more
infected within range. Two of them were out on the road and stumbling towards
the cabin; the other one was already at the corner of the porch near the pile
of bodies. A single shot into his temple dropped him down to join them. I
steadied myself and lined up the reflex sight on the lead ghoul at the road. It
took three shots before he dropped, with my first two attempts striking him low
in the neck. His partner fell with one.


 


“Eric!”
Michelle's voice was strained with effort, and I could hear pounding from the
front of the cabin. It was followed by the shatter of glass.


 


“On my way—two seconds and I’m there!” I darted forward to the next corner and spun left,
molding myself against the corner trim as I pushed the rifle into position.
There were two ghouls battering against the front door, and a third—a chunky
teenager wearing the tattered remains of full length footy pajamas—reaching
through the now broken window that lead into the dining room. I sent a volley
of five rounds smashing into the side of his head, and he collapsed into the
window, gruesomely impaling himself on a long sliver of glass through the
bottom of his jaw. My crosshairs leapt to the door just in time to see it flex
wildly inward with a concerted push by the two attackers, and I flung away several
rounds in my haste to take them out.


 


“I’m outside at the corner and firing. Hold on
Michelle!” I’m almost positive my
words were directed more towards me than her.


 


All that came through my headset in response was
strained grunting, and the pounding reverberation of the red-eyed monsters
beating at the door. One of them had managed to wedge his arm through the door
jamb, and was practically stepping on the back of the other; a scrawny lady on
her hands and knees dressed in an expensive fur coat and broken high heels.
Movement on my peripheral tried to draw my eyes away from the door, but I
forced myself to focus on the glowing red holographic cross.


 


Ftackk-ftackk.


 


I drove two rounds just above the high collar of her
mink jacket, and she seized immediately before dropping flat onto the porch and
laying still. Her companion, his platform now taken out, became unbalanced and
slid downwards. Halfway down, his wrist got wedged in the narrow crack of the
door as Michelle heaved back against the pressure. Blood red eyes angled to
face me, and the monster began to thrash violently in his attempt to get free.
It took seven hurried shots from the silenced .22 before one finally connected
with a fatal area. My sense of alarm was screaming at me, and I managed to jerk
my head toward the road just in time to see a gut chilling sight heading my
way. A group of nine North Dakota state prisoners—still wearing the orange and
white striped jumpers that signified a work release crew—were surging in a
wavy, undulating line across the yard. They had all been handcuffed, and then
further tethered to a long, metal transport chain, the trailing end of which
was still attached to the dragging body of the corrections officer. Two of the
nine—one at the front end, and one almost dead center—were hanging limp. The other
seven were lunging in a series of uncoordinated heaves, trying to reach at me
with their grasping hands and slobbering mouths. The ghoul at the end of the
line closest to the deputy was spewing frothy pink bubbles that seemed to
congeal in a tumor-like mass underneath his throat, and as I spun away in
shock, the first wave of rotten fruit smell slammed into my nose. I ran.


 


“Stay inside and keep the door shut!” I yelled into the radio as I sprinted through the
back yard of the cabin.


 


I heard Michelle say something, but I couldn’t quite
catch it as I huffed past a tractor tire sandbox outfitted with pink, plastic
construction equipment. My acceleration took me over the sandbox and into a
sparse growth of mixed hardwoods just as the line of convicts fought themselves
into a rhythm of sorts and howled in pursuit. I cut hard left into the scrub,
and then immediately one-handed a sapling and spun to the right, trying to set
up the chained pack of ghouls for a snag as they snarled in rage and crashed
after me. It worked. The dragging body of the corrections officer caught
against the sand filled tire and jerked the rest of the line to a halt. All
seven of the monsters shrieked in a frenzied struggle against the anchor, and I
hopped back another five yards before switching out the almost empty magazine
in the Ruger. My chest was heaving with exertion, and my first three shots went
somewhere besides my intended target.


 


“Eric, are you OK? . . . are you OK?” Michelle’s voice cracked out of my headset, and the
vision of her emerald green eyes staring back at me as she braced against the
door sent a needed measure of focus through my brain. I took a quick set of
calming breaths, and then closed my eyes for a long heartbeat. When I snapped
them open, I leaned forward and let instinct take over—firing double taps at
the row of chained fiends.


 


Kthack-kthack . . . kthack-kthack . . . kthack-kthack
. . . kthack-kthack . . . kthack-kthack . . . kthack-kthack . . . kthack-kthack
. . .


 


Fourteen shots fired, seven infected put down. I
stepped out of the brush and into the backyard, answering Michelle as I lined
up the rifle on the prone figures. “I’m OK . . . I’ll be there in a minute.
Are you still good?”


 


“Shaken, but not stirred.”


 


“Hang tight,” I
replied. Maybe it was a waste, but I took the time to send another slug into
each of their heads just to be sure. When I turned to go, I saw a fluff of
bright red hair looking down at me from a narrow window near the peak of the
cabin’s roof. I dropped in a new magazine and tried to meet the position where
I estimated her bright blue eyes would be. A smile didn’t seem appropriate for
me to display after I had just slaughtered seven people in front of her,
infected or not, so I just nodded and stalked out towards the front. I located
three more confirmed ghouls on the road, but all of them were out of easy range
for the .22, and none seem to be making a beeline our way, so after pulling the
corpse out of the front door, I retreated around back and came in. 


 


Michelle was still bracing against the door, and I
walked over and dropped my arm around her shoulder, pulling her close as my
breathing still worked its way downward.


 


Apparently sensing the question at the forefront of my
mind, she nodded toward the basement. “Nothing that I’ve seen or heard so far.”


 


“We still need to make sure.”


 


“Why, are you planning on staying here very long?”


 


“No, but until we leave, I don’t want either of us
stuck with the job of watching and waiting for something to crawl out of
there.” My head inclined toward the descending steps, and she automatically
followed with her gaze.


 


“Can we move some furniture to block it instead? Maybe
it won’t seal it up entirely, but it should at least slow anything down and
give us some warning,” she suggested.


 


I cocked my head to the right and studied the
dilapidated couch, crunching the mental geometry and logistics required to fit
the square peg into the not quite so square hole. It was possible, and a few
minutes later with Michelle’s help, it was done. Both of the rockers and one
end table had been incorporated into the design, and we ended up with a barrier
that not only blocked off most of the basement, but also wedged itself tight
against the front door. It wouldn’t last forever, but anything trying to get through
would be forced to make enough noise to alert us.


 


We circled around to the back of the house and went up
the stairs. They were made from unfinished wood planks, and each step we took
creaked noisily as we ascended. There was no door at the top, and the heavy smell
of sickness and decay permeated the air. After silently nodding at each other,
we stepped cautiously into the single room, adding the light from our
flashlights to the growing shafts of morning sunlight that poured in through
opposing sets of small paneled windows. The top floor had an angled ceiling
typical of A-frame construction, and it was sparsely yet functionally furnished
as a bedroom. In the center of the room against the wall, there were two single
beds laid out with a shared night stand between them. Both beds were occupied
with covered forms, and our little blue-eyed angel stood defiantly next to the
far bed, her white hand grasping a mottled purple and black forearm that
protruded from underneath the bedspread. She was dressed in a pink and white
ballerina dress complete with a tutu, and held a glitter sparkled wand capped
with a foam cutout in the shape of a star. Hanging around her neck was a pair
of child-sized binoculars made out of red plastic. Michelle immediately slung
her AR over her shoulder and stepped forward, crouching down to one knee at the
halfway point.


 


“Hey there sweetie . . . It’s OK, we won’t hurt you.”
Michelle opened her arms, and like magic, the little girl trotted forward on
her shoeless, leotard-covered feet. Without hesitation she crushed against
Michelle and hugged her—my new perspective now revealing a pair of lace fairy
wings that decorated the back of her costume.


 


“My name is Michelle, and that big guy over there,”
she turned her face toward me, “is Eric. Can you tell me your name?”


 


“Faith.”


 


“That’s a pretty name . . . and I love your hair.”


 


My Grinch heart was beginning to grow as I witnessed a
side of Michelle unfold that I had never seen before. The girl—Faith—appeared
to be about six years old, and as far as I could tell, was unwounded.
Physically, at least. I stepped forward and knelt down next to them, watching
as her tiny fingers wrapped themselves around Michelle’s ponytail. Her eyes
opened and met mine, and she smiled before scooting out of Michelle’s arms and
wrapping me up in a hug. I looked over at Michelle and saw her face stuck
midway between a beaming smirk and an amused laugh, and then she winked at me
and lifted one hand, miming the motion of taking a picture. I rolled my eyes
and then whispered to the little girl.


 


“Hey there princess, I’m glad we got to meet you. We
can’t stay here though, because some more of those bad people might come . . .
do you have a coat you can wear? It’s pretty cold outside and you’ll need to
stay warm.”


 


She pulled away from me and walked back toward the
bed. “My granny said you’d come. She said that God would send somebody to take
me away and keep me safe.”


 


Michelle and I traded glances as we stood, both of us
apparently waiting for the other one to reply first. I was more patient, and
Michelle walked over to Faith, dropping down beside her again and laying one
hand on her shoulder. “That’s right . . . we’re going to keep you safe, but we
need to get out of here. Do you have clothes to keep you warm, like for when
you play outside in the snow?” 


 


She nodded and pointed towards a duffel bag in the
corner, and then reached out to the discolored arm prodding from the bed.


 


“Honey,” Michelle reacted with concern in her voice,
“let’s leave grandma alone and go get our coat on.”


 


“But she said to wake her before I left to say
goodbye.”


 


“I know dear, but I think your grandma is already in
heaven.”


 


“Not yet.” The voice from underneath the blanket was
weak and raspy, and the sheer surprise of it startled both Michelle and I so
badly that we both stumbled backwards and reached for our guns. Faith seemed
genuinely confused at our reaction, but then began to pull the cover slowly off
of her grandmother. Her vibrant blue eyes turned to face me as I scrambled to
my feet, and with a childlike innocence, she said, “Don’t worry Mr. Eric,
granny won’t hurt you.” 


 


I looked down at the gaunt, almost cadaver-like lady
lying in the bed. She was nude except for a pair of urine and feces stained
underwear, and her skin, where it wasn’t papery thin and almost transparent,
was swollen and purple-black. Michelle appeared at my shoulder, and I vaguely
recalled her whispering, “Oh my.” The elderly lady’s entire right leg was
bloated to almost twice the normal size, and several fissures had split open
and were weeping ochre yellow pus. Her left leg from the knee down was in
similar shape, and her protruding right arm, while not immediately as bad, was
certainly heading that way. The sour stench of putrid rot drifted up, and I
knew that if I hadn’t already worked for so many years with roadkill carcasses,
I would have been heaving my guts out on the floor. The lady’s rheumy eyes
fluttered open, and she seemed to focus on something behind us . . . or maybe
inside us.


 


Michelle leaned down and took Faith into her arms, and
I heard the little girl cheerfully blurt out, “See, I told you.”


 


I took a step forward, positioning myself partway
between Faith and her grandmother. “Ma’am, my name is Eric, and this is
Michelle. I’m not . . . sure . . . that we have the ability to help you . . .” 


 


My words trailed off as her dusty gray eyebrows
creased upwards, and then her eyes seemed to refocus on me. She managed a
small, hacking cough, and then spoke in a desiccated whisper. “You can’t help
me boy . . . nobody but the Good Lord can heal this old body.”


 


I glanced again at her conflicting appearance—swollen,
yet emaciated. With all the gentleness I could muster, I reached down and
covered her up.


 


In answer to my unspoken question, she said, “Blood
cancer. Should’ve taken me years ago, but I fooled it, and them doctors too.”
Her eyes rolled toward Michelle and Faith, and after a brief, but grateful
smile, she continued in her rasp. “Her daddy—my son—got killed in an oil rig
explosion a few years back. Her mama never could accept that, and dropped
little Faith off here right before all the news about the flu started. She
hadn’t come back since. Don’t s’pose she will.” Her neck tilted slowly to the
left until she was facing the other bed. “Flu took my husband over a week ago,
but I don’t have the strength to move him. Anyways, that don’t matter now that
you’re here. I prayed and prayed for the Lord to send me an angel, and it just
goes to show you how good He is since He sent me two of them.” She turned back
to face us, and Michelle lowered Faith to the floor. The little red-haired girl
slid in front of me, latching her tiny hand around her grandmother’s finger and
standing on her tiptoes. I hadn’t cried since I’d lost my own mother almost ten
years ago, but watching her lean forward and plant a butterfly kiss on her
grandmother’s cheek almost broke the floodgates.


 


“Go now child,” the old lady spoke, “and don’t worry
about granny. Your grandpa is already walking in the garden, and I’ll get to
see him soon.” She cleared her throat with a weak cough, and then rolled her
eyes towards the nightstand. “Do you remember where I keep it?”


 


For a moment I was confused about who she was
addressing, but then Faith nodded her head and said, “Yes ma’am.”


 


“Go get it, dear.”


 


Little footsteps thumped past me and around the bed,
stopping at the drawer of the nightstand and sliding it open. Her hands dove
into the recess and withdrew a moment later with a gift wrapped package
decorated with pink bows. Faith hugged it to her chest like a puppy as she
trotted back.


 


“You take that, child . . . and the next time you see
a pretty flower or a sky full of stars, you open that up and think of your
granny and grandpa, OK?”


 


“Yes ma’am.”


 


She coughed again, only this time it was forceful and
set her face in a grimace of agony. Michelle pulled Faith away, hugging her to
her chest and whispering something that I couldn’t hear. When the spasm had
receded, the old lady stared up at me and said, “You take her now and go. Don’t
worry about me. I won’t be here very long.”


 


I hate making promises that I can’t keep, but I knew
right then and there that I would die a thousand times before I broke this one.
“I’ll keep her safe. You don’t need to worry anymore.” 


 


I reached out and laid a hand on her forehead as her
eyes closed. “I’ll keep her safe . . .,” I repeated in a whisper. The corners
of her lips edged ever so slightly upwards, and then she was gone. I waited
another minute just to be sure, and then pulled the cover over her face. 


 


Michelle and Faith were buried in each other’s arms,
and I leaned down and embraced both of them. After a few more rounds of tears
and hugs, I got them to their feet and we grabbed the duffel bag.


 


“We should go,” I said as I walked over to the small
window at the front and looked down on the road, “while we still can.”


 


“I know,” Michelle answered softly as her and Faith
stepped over to join me.


 


“I’m sorry that we can’t find your dad’s cabin.” My
words started out in my head to be empathetic, but by the time they left my
mouth, they sounded tired and dry.


 


“Did you lose your daddy too?” Faith asked.


 


Michelle smiled and ruffled the little girl’s hair as
she answered. “No, not like you lost your daddy . . . at least, not that I know
of. My daddy has a cabin somewhere up here, but we don’t know where it is or
how to find it.”


 


“What’s your daddy’s name?”


 


I watched as Michelle hesitated for a moment, and then
she shrugged her shoulders and said, “My daddy’s name is Mr. Owens . . . Mr.
Franklin Owens.”


 


Faith’s eyes perked up and she said, “Mr. Owens, the
army man who sits in the wheelchair?”


 


Michelle’s entire face flared in surprise and she
said, “Yes! Do you know where he lives?”


 


Puffy cascades of red hair nodded excitedly, and the
little girl with fairy wings wove herself between Michelle and me before
stopping at the window and pointing. “He lives right over there.”


 


I followed her finger. It was aimed directly at the cabin
I had leaned against less than an hour ago.











Chapter 61


 


I took off my pack and crouched at the window, shaking
my head as I began to refill the magazines I had emptied earlier.


 


“What do you think?” I asked.


 


“I think we need to get to the boat.” As she answered,
Michelle pulled a child’s snow suit out of the duffel. If it ever snowed three
feet of vibrant pink cotton candy unicorns, Faith would be perfectly
camouflaged.


 


“The boat? What about your dad?” I interjected
quickly.


 


“Let me finish,” Michelle said as she rummaged through
the heavy duffel bag, coming up with several pairs of jumpsuits that she pulled
out and laid aside. Her wink put me on hold for a moment, and she turned to
face Faith. “We’re going to be outside in just a little bit, so we need to get
you in some different clothes, but in order to do that, I’m going to need to
borrow your wings and magic wand . . . is that OK?”


 


Faith nodded, and as Michelle helped her step into the
first layer—a light brown, one piece sweat suit that bore a single embroidered
patch over the heart in the shape of a mouse—she continued with me. “I want to
go to the cabin, but the safest place of all is on the boat.” Michelle’s
incredibly vivid green eyes darted up to mine. “So I think we should get little
Miss Faith safely to the boat, and then one of us,” her eyebrows arched and her
lips pressed tight, “should try the back door to the cabin while the other one
stays with the boat.”


 


I looked out the window at the narrow gap between the
cabins that Michelle and I had traversed through earlier, and then closed my
eyes to try and remember the view of the cabin’s backyard from the dock. There
was definitely a back door that faced the lake. It opened onto a small, flat
area made from cement pavers, and if I recalled correctly, the left and right
sides of the porch had a knee high retaining wall constructed of old railroad
ties. I opened my eyes, focusing once again on the scene below. “You’re
correct, the boat will be the safest place . . .” I turned and once again held
Michelle’s eyes, “for both of you.” Faith let out a giggle as she tried to worm
her stuck head through the narrow neck of the sweat suit, finally popping out
in an explosion of red hair, blue eyes, and smiles. Michelle shifted her gaze
momentarily toward the bouncing child, and then returned to me. “OK,” she
sighed.











Chapter 62


 


“OK, they’re gone. I’ve got nothing visible now. . .
all clear.”


 


I was sprawled in the dirt next to a low mound of
leaves that, judging from the intermixed remains of rotten vegetables and
shredded newspaper, probably served last fall as a compost pile. My stalk from
the boat to the back door had been interrupted thirty feet short of its destination
by Michelle’s warning about a group of infected moving along the road, and I
merged myself with the leafy hump and waited. Fight or flight. Neither ended up
being necessary, and I mentally added a third option to the rhyme. Fight or
flight . . . or hold tight.


 


“OK, I’m going for it,” I said as I slow crawled forward, crossing the remains
of browned grass and rocky stubble before ending up on the paving stones
between the low retaining walls of the back porch. “Still clear?”


 


“As far as I can tell.”


 


I slid to my feet, subconsciously registering the
three foot wide aluminum plate that led from the porch to the door. Essentially
a miniature ramp, they were often found on entries belonging to someone in a
wheelchair. The door in front of me was a metal skinned exterior model with two
peepholes—one of which hovered about four feet from the bottom—and as I raised
up my hand to knock, the knob slowly turned and the door swung out towards me.


 


“I saw you across the street with my daughter, Eric.
I’m surprised you’re both still alive after all that racket you made. What do
you want?”


 


I’m not sure what shocked me more . . . his blunt
question, or his appearance. The last time I had seen Michelle’s father was a
few weeks after he came home from the hospital following the car wreck. The
same wreck that killed the lady he’d been cheating on Michelle’s mother with,
as well as her unborn child. His unborn child. When I’d seen him last, he was
still all Marine—missing legs notwithstanding. What remained of him now spoke
legions of his path since the accident. If it hadn’t been for the same hard
eyes staring out the door at me through a bushy, bearded face, I’m almost
positive that I wouldn’t have recognized him. 


 


“I said, what do you want?”


 


It was the attitude of someone who believed they were
so far lost in life that their only defense is apathy and cynicism, and I
didn’t have the time or patience to deal with it right now.


 


“Mr. Owens, Michelle and I have been through a lot
just to make it here, and I’d rather not stand outside with my ass hanging in
the breeze while those things are around. We’re looking for Lynn. She got a
message through to Michelle saying that she was heading this way. Do you know
where she is?”


 


The face that stared up at me from the wheelchair
looked more akin to something that would be used in a “prevent drug abuse”
campaign. Hollow, receded cheeks still visible despite the volume of matted
facial hair merged with premature age spots and wrinkles, the combination of
which took his appearance far beyond what I knew to be only forty-five years. 


 


He stared at me for a long ten count, and then briefly
flicked his attention toward the patrol boat at the dock. I watched his eyes
close, and he dropped his chin to his chest with a sigh.


 


“Come in.”


 


His now bony arms swiveled the chair to the right, and
then rolled it forward and around a similar floor plan to the cabin we’d just
been in; the only immediate difference aside from the furniture was a mobility
lift that ascended the stairs. It seemed to be stuck at the halfway point. I
shut the door behind me and followed him to the living room. It smelled strongly
of cigarette smoke mixed with unwashed bodies and stale food, but that barely
registered as he wheeled to a dusky red sleeper sofa and nodded at the figure bundled
underneath a pile of blankets. 


 


“Lynn’s there,” he said in the same calloused tone,
“but she’s probably gonna die.”











Chapter 63


 


I stood there speechless and numb, finally feeling the
cumulative weight of such violent change from the world I used to know as it
crashed down all around me. 


 


“Eric,”
Michelle said, “are you OK?”


 


I let her question pass unanswered as I stared at the
pale skin on Lynn’s neck. It was one of the few places that wasn’t swaddled
under obscuring sheets, and there was a faint pulse throbbing in time with the
distant ticks of a windup clock somewhere in the room.


 


“Eric . . . are you OK? . . . answer me!” Her voice had the beginnings of unease showing
through.


 


“I . . . yeah . . . I’m OK. Just hold on a minute.” I reached down and turned off the radio’s hands free
option, and then swiveled to face Michelle’s dad. He didn’t return my gaze.
Instead, he was staring straight at Lynn, the same neutral and emotionally void
expression welded on his face.


 


“Did she get bit?” I asked with all the strength I
could muster. It wasn’t much.


 


He shook his head.


 


“Well, what happened then?”


 


He finally turned to look at me, and then reached into
his vest pocket and removed a cigarette, igniting it a moment later with a
silver lighter that was engraved with his initials and years of service in the
military. I had been with Michelle and Lynn at the jewelry store one Christmas
Eve when they had picked it up after the engraving had been completed.


 


I repeated my question.


 


He took a long drag on the cigarette, and then blew
the cone of smoke toward the ceiling. After another glance at Lynn’s motionless
form, he tapped the ashes into his palm and shrugged his shoulders. Then he
told me about Lynn. When he was finished a few minutes later, I closed my eyes
and waited for the call that I knew would come any second now. To my surprise,
it actually took almost three more minutes before the radio at my belt crackled
to life.


 


“Eric, what’s going on?”


 


I unhooked it and brought to my mouth, pausing in
uncertainty about which direction I should go.


 


“Eric . . .?”


 


“Is the area still clear outside?” I asked Michelle.


 


“Yeah, are you ready to come out?”


 


“No . . . you need to come in.”


 


“What . . . why? . . . I have nothing to say to him.” Michelle’s voice was immediately on guard.


 


My mind was reeling . . . inundated with an overload
of chaos that only seemed to multiply with each second I was still alive. Uncle
Andy’s cabin, Walters’s marina, the campground and the people at Richland . . .
Tater and Mia and the boys by the bridge . . . the feral that almost punched my
ticket at the Pelican Bay Ranger Station, little red-haired Faith and the
promise I’d made . . . and now Michelle’s mom. It was stifling. And yet, and
the very core of me, I was shocked to find that I had never felt so alive. And
there was something else. The tickle of an idea that probably had close to a
zero percent chance of success.


 


“Michelle, you need to come in. And I need you to
bring your iPad with you.”


 


I could hear the hesitation in her voice, and I knew
that my picture of her gritting her teeth was probably accurate. “I don’t
want to see him, Eric,” Michelle replied, unaware that she was transmitting
into open air instead of my headset. Her dad looked at the radio and shrugged,
and then lit another cigarette.


 


“Michelle, your mom is here. You need to come inside.”


 


“Meet me at the back door,” she said immediately, “we’re on the way.”


 


I switched the radio back to hands free mode, and less
than a minute later, both Michelle and Faith were inside the cabin. Faith was
nodding her head, almost falling asleep just standing there, so I carried her
up the stairs and laid her on the bed. It was still made, and judging from the
amount of dust on one of the dressers, I doubted whether it had been used at
all in the past year or so. I covered her with a sleeping bag that I found in
the closet, and then went back downstairs. 











Chapter 64


 


“Atrial fibrillation?
What are you talking about? I spoke to mom three months ago after her checkup,
and she said everything was fine.”


 


“She lied.”


 


“Well that doesn’t surprise me, since she had you as
the role model for truth and honesty.” Michelle practically hissed at her
father. 


 


I was sunk in a chair at center court for the father
daughter reunion, and did my best to not get involved any more than necessary.
There’s a reason why the most dangerous calls for law enforcement officers to
handle are domestic situations, and this one was shaping up to be no different.
Cold anger battled resigned apathy, and the flames of intensity in their words,
or lack thereof, were being constantly fanned by the mere presence of the one
lady in the world who held the power to function as an olive branch. But she
was sedated. I thumbed through one of the books I had seen on Michelle’s
tablet, searching for the answer that I was hoping I’d find while the battle
raged.


 


“How long has this been going on?”


 


“Your mom found out, oh, I guess about three years
back.”


 


“Feel free to volunteer some information without me
specifically asking, Dad.” Michelle put a special helping of venom on the word
“dad.”


 


“This isn’t my fault. You can blame me if you want,
but it won’t make a damn bit of difference. But if it makes you feel better, by
all means heap it on me,” he shot back with the first tinge of life in his
voice that I’d heard from him.


 


Michelle had dragged a wooden kitchen chair to the
side of the sofa bed, and was lightly caressing her mother’s hair as she
sparred with her father. “Tell me,” she said.


 


He took a hit off of cigarette number seven, and then
shrugged his shoulders again. “Like I said, Lynn found out ‘bout three years
ago. She was having a few fainting spells, and some discomfort in her chest and
throat during her exercise class, so she went to see the doctor. A couple weeks
and a zillion tests later, he tells her she has an inoperable heart valve
issue. Said it might be from way back when she had a couple bad cases of
pneumonia as a kid. No way to tell, though. Anyhow, because of the valve . . .
whatever . . . ‘thing,’ your mom ends up with a diagnosis of atrial
fibrillation. You know what that is?”


 


“A little.
It’s like a fast heartbeat.”


 


“Yeah kinda .
. . the doctors explained it to us . . .”


 


“You were with
Mom?” I couldn’t tell if the slight change of tone in Michelle’s reply was
caused by increased suspicion or a momentary thaw.


 


Her dad nodded
in reply. “Yeah, I went down to be with her when she was getting all the tests
done.” He was silent for a short time, and I took the fact that Michelle didn’t
throw another dig as a positive sign. “Anyway,” he continued, “atrial
fibrillation, or ‘A-fib’ as they were calling it, causes an irregular
heartbeat, and a lot of times it can get really rapid. The other thing it does
is make her a pretty good candidate for blood clots. Your mom’s got a pretty
bad case of it, they said, but the good news is, or was, that it can be mostly controlled
with medication.”


 


“What do you mean ‘was’?” Michelle asked, the danger
level creeping back in her tone.


 


Her dad took a final drag, almost burning the
cigarette down to the filter before he lifted his eyebrows and shook his head.
“Lynn’s on two medicines. One of them is for thinning the blood to help prevent
clots—warfarin I think it’s called. She’s got almost a year’s supply of
that one over there in her purse, and in a pinch, the doc said she could maybe
get away substituting aspirin.”


 


“And the
other?”


 


“It’s the more important one. It helps to increase the
blood flow and balance her heart rhythm. An antiarrhythmic I think they call
it. The one she uses is called diltiazem. Without it, they said she’d
start getting her fainting spells again, and then a lot of other things could
happen. Things like heart damage or worse.” 


 


“Where’s that
medicine?” Michelle moved to the edge of her seat. 


 


He shook his
head and reached for another cigarette, tapping it into his hand but not
lighting it. “She left it in her car. When all this started a few weeks back,
she called me and said that she was coming up to ride out the flu stuff that
was all over the news. Anyhow, she gets here, and a couple days later one of
the neighbors comes over all crying, saying that her baby was out of formula
and yada yada yada . . . so of course, you know your mom, and she lets her take
the car. Only your mom forgot to get the new refill out of the glove box.” He
flipped the lighter cap open with his thumb and rolled the flint wheel, sending
a shower of sparks to the wick. The tiny, dancing flame jumped skyward, and he
lowered the cigarette until it caught fire. His eyes sought out mine—briefly holding my gaze—and then turned towards his daughter. They hovered on her for a
moment of contact before skipping across the room to rest on his former wife.
“She’s been out of that medicine for six days.”











Chapter 65


 


I was upstairs, seated on the floor and leaning
against a wall next to Michelle. Her quiet sobs were being muffled by my
shoulder as I held her tightly. On the bed, Faith was sleeping heavily
underneath the pickle bag, a name my uncle had imparted to me the first time
he’d shown me one of his Vietnam era surplus sleeping bags. It was almost noon,
and both Michelle and her father were exhausted from their hour long
mudslinging. I turned my neck and looked out the window onto the road. A trio
of infected, all of them teenage girls, had walked past a few hours ago. Since
then I’d seen only two more. One of them, however, was a fast moving feral that
leapt through the front window of a cabin four lots down. I heard vague
screaming, but no gunshots. About twenty minutes later, the feral exited the
cabin and slunk away. My stomach rumbled audibly, but I ignored it and tried to
focus on the options in front of me. Truth be told, I wasn’t fond of any of
them, and I honestly felt like I was trapped inside of a cheesy video game
plot—every time I managed to survive the onslaught of enemies and obstacles and
reach the goal, some villainous voice would sound in my head saying, “Sorry
Eric, but your princess is in another castle.” 


 


Michelle stirred in my arms, and then mumbled into my
chest. “What am I supposed to do, Eric? We go through all of the trouble and
danger to reach this place, not even knowing if she’d be here, and then we end
up in the wrong cabin with another life in our hands.”


 


“I know,” I said, “but if we hadn’t found Faith, we
would have never found your mother.”


 


“But that’s what I mean. It’s like I don’t know what
to believe anymore. We make it here, yippee-ki-ay, but her car isn’t here. One
step up, two steps back. We find a child still alive and unhurt, somehow
surviving in a house with ghouls in the basement and dead—and dying—grandparents
upstairs . . . and she’s able to tell us about my dad’s cabin, and because of
that we find my mom—step up. But now I find out that my mom is going to die . .
. not because of some red-eyed monster, but because somebody didn’t bring back
her car. Two steps backwards. Again.”


 


I started to say some words that were meant to
comfort, but she shut me down with a finger to my lips. “Don’t say it,” she
murmured, shifting around to sit cross legged in front of me. Both of her hands
reached across the distance and held on to mine. “That’s the other thing. You.
I’ve already told you that you’re the one constant in my life. Everything else
has always swirled, shifted, and changed, but not you, and that’s what I need
more than anything else.”


 


I looked down and away . . . knowing what was coming
but feeling trapped in the situation nonetheless. Her hands shifted to the side
of my neck, and she tilted my head up until I met her eyes.


 


“I love you Eric . . . but I also know you,” her
thumbs brushed my earlobes gently. “And I’ve seen that look on your face
before. You’re planning something. Something that you think will save me, but
will probably end up killing you. I can’t have that. I don’t want that. I . . .
need . . . you.” Her emphasis was slow and direct, and she shook my head
lightly with each word.


 


I understood what she was saying, and my own heart was
screaming at me to just shut up and hug her. All of my heart, that is, except
that one tiny piece at the very core that would give anything . . . do anything
. . . and pay any price if it kept Michelle safe or happy. It was that part I
had to listen to.


 


“Michelle . . .”


 


“Don’t say it.”


 


“Michelle . . .”


 


“Eric, don’t say it . . . because whatever it is will
be logical and practical and make sense, and then you’ll be gone and I’ll be
alone.”


 


“It’s not that bad.” I was lying, and both of us knew
it.


 


Michelle looked at me, her cheeks already puffy and
red from the emotion fraught morning, and I watched as a fresh tear welled up
and descended after its brothers.


 


“‘Chelle . . . I think I can save your mom.” My words
ended and her tears began. I slid forward and wrapped my legs around her waist,
pulling her tight against me and letting her cry. A moment later I felt a tiny
nudge as Faith, apparently awake now, nestled against Michelle and I. Her
innocent child’s whisper caressed our ears as she attempted to hug both of our
necks.


 


“Don’t cry. Everything will be all right.”


 


I reached out an arm and pulled her into the hug. “I
know it will Faith . . . I know it will.” 


 


Now I just had to convince myself.











Chapter 66


 


“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Michelle said as she
stirred a package of ranch and salsa instant rice into the pot of water.


 


Her father had several dozen cases of bottled water stacked
against the wall in the kitchen, but his food supply was just about as scarce
as ours. In the end, we settled for a family sized box of macaroni and cheese
and the instant rice. Faith was already happily munching the mac and cheese. Michelle’s
mother had woken out of her stupor long enough to get a few spoonfuls of the
overcooked yellow pasta down as well. Her father had refused everything,
preferring to chain smoke as we ate.


 


I turned down the flame on my rocket stove, covered
the rice, and then powered up Michelle’s iPad. My index finger swiped the
screen and brought up one of the satellite images we had transferred to her
tablet from my mapping program. “When you zoom in close enough, you can see
different businesses classified by little icons. Banks are little green circles
with a dollar sign in them, restaurants are orange triangles overlaid by
something that I guess is supposed to be a fork and knife . . . churches are
white squares with a cross in them—you get the idea. The last time I updated
this mapping quad was about six months ago, so it should be fairly accurate.” 


 


I skewed the iPad sideways so Michelle and her dad
could get a better look. They both nodded, so I zoomed the map even closer.
“Blue diamonds indicated medical facilities of some kind. Not only hospitals,
but also medical clinics, outpatient fast track facilities, doctors’ offices,
and pharmacies. Devils Lake,” I continued, “has one small hospital—more of a
large medical clinic. It also has an urgent care facility that’s run by a
conglomeration of doctors when they’re not working at the hospital or out on
the lake fishing. Other than that, there’s maybe a dozen individual medical
buildings. Most of them are small from what I remember, with maybe two or three
specialists sharing the cost for office space. Then you have the pharmacies. By
my count, Devils Lake has seven of them. Of the seven, five are located inside
larger stores like the food marts or the supercenter. The other two are the big
name chain stores.” I pulled back the tablet and set it on my lap.


 


“I’m not gonna tell you what to do Eric, but you’ve
got to know that the town is lost. Those things are probably everywhere,
especially where the large concentrations of people would have gone, like the
hospital and the grocery stores.” An exhalation of harsh cigarette smoke
accompanied the “I’m not gonna tell you” start of his speech.


 


I nodded, and he continued—this time without first
sucking in a reload of nicotine. “All of those stores that might have carried
Lynn’s medication have probably been looted days ago. Don’t forget, I’ve been
in war zones and watched what happens firsthand when people panic or revolt.”
He pointed at the map that was still displayed on the iPad screen. “Besides,
almost everything in Devils Lake is right on the main drag. That’s bound to be
crawling with those freaks.”


 


“I know,” I said.


 


Michelle’s face might as well have been chiseled out
of stone as she listened.


 


“Then you’re an idiot for thinking you can just waltz
right in there and pick up a refill from the pharmacy. You’ll die, and nothing
about that will help Lynn . . . or Michelle. The best thing to do is to just
let her keep taking them sleeping pills,” he nodded towards the covered figure
on the sofa’s mattress, “and maybe she’ll pass quietly.”


 


“I don’t intend to go into town,” I said.


 


Both Michelle and her dad turned my way.


 


“Well then you ain’t getting no medicine, Eric.”
Another puff of smoke accompanied his reply.


 


Michelle laid her hand on top of mine and squeezed.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.


 


“When your dad told me about Lynn’s condition, it
brought back the memory of a conversation I’d had with my regional supervisor
about a year ago. He had a Great Dane with a heart defect. I recommended the
same veterinarian that works with Max, and even went with him on the first
visit to kind of break the ice. My vet is a good guy, but I’m almost positive
he likes animals more than people. Anyhow, he put the dog on a medicine that I
was ninety-nine percent sure is the same stuff your mom’s on. To fill in the
other one percent, I needed to check one of the books on your tablet. It’s a
veterinarian’s guide you downloaded from somewhere, and FYI, it lists the same
drug that Lynn’s on in the pharmacology for cardiovascular issues. Anyhow, I
even remember asking my vet something about it, because some of the potential
side effects seemed pretty harsh, but he said that they use it all the time in
dogs, horses, and get this—bison.”


 


Michelle's eyebrows arched, but she said nothing. She
was waiting for the other shoe to drop.


 


“Yeah . . . bison. North Dakota’s most famous resident
and the model for the twenty-five foot tall statue in Jamestown.” I added the
color commentary, but it was unnecessary since both Michelle and I had grown up
in Jamestown and knew about the world’s largest bison tourist attraction. “Anyway
. . . apparently a lot of larger dog species are prone to heart arrhythmias.”


 


“So you’re thinking that you might be able to find
this medicine at a veterinarian’s office?” Michelle's dad asked.


 


I nodded.


 


“Well then you’re screwed just as bad, because the
only one I know about is right in the middle of town in a little strip mall
between the elementary school and the grain seed processing plant.”


 


I shook my head and queued up the map from the
screensaver that had taken over. “No, you’re wrong.” I pointed to the map and
zoomed in, focusing my attention on Michelle. “Do you remember the little road
we crossed underneath by the ranger station?” 


 


“Highway 19, right?”


 


“Yep. If you keep heading east on 19, it will run you
straight into the town of Devils Lake, right where it merges with U.S. Route 2.
However . . .,” I tapped at the map, “just before it gets into town, you’ll
pass the small regional airport on the left. The next road that you come to on
the right—maybe a quarter mile further—leads you south for a few hundred yards
before it tees off to the lemna plant.”


 


“The what?”


 


“The lemna plant. It’s basically a whole bunch of
interconnected waterways designed in a grid system. It uses natural plant life
like duckweed to decontaminate wastewater before it’s released into the lake.”


 


“OK . . . so . . .?” I could see the frustration
beginning to set in her eyes.


 


“So,” I continued, “if you go the other way at the
tee, it will dump you almost immediately into the DLAC—the Devils Lake Animal
Clinic. It’s a pretty big veterinary outfit. I think they have six doctors and
at least twice that number of techs, because a most of their business is geared
towards large animals like cattle and horses, and they do a lot of out calls at
farms and ranches. But . . . they also work with dogs and cats.”


 


“How’d you find them . . . on that computer?” More
smoke drifted up to join the thunderhead hovering just below the stained
ceiling tiles.


 


“No. Last summer we rescued a baby moose whose mother
had been hit by a coal truck. The cow had been dead for several days, but the
calf was still hanging around and looked like it had an injured leg, so we
tranq’d it and made a call to the state specialist. He recommended this place,
and we were pretty close so we took it over.”


 


“And you think this vet office will have Lynn’s
medicine?” Another dragon breath joined the cloud. 


 


“Can I be one hundred percent? No. But I’m positive the
same prescription that she’s on is the same one that they used for the Great
Dane. Also, this place is kind of out of the way . . . it’s not in the middle
of town like all the other pharmacies. There’s a sign up by the road, but it’s
underneath the one that says ‘water treatment plant.’ As a matter of fact, I
remember them telling me to look for the water treatment sign. The other thing
to consider is that this place is pretty big, relatively speaking, and with so
many vets working out of it, they probably have to stockpile a good amount of
various medicines.”


 


“And how will you get there, Eric? I don’t have a car,
and that wouldn’t be very safe anyhow.”


 


“That’s the beauty of this plan. I’d get there the
same way I got here. I just need to backtrack about twenty miles and turn into
Creel Bay. The lemna plant dumps in to the upper end of the bay. There’s not a
dock there; it’s a restricted fishing area for a half mile out so they can
monitor water quality, but I can beach the boat literally 300 yards from the
vet office.”











Chapter 67


 


*click*


 


And that, dear listeners, is how I ended up
here—trapped in the shampoo and grooming room at the veterinarian’s office with
only two bullets left. I can still hear some scuttling from outside. They saw
me. They know where I am. She knows where I am. And it’s only a matter of time
before death is going to find me . . . . . . . . . . . only it won’t be wearing
robes and caring a scythe. It will be in the form of that beautiful bitch with
midnight black eyes. I should eat a bullet and save her the trouble. I’m
signing off for now. Maybe forever. Bye.


 


*click*


 


OK, I’m not dead yet. And I found a light. Well, a
cell phone with the battery about half charged. It was in the pocket of a dead
girl crumpled in the back corner of the room. I just about crapped my pants
when I stumbled into her body in the dark. Anyhow, her name was Austine, at
least if the name tag on her lab coat was correct. The clock on the phone reads
4:15 AM, and if the increase in grunting and snarls from the outside are any
indication, I’ll probably be dead before sunrise. The good news, if there is
any, is that the room I stumbled into doesn’t have any windows to the outside.
Just the door I came through from the hallway. I’ve got it partially blocked
with some aluminum rolling tables, but they won’t really serve as an effective
barricade. Heck, I can’t even remember if the door opens inward or outward.
Wouldn’t that be just great? I’d get up to heaven and the angels would be
laughing and pointing me, and underneath their breath I’d hear, “that’s the guy
that piled up the tables in front of a door that opened the other direction.” I
don’t care . . . OK, that’s a lie. I’m just so tired of fighting at every turn
. . . and I wish Max was here. OK, that’s another lie, kind of. I mean, I miss
my buddy and wish I could just bury my face in his stinky fur, but on the other
hand, if he was here that would just be another death on my conscience. We’d
put up a hell of a fight though. While I’m riding the wish train, I might as
well ask for some blueberry muffins. I’ve probably got just about the same
chance of getting those. Shit. I got to think of something.


 


*click*


 


OK, the clock now reads 4:24 AM, so it’s been what,
nine minutes since my last update? I’m still alive. I heard a couple gunshots
not too far away, but other than that it’s been quiet. Too quiet. I hope you
can hear me, because I’m whispering pretty low. I guess I should tell you how I
got here. There’s not a whole lot to it, actually . . . 











Chapter 68


 


“You’re making me . . . no, let me change that . . . you’re
forcing me to choose between you and my mother.”


 


I said nothing. There was nothing I could say.
Michelle was, in her own way of justification, correct.


 


“And I don’t like either choice,” she finished. 


 


“I don’t either,” I said quietly.


 


“Then don’t go.”


 


“Michelle, we’ve been down this road about a hundred
times. Your mom is going to die without that medication. Maybe not today, but
maybe tomorrow, or next week. She’s certainly not able to travel, and even if
she was I highly doubt that my uncle, or Walter, or even Doc Collins has any of
that medication handy. Don’t get me wrong, I think this whole thing sucks. But
we have a window of opportunity here that won’t stay open for long.”


 


“Then take me with you.”


 


I shook my head again and looked at the mound
underneath the sleeping bag. The macaroni and cheese had practically knocked
her out, and she was snoring lightly, her tiny left arm tightly curled around a
lifelike plush rabbit. Well, lifelike if you discounted the pastel yellow
pajamas it wore. “You know why you can’t go.”


 


Michelle looked at Faith, and then sighed deeply. “She
has your eyes, you know.”


 


“She has your hair . . . and smile,” I returned. 


 


Michelle’s stunningly green eyes, made even brighter
by the frequent baths of tears throughout the morning, turned towards me. “When
are you leaving?” Her voice was muted and distant. 


 


“In about an hour. I’m going to go ahead and switch to
the night scope on the .22, and then I’ll sight it in from one of the upstairs
windows. I’m leaving both AR’s here with you . . . I won’t need one.” I patted
the pistol in my thigh rig. “I’ll have my CZ as backup.”


 


“What if you get there and the place is overrun by
ghouls?”


 


“Then I don’t even land. I’ll just turn the boat
around and come back.” 


 


She was quiet at my answer, so I kept talking. “It’s
going to be about twenty miles or so to the lemna station, and I want to do
that just before dark so I won’t have to navigate anything but the final mile
or so with night vision. In any event, without any repeaters functioning we
won’t have radio contact, so don’t even try because I’ll be too far away. And
that brings me to my last point. Your dad has a map of Devils Lake on the wall
downstairs. If I don’t come back within about six hours or so, well then, you
need to get Faith out of here. Wait for daylight and then take your dad’s jon
boat—he said there’s plenty of gas and it will run—and head over to the lemna
station. Don’t land or try to come after me! Just switch into the patrol boat
and try to make it back to my truck. Don’t forget to pick up the other bass
boat . . . and be careful around that low bridge on 281.”


 


“You’re talking like you already know that you won’t
be back.” It was said with the beginnings of a fresh tear.


 


“That’s not what I’m saying at all. I just want you to
realize that if something does happen, you need to get back to the marina.”


 


Michelle rocked to her knees and slid over to me. Her
arms wrapped around my shoulders and she pulled me tight, burying her face against
my chest to muffle the quiet sobs. I returned the embrace and held on—lost in
the whirlwind of emotions as the rhythm of our breathing began to slow, and
then balance, and then become one. We stayed frozen against each other for at
least fifteen minutes, and then Michelle wrapped her fingers around the back of
my neck, pushing her lips to mine. The passion in her kiss was unmistakable,
but it wasn’t alone. There was also sadness and hope . . . love and fear . . .
. . . and goodbye. Her thumb moved to my cheek and wiped away a tear. I’m not
sure whose it was.


 


“Eric,” she said, forcing a partial smile to emerge,
“I love you. Come back to me soon, OK?”


 


“I will.”


 


“Be careful.”


 


I caught a halfhearted attempt at a wink with her ‘be
careful.’ I leaned down and kissed her hard, pulling away after too short of a
time before returning her wink. “Don’t worry,” I said.











Chapter 69


 


*click*


 


And so I left her dad’s cabin after bringing in all
the remaining food we had—it wasn’t much. I also brought two of our three ammo
boxes filled with the 5.56 ammunition. That gave her 840 additional rounds. I
couldn’t imagine a realistic scenario where someone could burn through anywhere
near that amount and still be alive. At Michelle’s suggestion, we transferred
her mother to the upstairs bed. Everything else supply-wise that could be moved
followed it. It took a lot of convincing for her dad to agree to be carried
upstairs, but in the end we worked out a deal—he’d agree to go, and if I
happened to find any cigarettes at the vet office, I’d bring them back for him.
In any event, there was now only one avenue they’d have to defend if the house
became compromised. Before I walked out the door, Michelle and Faith gave me a
final hug. It was impossible to miss the mischievous smile that passed between
them. My look of curiosity was rewarded a few seconds later when they handed me
the flattened macaroni and cheese box. The top had been folded over and
fastened with a scrap of masking tape, but it was the homemade bow that made me
choke up. It was fashioned out of a pencil thick braided rope of long red hair.


 


“We made it for you so you’ll have luck,” Michelle
said. “It was Faith’s idea, and we both contributed.”


 


I didn’t know what to say.


 


“Open it,” Faith chirped happily.


 


I removed the bow, zipping it into one of the interior
pockets in my jacket for safekeeping, and then opened the flat box. Inside was
the entire remaining two-thirds of our strawberry Pop-Tart.











Chapter 70


 


4:39 AM. Still alive. I’ve spent the last couple
minutes trying to explore this room and find a weapon of some sort. I wish I
had my small backpack with me. Why? OK, since you insist, I’ll tell you more.
My backpack, you see, is about forty feet away, just outside the back door to
the vet office. If I had my backpack, I’d have extra batteries for my
flashlight. There’s also two more loaded magazines for my 9mm. Did I mention
about the hundred rounds of subsonic ammunition for my .22? Not that it
matters, because the rifle is lying on the ground near the backpack. Both of
them I had to sacrifice to avoid becoming . . . well, dead. What’s that saying?
Oh yeah . . . “and now for the rest of the story.” Where did I leave off? I
think it was with . . . Pop-Tarts. I should probably mention that Pop-Tarts
taste a lot better than the tiny brown chunks of dog treats that I’ve been
munching on. At least I hope they’re treats. They’d probably taste better if I
had some water to wash them down with. Guess where it’s at? Yep, the backpack.
Deep breath . . . OK, Pop-Tarts. 


 


I made it to the patrol boat, and it fired right up.
The fuel status was showing at seventy-eight percent, so I backed it off the
dock and headed northwest just as the cloud muted sunlight was beginning to
fade. I passed through East Devils Lake and under the bridge of county road
0353. From there it was about eight miles—still northwest—until I angled off to
the southwest. Four miles give or take, and then I was in Mission Bay. Another
course change, again to the northwest, and I headed for the entry to Creel Bay
about three and a half miles away. I was hearing sporadic gunfire, but nothing
like the intensity of when we’d passed this point earlier today. Camp Grafton,
the small National Guard outpost at the entrance to Creel Bay, was totally
silent. I stayed in the middle of the channel as much as I could, cutting back
the engines when I was about two miles from my anticipated landing point. The
setting sun was still battling with the approach of dusk, so I shut off the
engines and dropped anchor. I waited. At full dark, and with the taste of
strawberry still on my lips, I started the motors and guided the patrol boat
the rest of the way using the night scope. Do you remember when I told Michelle
and her dad that the vet office was only about 300 yards from the lake? Yeah
well, what I found out after I beached the boat near some willow scrub was that
those 300 yards were occupied by several dozen bison. Also, the water off the
side of the boat was slightly deeper than my boots. Roughly three feet deeper.
Here’s a point of advice for anybody listening to this recording—traveling 300
yards with wet boots and wet pants through a field of agitated buffalo at night
does not put you in the best mood. Anyhow, I guess I stumbled into a buffalo .
. . or maybe beefalo . . . research project. They were stirred up and restless,
and at first I figured it was because of the gunshots that had been blasting
all day. Maybe that was part of it as well, but I didn’t find the real cause
until I was at the other side of the pasture. I jogged over the field, hopped
across the fence and crouched, scanning the area with the night scope. The
veterinarian’s office itself was a simple rectangular building about ninety feet
long and maybe half of that wide. I was looking at the back of it, and as far
as I could see, the only feature was a single door located near the right
corner. Across the parking lot from the main building were two smaller barns,
both of them faced by a large set of traditional double doors. On one of the
barns, the doors appeared to be shut and sealed. The other building had its
doors hanging partially open. As I stared through the scope, I heard a faint
sound to my right, like a heavy thump followed by something scuttling
through dry grass on a hot day. I turned to look, half expecting a ghoul to be
there and ready to pounce, but the sight that greeted me was so bizarre it took
a moment to register. In the fenced in area, fourteen of the bison had arranged
themselves in a half circle with their attention focused on a pair of prone
figures crawling on the ground in front of them. One of the crawlers seemed
almost immobile, but would occasionally slash its arms through the grass
futilely. The other one, obviously a ghoul as well but with a shattered body,
was lunging impotently at the facing herd. Every few seconds, one of the bison
would trot in and stomp it with its hoof. I took another look around, and after
once again coming up empty, I lined up and shot the crawlers. When they stopped
moving, I swear one of the buffalo looked straight at me. Turning back to the
vet office, I knelt down and said another prayer before taking off at a trot
for the back door.


 


The office was only about seventy five feet from the
fence, and I managed to cross the distance uneventfully. At the back door, I
risked a little bit of light to see what I was up against. Emblazoned in a
weather worn sticker was the alarm permit number for the current year, and a
warning that the premises were protected by a local security company. Two other
stickers, both substantially older than the alarm warning, advised that this
was an employee’s only entrance, and that all deliveries should use the side
door. None of the stickers applied to me, so I reached into my pack and found
the stiff metal pry bar that I had borrowed from Michelle’s father’s toolbox.
It took less than five seconds to pop the door open. The room I found myself in
was occupied with an eight foot folding table surrounded by a mishmash of
various chairs. A counter against the left hand wall supported a microwave oven
and a freestanding snack rack. It was loaded with an assortment of chips, all
of them the “baked” variety. I made a mental note to stuff my face with them on
the way out. Just past the rack was an old fashion, percolator-type coffee
maker, as well as its high tech replacement—one of those newer gizmos that
brewed your beverage from the little individual cups. I took an extra half
second to open the cupboard below the coffee makers. Inside I found a pair of
expensive looking, foil sealed coffee bags, each of them weighing in at a
pound. I stuffed them in my pack for Michelle. The other side of the area had a
pair of full size refrigerators. I left them alone and headed to the wooden
door at the end of the room.


 


Max doesn’t like going to the vet. Which I suppose is
only fair, because most veterinarians don’t like Max. Not that they don’t like
“Max” per se, but rather that they have expressed a personal interest in
returning to their homes at the end of the day with all of their limbs and most
of their face still attached. The vet we see now, or I guess “used to see,” is
a little bit different. He’s a transplant from somewhere in Australia, although
if I remember correctly, he said he’s been in the states for almost thirty
years. He likes Max. Sadly, Max doesn’t like him . . . or rather, Max doesn’t
like any of the procedures he’s ever been through at the veterinarian. A thick,
canvas and leather muzzle was required any time I had to take him in. Anyhow,
from my time at the veterinarians, I’ve learned a few things about their basic
operations. Exam rooms have carriers attached either to the door, or just to
the side of the door, for patient clipboards. X-ray rooms are labeled as such—that’s
probably a law. Most other rooms will also be labeled with their function, such
as laboratory, surgical, or grooming for example. In general, the rooms that
aren’t labeled are the ones that I would be looking for, although they might
just be labeled as “storage.” The door to the break room opened into a long
hallway, and directly across from me was a door labeled “grooming.” Yeah, I’m
here now—I know that. But you don’t know how I got here. When I got to the
hallway, the first sight that greeted me was a wide swath of dried blood
interspaced by several pools—also dried—that trailed off to my left down the
hallway. It was pitch black inside, and I froze and listened for at least five
minutes. I heard nothing that would indicate I wasn’t alone, so I soft stepped
down the hall. A series of doors on my right all displayed clipboard holders,
so I concentrated on the ones on the left side. The first one I came to was
labeled “radiology.” I passed it by. The second door had no markings, so I
tried the knob. It was locked. It took almost three minutes to pry the heavy
door open, and I gritted my teeth with each scrape and grunt that echoed down
the hall. The door finally popped out of its frame and opened. Inside was a “T”
shaped room with four compact desks and a medium size conference table. I spent
a few moments quietly rummaging through each desk, but all I came up with were
three packs of unfiltered cigarettes and two unopened cans of Copenhagen snuff.
I took the cigarettes for Michelle’s dad, but left the chew. The next room was
the lab, and the doors to it were similar to what you’d see on a saloon in the
old cowboy movies. Kind of like spring loaded, double flap, half length . . .
uh, doors. I’m guessing they’re designed like that so you can back into them to
enter the lab if you’re carrying handfuls of specimens or test tubes. Although
I could see several vials and bottles in the glass fronted cabinets, I left
that room alone. I’d spent enough time in chemistry class to know those bottles
would most likely be filled with testing and calibration reagents. Hold on a
second, I thought I just heard something . . .


 


*click*


 


OK, I’m back. I don’t know what it was . . . or is . .
. but something whomped into the outside wall of the office. I better
speed this up, because I can literally feel my time running out. I wonder if
I’ll get the “condemned man’s” last request? If so, I want my Benelli shotgun
and a couple hundred shells. And I want it to be daylight. And I want Michelle
and Max to be by my side. Oh, let’s not forget the blueberry muffins . . . sigh
. . . The clock shows 4:51 AM. Sunrise is still about an hour away. Maybe a
little more if the clouds hang around. I better finish up this recording, because
my gut tells me something is coming down the pike. Soon. Anyway, I skipped the
lab and moved down the hallway. The next door was labeled “storage,” and that’s
exactly what it was. Only not the kind of storage I needed. Cleaning supplies,
disinfectants, blankets, and other sundries occupied the wall length shelving
system on the right. The shelves on the left were stacked floor to ceiling with
various animal foods in bags and cans. I left it all alone and headed to the
next door. It was locked, but unlike the solid wooden door that led to the room
with the desks, this one was a simple hollow core interior door. Twenty seconds
with the pry bar and I was inside. Paydirt! It was a square room about fifteen
feet on a side. Every wall except the back was organized with columns of
freestanding metal shelving units—the solid ones, not the ones made out of the
wire grid. The back wall had two upright refrigerators and one chest freezer.
The last shelf on the right side was a locked sheet metal cabinet, but with the
pry bar it only stayed that way for about three seconds. High security was
apparently not what they had in mind when they designed this room. I wasn’t
complaining though. There were no windows, so I shut the door and wedged it
with the little wrecker bar while I searched. I had made a list of anything and
everything that I thought might be useful, but the number one priority was of
course, diltiazem. I found it in less than a minute thanks to the
alphabetical organization of the pharmaceuticals in the room. One of the things
that I had done . . . OK, it was actually Michelle that suggested it . . . was
to empty out Faith’s large duffel bag and take it with me. Her clothes and toys
got temporarily moved to a giant sized, contractor grade garbage bag. I removed
the duffel from my pack and unrolled it, and then I switched my flashlight on
high and looked around the room. Whoever was in charge of this room, maybe Austine for all I know, was a very detail oriented
person. Laminated, computer printed three by five cards were attached with
Velcro tabs to a strip of Velcro backing that ran along the front of each level
of shelving. Like I said, everything was organized alphabetically by name, and
that name was at the top of the card. Underneath that it was classified further
by the type of pharmaceutical it was. Antibiotic, antiviral, diuretic, immunosuppressive
agent, laxative, ophthalmic anesthetic, topical antifungal cream,
vaccination. . . you get the point. There was a lot. The card data continued on
with the prescription’s fine print—things like milligram strength, quantity per
container, date of arrival, stocking quantity, and a whole lot more that I
didn’t take the time to read. The bottom of the card displayed a bar code for
scanning. There were four large plastic bottles filled with buffalo sized
dosages of Lynn’s medication, and five smaller boxes—each containing a
correspondingly smaller milligram dosage of pills. I took them all, and then I
went shopping. The formerly locked cabinet primarily held narcotic analgesics,
and the refrigerators were stocked with cartons of vials. A hasty glance showed
that most of the drugs in the refrigerators were antibiotics in suspension,
although there were other classifications as well, including several large cartons
of insulin. It was cold enough in this room that I was certain it wouldn’t
matter that the power had been out for who knows how long. I left the freezer
alone, though. Twenty-five minutes later I had the duffel filled to bursting with
all manners of medication, including every antibiotic that I recognized the
name of, and even quite a few that I didn’t. Inside my pack I keep a nylon
stuff bag with a drawstring closure. Mostly it gets used for storing a pile of
“whatnot,” which almost always turns out to be dirty clothes or damp towels.
Today I filled it with about forty pounds of pharmaceuticals before topping off
with a few double handfuls of miscellaneous medical supplies like syringes, and
then I slid it closed and got ready to leave. The large duffel bag probably
weighed almost seventy-five pounds, but the ballistic webbing handles made it
an easy lift. The nylon stuff bag was also workable, as long as I kept my
fingers through the mostly closed drawstring hole. Unfortunately, unless I
wanted to make two trips, that meant I’d be crossing fences and buffalo
enclosures without the night scope. Consequently, that would also mean I
wouldn’t have a gun immediately accessible either. My own night vision was
good, but the clouds were heavy, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to come all
this way only to get stomped to death by a bison that I collided with in the
dark, so I decided to take my booty outside before I made a final decision. I
dropped the Quark on to its lowest setting and let my eyes adjust for a few
minutes before stalking down the hall and through the lunchroom. I set both of the
bags on the long table and then snuck over to the door—flashlight now off and
night scope turned on. As I got to the threshold, the sound of faint
voices—screaming and shouting mostly—began to filter through. I’ve got to admit
that a huge chunk of my self preservation mode was practically begging the rest
of my body to just hold the door shut and wait for the noise to go away. I
probably would have if a lot of the voices hadn’t sounded like children. I
opened the door and slid outside. That’s when the shooting started.


 


As soon as I
stepped to the corner I saw the headlights from several vehicles at the “T”
intersection between the lemna plant and here. One of the vehicles was
definitely a scaled down version of a bus. What looked to be a pickup truck or
maybe a smaller flatbed was angled next to it. I couldn’t tell what the third
vehicle was because its headlights were pointing directly my way. The
illumination from the vehicle lights was enough that I could see a large pack
of ghouls circling at the edge of the darkness. They were behaving strangely
though . . . like they seemed to be waiting for something. Every few seconds a
gunshot would flash from one of the bus windows, but if it was having any
effect, I couldn’t tell from here. The entire scene was being played out almost
150 yards away, and that was too far for me to even consider using the .22. I
looked to the right at the bison pen—envisioning the boat beyond and my chance
at freedom—and then back toward the bus. More gunshots punctuated with the high
pitched wails of children sounded across the distance, and for a split second
the image of Faith looking down on me as I slaughtered the chain of infected
prisoners came to my mind. I reached into my jacket pocket and felt the cord of
red hair looping around my fingers, and then I took off across the parking lot
heading for the open barn.


 


There was barely
enough light for me to navigate across the blacktop and over to the barns
without using the night scope, but I made it just as the gunfire increased its
tempo. The partially open door stood in front of me, and I raised the rifle and
skulked through into the electronic green panorama brought to life by the
scope. Immediately I was hit by a wave of foul air—a combination of feces and
rot that penetrated down my nose and threatened to force my gag reflex. The gun
dropped against my chest and I pressed myself against the interior wall, as
much for cover as for stability in case the stench knocked me completely over
or buckled my knees. It was probably only a few seconds later that I heard a
low snarl. My rifle snapped back up and I searched, trying to locate the source
of the growl. It was easy to find. A ghoul was emerging from one of the cattle
stalls—the broken shaft of a pitchfork still impaling his upper thigh through
the denim overalls he wore. I was about to drill him through the forehead, but
something inside of me delayed my finger from the trigger. OK, lesson time for
anybody who finds my body, or at least this recorder. Advance night vision
equipment, like the scope on the .22, is an absolute power shift, or “force
multiplier” as they say in some circles. In other words, if you don’t have it
but your enemy does, in general you’re pretty much hosed. That said, there are
certain limitations with the use of night vision equipment. I don’t have a lot
of time to get into the different generations or systems for seeing in the
dark, but a lot of people confuse “night vision” with “thermal imaging.”
They’re totally different. Thermal actually sees heat radiating off of your
target . . . night vision, well, you might understand it better if I said it
another way. It’s not “night vision,” but rather “light amplification.” I’m not
a tech geek, but the simple way to explain it is that the scope gathers the
available light and intensifies it into an image that’s bright enough to see when
you look into the viewfinder. Each generation gets better at doing this, with
generation three being the current military standard. Where am I going with
this? Well, the green field of view that you see while looking through the
scope can also create a dim “back splash” of light reflecting off of your face.
This isn’t normally a problem in most combat situations, but it can be an issue
if you’re a solitary sniper in the dark of the desert surrounded by your
enemies, or a tired North Dakota game warden staring at a red-eyed monster in a
pitch black barn. Fortunately, there is a partial solution. Most of the latest
generations of scopes and goggles have a specialized eyepiece that opens the
aperture when you press your forehead against it, thereby creating a seal that
keeps the back splash to a minimum. Do you understand where I was going with
this, and why I held off from pulling the trigger? When I snapped the rifle to
my eye, I effectively eliminated the possibility that “Farmer Pitchfork” could
ferret me out by noticing the dim green back splash. But I was cautiously
curious to find out how an infected person behaved in total darkness. I’d
already seen the ghoul stumble over the body at the ranger station, so I was
reasonably sure they didn’t gain any mythical cat vision to go along with their
change in appetite, but I also learned years ago that the best way to learn
about the true behavior of a creature—human, animal, or otherwise – was to
observe it when it was unaware it was being watched. And so I kept my finger on
the trigger and the crosshairs on the ghoul’s head. Its crimson eyes were
darting back and forth in the wedge of the barn where I was standing, like it
had me, and then lost me . . . and then it began to stumble forward. I was
almost a million percent positive that it couldn’t see me, but the echo of screams
and gunshots from the outside convinced me that my experiment had gone on long
enough. I shot it through the left eye and followed it down, adding another
round into the top of its head for insurance, and then I moved over to the
built in wooden ladder that climbed upwards to the loft. Five seconds later I
was up and tiptoeing toward the back wall.


 


The barn
itself was constructed out of the typical materials you’d expect to find in
older barns everywhere—thick sawmill lumber, heavy square posts, and layers of
overlapping tin for a roof. Also, like almost every barn I’d ever been in, it
was a depository for all manners of strange, obscure, antiquated, or leftover
materials too bulky or rusty to be stored elsewhere. Several stacks of
forgotten hay bales fought for space in the loft with a sloping pile of rusty
cages; both of them seeming to erupt from an ankle deep layer of old feed bags.
Directly in front of me as I crested the ladder—guarded by a barrier made from
loosely hanging chicken wire—was the outside opening to the loft level. The
shutter-like doors that would normally be opened when you loaded or unloaded
hay bales were missing, and the chill night air was breezing unimpeded through
the wire. So were the screams. I tried to dodge around the obstacles on my way to
the chicken wire, but ended up knocking over a stack of empty paint cans that
were balanced on some loose pet carriers. They banged and rolled and bounced
with all the delicacy of a marching band, and I cringed along with the ruckus I
made, half expecting a pile of ghouls to materialize out of thin air and shred
me. None did, so I layed prone on the floor and poked the suppressor through a
ragged hole in the chicken wire. It took me almost another minute to shift and squirm
into a position with a good rest for the rifle, and then I began to search for
targets. I had at least a half dozen ghouls standing in a ragged line about
sixty yards away. They were facing the bus, which put their backs almost
directly toward me. It was odd, though, and I wondered why they weren’t moving
forward. My answer, such as it was, came a few moments later. I started with
the target on the far right. At this range and with a steady rest I almost
couldn’t miss, and he collapsed into the low grass and was still. The next one
in line followed fifteen seconds later. He kicked and spasmed after being shot,
but eventually his thrashing ceased. I was lining up on number three when I saw
it . . . when I saw her . . .


 


You know, I
still can’t seem to wrap my head around what’s happening. I have a basic
knowledge of microbiology and infectious disease, partly due to the curriculum
requirements when you’re a biology major, but also because of the genre of
television that I watched when I had time. I’ve even read a few books, believe
it or not. But there is nothing that I can think of that can even remotely
explain what’s happening with this disease, or virus, or whatever it is. Of
course, the fact that I’m bruised and bloody and tired and hungry and . . . and
. . . and . . . OK, I’ll stop, as Uncle Andy puts it, “bawling like a calf.”
Where was I? Oh yeah, lining up on number three. I was shifting the crosshairs
to the third ghoul in line when the small bus shook with impact. I jerked the
trigger anyhow, but missed. The bus shook again, and then from out of nowhere
it became swarmed with a layer of scuttling, grasping infected, like it was a
giant face that had all of a sudden sprouted clumps of moving, shifting hair.
My targets began walking to the left, and I managed to drop another one—the one
I had missed a second ago—before they . . ., well, I don’t even know what to
call it . . . “began gathering” maybe? The illumination from the headlights
showed enough of the scene that a cold hard ball of icy dread began to form in
my gut as I watched. A group of at least ten infected were moving away from the
bus and towards the edge of the light, each dragging the struggling form of a
child behind them. Some of them had two children. Like a macabre dance, they
merged with the remaining three walkers that I hadn’t shot, and then their
group swelled again as another eight or nine joined them from out of the
darkness. There were several ferals in with that group. All of that was bizarre
enough, but it was nothing compared to what happened next. As the groups
compounded their numbers, they began to swirl and sway, all of them seeming to
focus toward the highway and the darkness beyond. I angled my scope through the
chicken wire, and the lime green radiance revealed a solitary figure moving
slowly toward the undulating swarm. It was definitely female, and wore the
tattered remains of a camouflage uniform. Something about her sent another wave
of chills coursing down my spine, and I found myself drawn to the spectacle as
it unfolded in front of me. She walked toward the wavering mob of ghouls, and
they parted at her approach like a group of fat boys at the pool when the hot
lifeguard walks past. Once she was in the middle of the swarm she stopped . . .
and then all of the ones that weren’t holding a child surged forward—and I
swear to you—began to lick and bite at her. As stomach churning as that was, I
forced myself to line up the crosshairs on the monsters that were holding the
children. Two of them fell silently with a single bullet in the side of their
heads, and the children that were in their grasp struggled away and ran. I took
out another one that was holding a pair of kids, and then the opportunity
presented itself for a shot at a feral that was crawling on all fours toward
the ghoul I had just killed. As my crosshairs stabilized on his face, his
entire head exploded in a spray of bones and brain. A millisecond later, the
thundering CRACK-BOOM of a high powered rifle reached my ears. I had no
idea where the shot came from, and judging from the reaction of the swarm,
neither did they. The center mass of monsters dissolved sideways, and then the
entire mob began loping across the grass, heading straight for the barn I was
in. I was stunned on so many levels that I literally froze in place, unable to
even take a shot at the horde of infected that were trampling my way. I vaguely
recall hearing another rifle shot, but I have no clue if it scored. It didn’t
really matter, because just a few precious seconds later the ghouls began to
enter the barn.


 


I’ve been
scared before. Maybe not with the frequency, or to the same degree as a lot of
other people . . . or maybe I’m just too dumb to know when I should be afraid.
Let me tell you something—up in the loft of that barn I used up my entire lifetime
supply of bravery just to breathe. The stomp of multiple feet, the snarls and
hiss’s and moans . . . the rabid animalistic growling . . . the stench of
putrid flesh . . . it was too much for me to process, and I . . .  just . . . .
. . . shut . . . . . . . down. I couldn’t move. I mean, I literally found
myself paralyzed. I’d probably still be there if it hadn’t been for something
else. The kids. I could hear at least two of them still alive and screaming,
and the vision that my mind created of them suffering at the hands of the
fiends below boiled every ounce of terror out of my blood instantaneously.
Before I could even comprehend my actions, I was up and moving towards the edge
of the loft—rifle barrel pointed and leading the way. At the edge I stopped and
looked down into a churning vat of the raw source material for nightmares.
There had to be at least two dozen ghouls on the lower level, and they were feeling
their way around and gathering in small groups of threes and fours, tearing at the
tiny corpses that were scattered on the floor. The sound of a crying girl to my
right was abruptly stilled as a pair of swiftly moving ferals—almost as small
as the child was—converged on her with bone snapping ferocity. But even as the
entire scene began to knit together to beat at the doors of my sanity, I saw
something else . . . something dead center in my sight below . . . and it
turned my burning blood into streams of ice cold horror. It was the lady from
outside. She was stunningly beautiful and barely dressed in the shredded
remains of camouflaged overalls, and almost every square inch of her body below
her gorgeous face was flooded with bite marks.
She was grasping a struggling young boy in an iron grip . . . and her eyes were
looking straight at me.


 


Her dazzling, malevolent
lips smiled up at me, and she lifted the child higher, placing his body as a
shield. And then she squeezed and shattered his neck, ending his life with an
audible crack. I fought through the shock and shifted my aim to the
right, sending a pair of double taps to the foreheads of the ferals that I knew
could outrun me, and they both dropped to the barn floor and spasmed violently
before laying still next to the remains of the little girl. I jerked the Ruger back
towards the monstrosity and fired off a half dozen shots, but most were
absorbed by the boy’s limp form in her arms. If any passed through and affected
her, it didn’t show. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying she didn’t react, it’s
just that what happened next is so far beyond my comprehension that I don’t
even know if I believe what I saw. But I know what I saw. The twenty-odd
infected that were fumbling around in the darkness below . . . they could
apparently sense that something was wrong, but they couldn’t see each other,
much less me up in the loft. But after my bullets smacked into the corpse that the
bite-marked lady was using as a barrier, she cut loose with a screeching hiss
and all of the ghouls froze for a split second . . . and then like the heads of
a hydra, every single one of them turned their red eyes directly towards me,
and I knew . . . I just knew that they could see me. As one, the entire swarm
began to scuttle forward. There were too many to track with the scope, so I
flung the rifle across my back and drew my CZ and flashlight. One press of the
tailcap was all it took to shatter the darkness and reveal the full color
terror below. The swarm—red, rage filled eyes,  bloody hands, and snapping
teeth—recoiled momentarily from the blast of white hot radiance, and as they
stumbled away shielding their eyes, I lined up my pistol on the unearthly
beauty standing at the core. My mind shivered in abject revulsion and terror as
the bright beam from my flashlight shocked the memory of my nightmare about
Michelle straight to the forefront. The beautiful-cruel dark angel was staring
up at me with soulless, ebony black eyes . . . just like in my dream. My fear
frozen trigger finger jerked once and the CZ barked, sending the 124 grain Speer
Gold Dot bullet blasting out of the barrel at over 1200 feet per second. It
slammed into her left shoulder and she let out an inhuman wail, and the sea of
ruby-eyed ghouls howled in fury and charged toward me. I emptied my magazine at
the ones surging up the ladder, and then reloaded and kept firing as others
began to climb the walls and posts. It was a battle that I knew I was going to
lose in just a matter of seconds. That’s when the truck came crashing through
the barn wall.


 


The impact of the
heavy vehicle on the barn timbers knocked me off of my feet, and almost off of
the loft. It was the flatbed from outside, and someone had set it on fire and
driven it, or steered it toward the ghoul’s retreat . . . and me. It smashed
through the right corner of the wooden structure, crushing and squishing
several infected as it careened to a stop against the center pillar—a fifteen
inch square post probably made from oak at least a century ago. It missed the
raven-eyed beauty. The flames leaping from the truck revealed even more ghouls
scrambling to climb the ladder and stalls, and I blew the faces off of at least
eight of them before the first one crested the rim of the hay loft. My last
shot in that magazine caught it on top of its head, and the brains and blood
exploding backwards peppered the hands of the next three that were clawing up
in its wake. I holstered my weapon and bolted for the chicken wire, crashing
through and snagging my hand into the mesh as I shot straight out into the
blackness of the night air. In the blink of an eye the fencing jerked me to a
stop when it reached the limit of its rusty fasteners, and my outward momentum
rapidly shifted to downward—swinging me back toward the barn and slamming my
shoulder and face into the rough wooden planks of siding. My chicken wire rope
held on for one final millisecond before dropping my ass—along with the rest of
me—into a pile of old lumber, tires, and shingles. I felt the stitches in my
ankle tear, and my shin was in agony over its impact with something hard in the
landing pile, but I forced myself to get up and run. 


 


My flashlight
was miraculously still on and in my hand, and I managed to draw my pistol and
flip out the empty magazine as I sprinted for the vet office. I could hear the
snarls of my pursuers as I pounded across the parking lot, and I grabbed the
last loaded magazine from my belt and slammed it home, dropping the slide as I
charged for the door. I was almost there when the wildly bobbing beam of my
flashlight caught the movement of a pair of ghouls coming around the corner of
the veterinarian’s office on an intercept course. I flung several chaotic shots
their way as I huffed and puffed toward the back corner of the building, and
one of them stumbled and rolled. The other one, a gray-skinned man in his
twenties dressed in the uniform of a flight crew member, reached towards me
with outstretched fingers and managed to snag a pocket on my backpack. The
weight of the tackle twisted me in a full circle and hammered me into the
ground, and I remember kicking my heels into his face as he clawed towards me
with one arm—his other still entangled in the backpack. I pulled away as hard
as I could, but his grip wouldn’t break, so I yanked my shoulder sideways with
as much force as I could muster and managed to roll out of my backpack. That
maneuver also deposited my rifle on the ground next to it. I came to my knees in
a crouch and shot at the backpack thief several times before adjusting my aim toward
a line of five infected that had followed me from the barn. Two of them
crumpled to the ground, and I surged to my feet and leapt for the door as the
other three howled in anger and thudded forward with maniacal faces and
clutching hands. I threw the door open and vaulted inside, pulling it shut
behind me with less than a half step to spare. As the multiple impacts crashed
against the door, the reflected light from my Quark almost made me pee myself.
Standing next to the coffee maker was a tall, skinny woman dressed in light
blue scrubs. She had a stethoscope hanging from her neck, and the partially
eaten remains of one of her coworkers dangling from her hand. I couldn’t help
it—here I was . . . about to die in some back-assed vet’s office with a pile of
infected beating at the door, and the only thought that came to my mind was a
commercial jingle that reminded you to “share a little dark Peruvian blend with
your coworkers after a hearty meal.” Especially if the hearty meal was
your coworker, I guess. Her red eyes squinted at my light, and I drilled her
through the bridge of her nose. 


 


The pounding
fists beat against the door, and I maneuvered the flashlight into my mouth so I
could dedicate the full strength of one hand to holding the knob. My other hand
gripped the 9mm pistol, and I swiveled my head toward the door that led to the hallway
and waited. Another high powered rifle shot boomed into the night, but it
didn’t seem to affect the three ghouls scratching and clubbing against the
door. Ten seconds of my life flashed past in stop frame slow motion, and I was
blitzed with images of my uncle, and little red-haired, blue-eyed Faith. I saw
the faces of friends that I hadn’t seen since grade school. I saw Max as a
puppy—his eyes still closed and his belly full of milk as he clumsily rolled
over his brothers and sisters. I saw my mother in her casket. I saw the glossy
black eyes of the dark angel looking up at me over the flames of the burning
barn. And I saw Michelle. Her brilliant emerald eyes locked with mine as she
gave her body . . . her self . . . to me in the tent just a few nights
ago. And then, as the visions faded, I began to get pissed. I had fought so
hard at every turn, always thinking, always planning, always running and
gunning. I had come so far and risked so much. I had saved my loved ones, and
in turn they had saved me. And the aggravation inside of me festered into cold,
silent anger. Through the haze of my growing fury, I became keenly aware on
some level that the ghouls were so focused on reaching me that they couldn’t
comprehend the door pulled towards them. That thought cascaded into action, and
I dropped the flashlight into my hand and reared back, kicking the door open
and slamming it with meaty whomp into whatever was behind it. 


 


My flashlight lit
up the doorway and revealed the other two monsters standing there—bloody hands
shielding their eyes from the intense light—and I half stepped to the threshold
and dropped the hammer on both of them. One of them fell like a sack of rotten
potatoes with a bullet hole above her right eyebrow, and the other one took a
pair of rounds in his throat. A huge cone of bright red blood sprayed backward
with the second bullet’s impact and he dropped to his knees, and then his face
hit the ground hard enough to leave a dent—a sensation that was delivered back
to me with a vengeance as the metal door exploded forward and smacked into me
with the force of a runaway freight train. I was bounced into the room with the
impact, backpedaling momentarily before tripping over a lunch room chair and
crashing against the refrigerator. I remember seeing a tunnel vision of stars
as I fought to remain conscious, and I struggled to my feet, firing the CZ in
the general direction of the outside door as I stumbled toward the hallway and
into the grooming room. My entry was punctuated with the deafening metallic
clash of my 6 foot 4 inch frame colliding with some type of grooming table
loaded with shears and combs. Both the table and I fell together, tumbling to
the ground in a symphony of angry curses and loud bangs. I was on my side,
panting and gasping for air as I struggled to line up my flashlight and pistol
with the door that had somehow closed itself, and that’s the last thing I clearly
remember until just a little bit ago.


 


I guess I was
out—either unconscious or asleep, maybe both—for about eight hours. OK, that’s
not really correct. I may have passed out initially, but I remember waking
while my flashlight was still shining. I remember dragging myself behind
another grooming table. I remember stuffing the still lit flashlight into my
jacket pocket for a moment. I remember seeing the three faintly glowing dots of
the tritium night sights on my pistol. I remember reaching for the mouthpiece
that led to my water bladder, only to discover that it was missing along with
my backpack. I remember . . . remembering . . . what happened to the backpack.
I remember finding a plastic garbage bag filled with pet hair, and squishing it
into a roll. I remember hurting just about everywhere. I remember whispering a
prayer to God that He would keep Michelle and Faith safe after I was gone. I
remember laying my head on the hair filled roll and feeling my body shut down
with exhaustion. I remember lifeless black eyes dripping with evil as the
flames danced higher.


 


And that,
ladies and gentlemen, is how I got here. When I woke just a short time ago,
I’ll admit to panicking—just a bit. It was pitch black and silent, and I
thought that I was . . ., well, you know. When I realized that I was still a
card carrying member of the living, I pulled myself into a sitting position as
quietly as I could and began to breathe. Michelle told me that Uncle Andy
taught her and Thompson some basic techniques on their way to Fort Hammer. I’ve
been doing them for twenty years. Not religiously or even regularly, but enough.
I focused my breathing and began a series of stretches, gradually working my
way to the point where I could visualize the storm candle.


 


“Focus on
the candle, Eric. The flame should be alive, but unwavering. Living, but under
control.”


 


I stared at
the golden yellow fire that burned on top of the long taper of the holly green
Christmas candle. It was July, nowhere near the Christmas holiday, and I was
sitting on the floor of Uncle Andy’s cabin. I was fourteen years old, I think,
and I had just been stung by about thirty wasps when I had accidentally
destroyed their nest while moving a pile of firewood.


 


“Pretend
you’re on the roof of a tall tower at the ocean, and the waves are dashing
against the rocks 500 feet below you. The wind and rain are howling all around
and whipping your hair against your face. But there is a single candle standing
in the darkness in front of you. Its flame is snapping back and forth,
threatening to go out at any second from the power of the storm.”


 


I could see
the vivid imagery that my uncle was painting in my mind, even as the perfectly
still flame of the green candle stood unwavering on the floor.


 


“Now
concentrate on the flame, Eric. Bend it to your will. The storm does not
control it, you do, and the taller and straighter you make the candle flame,
the weaker the storm becomes.”


 


As I
focused on his words and the picture in my head, the throbbing, burning
sensations on my arms and neck began to ebb.


 


The storm
candle now in focus, I held the flame perfectly still as I began a mental
checklist of my situation. No backpack, which means no water, or resupply of
ammunition among other things. I had fallen asleep with my flashlight still
turned on inside my coat pocket. The batteries were absolutely shot. As quietly
as I could, I dropped the magazine from the pistol. The flame of the candle
definitely sputtered when I felt only one cartridge. That, plus one more in the
chamber brought my grand total of available ammunition to two. I have five
loaded magazines for the .22 in the pouches of my tac vest, but that’s not
going to help since the only weapon that takes them is laying down outside. I
still have my Buck knife, and in the pocket of my cargo pants I found my
recorder, but the earbud cord was dangling partway outside and one of the tiny
speakers was missing. Oh . . . something else. My watch is gone. This time
probably for good. I have no clue where it went, but my best guess puts it
somewhere in the pile of debris that I landed in when I jumped out of the barn.
As far as I’m concerned, it can stay there.


 


So now you know everything. I’m trapped here with only
two bullets left. There’s still at least an hour of darkness left. I’ve killed maybe
a dozen of the red-eyed ghouls. That’s less than half. I only saw three ferals,
and they’re all toast. But to be honest, there could be fifty more that I
didn’t see. And then there’s the black-eyed fiend. I don’t know what to think
about her, other than it frightens me to think about her. Do I wait in here until
the gray ones find me? Or do I go out in a blaze of two bullets fighting my way
to my backpack? Either way the result will be the same. I need to think.


 


*click*


 


OK, this is it . . . the last recording I’ll probably
ever make. Whoever finds this, if you have the ability, take it to Walter’s
Marina near the shore of Ghost Echo Lake. If you see a tall, beautiful
redheaded girl there, tell her I love her. It’s 4:55 AM according to the clock
on the phone, and there is definitely something in the hallway. Time to man up
and go down fighting.











Chapter 71


 


I got to my feet as quietly as I could, and the
stiffness of my multiple bruises, cuts, and abrasions all woke up and had a
welcome back party at my expense. The noise sounded again from the hallway—a
scraping sound from the right—and I crept up to the door using the blue light
of the cell phone screen. As quietly as I could, I lifted away the pair of
rolling carts I had placed as a barrier. Unfortunately, one of them had a loose
metal tray that I thought was attached to the cart. It wasn’t . . . and when I
moved the cart out of the way, the tray slid off and banged against the floor.
I cringed and held my breath. A moment later my already hammering heart kicked
up another notch as the dim sapphire glow of the phone showed the doorknob in
front of me starting to turn. The only ghouls that I knew could do that were
ferals. I braced myself and got ready as the door opened.


 


As soon as it swung halfway, I flipped the phone open
to light the screen and thrust my gun around the door frame. My finger was on
the trigger and ready to fire as I aligned the front sight on the corrosive
yellow eyes staring back at me. Only they weren’t yellow, and they were pointing
the very large looking bore of a handgun right back at my face. The shock of
the situation froze both of us for an instant, and we stood there in stunned
indecision as the seconds ticked by . . . him bathing in the blue light of my
phone, and my own face reflecting a dull rainbow from the screen image on the
phone that he held up for light. 


 


I tilted the muzzle of my CZ skyward, and he followed
a moment later with his, now obvious to me as a stainless steel .45 caliber
automatic.


 


“Your battery’s low,” he whispered in a slow, easy
voice that carried a faint southern drawl.


 


“What?” I replied in confusion.


 


His head, mostly balding but with the remains of a
crew cut still visible, nodded toward the phone in my hand. “You’ve only got
one bar left. Better charge it up.” He accompanied his jab with a smile and a
spit of tobacco on the floor of the hallway.


 


The beginnings of a grin crept on to my face and I
nodded. “Yeah well, I’ve noticed the cell coverage has been kind of spotty
around here, so I’ll probably just wait until I get home.”


 


He nodded and smiled again. “I’d shake your hand, but
unless we get out of here pretty damn soon, neither of us are going to have any
hands left to shake.”


 


In the dim glow from our phones, I gave him a quick
once over. Medium height, maybe 5 foot 10 inches, early to mid thirties,
thickset neck that sat on muscular shoulders, and a face that studied me back
with the same scrutiny that I was giving him. My gut said I could trust him.


 


“Got any 9mm ammunition you can spare?” I asked.


 


He shook his head no. “I got seven rounds of .45 left,
and one full mag of 308.”


 


The pistol he was carrying was obvious, but I didn’t
see any rifle. He noticed the question in my eyes and bobbed his nose over my
shoulder. I turned to look and saw the figure of a young boy bracing against
the wall. A scoped AR type rifle was held across his chest, and the steady look
in his eyes convinced me that he knew how to use it. The screen on my phone
timed out and dimmed, so I mashed a random button and brought it to life again.
It revealed a blood soaked bandage wrapped around the young man’s upper thigh.


 


The look on my face when I turned back was answered
without any fanfare. “That’s my son. He got hit by a stray round two days ago.
The town is overrun by those things, but the owner of a fishing cabin we were
renting told me about this place before he got yanked out of the window and
torn apart.”


 


“You came here for some medicine?” I asked.


 


He nodded. “Yeah, his leg is getting infected, so I figured
we might be able to find some antibiotics here, but it looks like somebody
already beat me to it.”


 


I swiveled to look at the boy briefly before turning
back towards the man. “Can he run with that leg?”


 


From behind me I heard a young, but firm “Yes.”


 


The father’s eyes flicked towards his son for an
instant, and then turned back to me. “He’s tough, but he’s hurt pretty good. I
was hoping maybe to hole up here for a few days, but the guy that rented the
cabin to us didn’t tell me about the airport across the road.”


 


“What about the airport?”


 


“It’s ground zero for those freakin’ bastards,” he
answered. “It took us almost a full day to sneak from the fishing shack to
here—less than two miles. We hid ourselves in a thicket of scrub by that sewage
plant yesterday afternoon, but we never had a clear shot to run over here.
There were always groups of those things breaking off from the horde at the
airport. Then just before nightfall, it looked like they’re all beginning to
assemble close to one of the hangars, and even the roamers were shambling that
way. I told my boy that we’d wait until after dark and try to sneak over. About
then a couple vehicles came barreling down the highway—zigzagging like they
were drunk or something. They turned onto the road out there, but when they
figured out it was a dead end, they tried to turn around and got tangled. Of
course that attracted some attention and ruined our chances for getting over
here. One of the vehicles was a school bus, and when we saw what was happening,
well, we decided to just hang around and help out, even though it probably
meant we were going to buy the farm.”


 


The events of last night were coming together with his
story, and I looked behind me again at the rifle in the boys’ arms. “You were
the ones that shot the feral?”


 


“The what?”


 


“The fast one out by the wreck. When they dragged the
kids out of the bus and were heading toward the . . . lady . . .”


 


His eyebrows rose. “Yeah, that was us.” His face
tightened in realization and he continued, “Was that you that dropped the other
ones . . . the ones that were holding the kids?”


 


I nodded. “What seems like a lifetime ago, I had a
suppressed .22.”


 


“Where were you shooting from?”


 


“I was up in the barn loft . . .”


 


He cut me off. “No shit . . . really?”


 


I could tell he was genuinely surprised, but also
rather congratulatory in the typical southern redneck fashion that I had been
initiated into while at college in Tennessee. Kind of like, “Dang Rusty,
sorry you were in the swimmin’ hole when I threw in the stick of dynamite, but
hey, look at all the fish we caught.”


 


“I’m guessing that you’re the ones that torched the
barn,” I said with a chuckle.


 


“Sorry, I had no idea anybody was in there. When we
popped the fast one, that whole little herd hot footed it to the barn, and I
figured maybe we could toast them all. And before you say anything, it would’ve
been a lot cleaner death for any of the kids that were still alive.”


 


The tone of his words convinced me that he was still
struggling with that decision, so I laid it on the line for him. “None of the
children were still alive in the barn when the truck crashed through. You did
the right thing.”


 


He took a deep breath, and then nodded at me.


 


“How’d you end up making it here?” I asked.


 


“When the barn caught fire it lit up the whole area,
so we just dug in and waited for it to burn out. That took almost three hours.
Since then we’ve been hunkered down and waiting for an opportunity, but little
pockets of those sickos kept getting nearer and nearer to where we were hiding,
so about an hour ago we decided to risk it. We made it to the side door, but it
was locked so we snuck around and lucked out with the front door.
Unfortunately, at least a few of those things saw us come in.”


 


A bang from down the hallway startled both of us, and
he looked that way and said, “I found a dog leash in the waiting room, and I’ve
got it tied across the latches of the double doors out front, but one of the
glass partitions on the doors is already cracked pretty bad. It won’t hold for
long.”


 


“How many are out front?”


 


“Probably seven or eight by now. Do you know if
there’s a back door to this place?


 


“Yeah, that’s the way I came in, but it’s probably
swarming with them as well.”


 


He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe
not. When the barn torched, I had a pretty good view of most of the area. I
couldn’t see the back wall of this building, but I could see a lot of the area
behind it. There were only two or three of those things back there. Of course,
a lot of time has passed since then. But I guess it doesn’t really matter,
because there’s no way we’re going to make it past the horde at the airport.”


 


That was the second or third time he’d mentioned the
ones at the airport, and I was curious about his choice of the word “horde.” My
phone dimmed again, and I let it stay there as I asked. “How many are at the
airport?” I’m not sure what I was expecting. Maybe fifty or sixty . . . maybe
even hundred . . .


 


“Rough guess . . . probably about two thousand.” 


 


My eyes bulged at his answer, and he closed with, “I
hope you’ve got a lot of ammo.”


 


I closed my eyes for a few seconds, forcing the
survival instinct to kick in one more time as I digested all of his
information. When I opened my eyes again, he was staring straight at me with a grim
look on his face “You feel like making a stand with us?” he asked.


 


“Hell no, I feel like getting out of here, and with
all three of us and a lot of luck, we might just make it.” My whisper seemed
almost like a shout in the shadowy hallway, and his eyes narrowed at my words.


 


“Just tell us what we can do.” The sound of breaking
glass punctuated his answer, and he capped it off with, “But you better make it
fast.”


 


I holstered my gun briefly and stuck out my hand.
“Eric Coleman.”


 


He shifted his gun to the phone hand and shook. “Shawn
Allen, and that’s my boy Mack.” I spun and clasped hands with the young man,
then drew my CZ and darted across the hall into the lunchroom. Both of my bags
full of medicine were where I had left them. “If we make it out of here, your
boy will have all the antibiotics he’ll need.” I patted the duffel.


 


“That’s great,” Shawn said, “but just how do you plan
on not getting eaten?”


 


“We’re going to call the cavalry.”











Chapter 72


 


“OK, are you ready?” I looked at Shawn and Mack as I shouldered
against the door to the outside.


 


They both nodded.


 


“Remember,” I said, “the fence is only about a hundred
feet away, and once we’re inside, it’s about 300 yards to the lake . . . and
the boat. I’ve got to grab my rifle. It should be just outside on the ground.”


 


“And I’m grabbing your backpack,” Mack said.


 


“And I’m shooting anything that tries to kill us.”
Shawn hefted the .308 rifle now in his hands. 


 


I was carrying both the large duffel and the stuff
bag. “And once I get the 22, you’re taking both bags and I’m taking over as
guide and guard. Everybody understand?” 


 


Everybody did, and I began to push the door open as
the sound of shattering glass and squeaking metal came down the hallway. Groans
and snarls accompanied them.


 


“They’re inside . . . we’ve got to move now!  
Go-go-go . . !” Shawn hissed.


 


I took a deep breath and pushed at the door. It
resisted my effort for a moment, so I pressed harder and felt something sliding
across the ground near the door’s kick plate as it opened into the darkness.
The cool slap of night air chilled my face as I stepped through onto the small
gravel landing. Mack was right behind me with his hand on the duffel, and Shawn
came through last, linked to his son by a hand on his shoulder. As soon as our
modified human chain had our boots on the ground, Mack flipped open the cell
I’d given him and cast the blue glow towards the yard. About eight feet away
near the edge of the gravel were two piles of bodies. I guided our chain to the
one on the right and knelt down next to the corpse of the man in the flight
suit. Mack followed my lead and went for the backpack while I dropped my load
and searched in the dim light for the silenced .22.


 


My exclamation of “Got it” occurred almost simultaneously
with Shawn’s warning curse.


 


“Shit . . . Look out!” The heavy rifle tore apart the
stillness of the night as he fired off three quick rounds almost right next to
us.


 


I grabbed the .22 and turned on the night scope as I
pushed to my feet. The landscape came alive in vibrant green, and my immediate
impression of our chances of survival was bleak. At least twenty of the
infected were close by and converging on the light from the cell phone. I fired
a round at the closest one and he collapsed, but my second shot into an
approaching fat lady ended with nothing more than a dry click. I didn’t know
what else to do in the spur of the moment, so I held the night scoped rifle
against my eye with one arm and reached for the barrel of the .308 with the other,
yelling as I attempted this last ditch maneuver. “Shawn . . . let me aim for
you!” My hand snagged the barrel on the first try, and after his reflex action
of trying to jerk it away, my words must have sunk in. I pulled the barrel
through the darkness and pointed it at the lady who I was sure had never jogged
before tonight. “Mack—stay down! Shawn—five rounds now!” The big rifle jumped
in my grasp and I steered it toward the obese jogger barely ten feet away and
closing. With every muzzle flash that blasted into the darkness, I felt the
weapon’s aim being fine tuned by its wielder. Rounds three, four, and five
connected solidly in her chest, and she stumbled and rolled. Her legs were
still churning feebly against the dirt, but they were insufficient to move her
bulk. I dropped the hot barrel of Shawn’s battle rifle and swept my hand along
the bottom of the .22. The extended magazine was missing—probably lost
somewhere in the gravel when I pulled out of my backpack—so I grabbed another
one off my vest and ran it home. One of the modifications I had made to the
Ruger was an extra large charging handle that allowed easier access for my big
fingers than the standard factory model. I flipped it back and let it drop to
chamber a cartridge, and then put three rounds on target at a ghoul that was
fast stepping our way. Behind him was a line of at least thirty more, and
skittering at the rear of the pack were several fast moving figures. Just to
make things worse, the door to the vet office was beginning to spill out ghouls
in a solid line.


 


“SHAWN, GRAB THE BAGS NOW!” I yelled at full volume,
no longer concerned if it gave us away . . . they knew where we were. I heard
the grunting and exertion as Mack’s father slung his rifle and heaved the bags
into his hands. It was time for the last gambit. “Mack, throw the phone now and
link us up.” With a cast iron bucket full of more discipline under fire than
anybody his age should ever have to possess, Mack threw the glowing blue cell
phone towards the veterinarian’s office and then grabbed on to my vest with one
hand and the duffel with his other.


 


“I’m hooked to both of you . . . let’s go,” he
whispered loudly.


 


I began to trot for the fence
backwards—pulling-guiding them along through the darkness. In the bouncing
image of the night vision, it looked like the main line of infected were
veering towards the bait. I turned around to get my bearings on the fence, but
came up short when my back slammed into one of the posts and warbled the
strands of wire. They jangled with a metallic, teeth clenching clatter. I
muttered some not so kind words under my breath, trying to clear the stun and
get my bearings as Shawn lifted his son across the thick mesh fence. It took
another eternity of almost fifteen seconds before I managed to shake off the
effects from the stupidity of my distance misjudgment. By then Shawn was across
as well, but the wires on top were now pinging like a cheap aluminum wind chime
caught in a gale. I shoved the scope to my eye and saw a throng of infected
keying in on the noise as they moved this way. Leading the pack was a hulking
brute wearing nothing but his birthday suit and tennis shoes. I half wondered
what he was doing when he’d become infected. They were less than fifty feet
away and I was moving the crosshairs toward the giant, naked jogger when I felt
Shawn’s hand on my shoulder.


 


“Eric . . . move your ass . . . I can see them!”


 


I dropped the scope and squinted, confused for a split
second at the meaning of his words. It all became clear in a heartbeat as I
realized what Shawn meant. The first beginnings of dawn were approaching, and
the pitch blackness that for once had been our friend was starting to creep
away. I threw the rifle over my shoulder as I stood and vaulted the fence. The
wires sang with musical abandon at my crossing, and the pack launched forward.


 


“Give me a bag!” I reached towards Shawn as I yelled,
and he thrust the nylon stuff bag into my grip. 


 


The fence wire was shaking with the impact of
countless clawing hands, and I grabbed onto the barely visible shadow of Mack.
“Shawn, hold on to Mack and follow me . . . RUN!” We took off at a trot; both
Shawn and I carrying the weight of a bag full of medicine each with our outside
hand, and supporting the limping figure of his son between us. The pounding
stomps and wild snarls of our pursuers sounded behind us, and I risked a quick
look over my shoulder. The big man wearing nothing but tennis shoes had crossed
the fence along with five or six others, and they were charging our way
rapidly. I knew we’d never make it to the boat in time, so I shifted to the
left towards the solid mass of shadows. “GIVE IT EVERYTHING YOU’VE GOT . . .
MOVE IT!” The ground churned under our feet, and Shawn and I practically lifted
Mack as we ran forward, increasing our speed but still losing the gap with the
maniacal pack of ghouls chasing us. In front, the low mountain of darkness
began to shift and stomp with our approach. My breath was coming in ragged
gasps, and I drove my feet into the ground straight towards the herd of bison
as Shawn cut loose with the standard southern boy war cry.


 


“ShhhhiiiiiiiiiTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT!”


 


Loud, heavy blasts of air were being huffed by the
bison as they stamped the ground in agitation, and at the last second I shot
forward and pulled Mack and Shawn to the left, crossing in front of the herd of
buffalo.


 


“Cut to the right . . .NOW!” I said as I let go of Mac
and grabbed my pistol from the holster.


 


BANG . . . BANG! 


 


The slide locked back, and the herd of buffalo charge forward—smashing
into the ghouls and trampling them as they sought safety on the far side of the
pasture.


 


My maneuver put me slightly out of step, and I
adjusted my trajectory enough to hook up with Mack a dozen steps later. We
didn’t slow down until we hit the lake. At the boat, I launched the stuff bag
toward the seats, and then turned and readied the rifle. Shawn threw the duffle
across the bow railing, scooped up Mack, and charged through the water.


 


“We’re in!” he yelled from behind me, and I turned and
leapt for the boat. I came up short and once again sank to my waist. Shawn’s
hand latched on to my vest and yanked. I practically flew into the boat, and
then scrambled for the key. The big engines started on the first attempt, and I
slammed it in reverse and dumped the throttle to full. With a thundering bass
roar, the tweaked and tuned Yamahas spun their props and churned the water into
a froth of bubbles as the NauticStar pulled out of the reeds and into the lake.
Seventy feet out I throttled it down and cut the wheel. In the dim light of the
rapidly approaching daybreak, a skirmish line of figures stepped through the
weeds and brush to stand at the edge of the water.


 


“Take the wheel,” I gasped to no one in particular as
I grabbed the .22 and peered through the scope, praying that my eyes were
deceiving me.


 


Shawn was right next to me, and he took over as captain
while the night scope lit up the predawn gloom, bringing a vivid nightmare to
my eyes in electric green glory. At the water’s edge were about two dozen
infected, and I could see at least four hyperactive ferals shifting and weaving
through their ranks. My attention to them was only in passing, because standing
near the center of the line was the angel of death. Her black eyes were
glistening with malice, and her creamy white skin showed no sign of my shot or
the hundreds of bite marks that had been there just a few hours ago. As the
boat bounced further away through the chop, I held the rifle as steady as I
could against a rail and emptied the magazine. Her ebony eyes narrowed, like
they were burning my image into their depths, and then she turned and melted
into the brush. The line of ghouls followed a few seconds later.











Chapter 73


 


I took control of the boat from Shawn, spinning us
toward the center of the bay and running the engines up to ninety percent
power. In two minutes we were a half mile from shore, and I throttled back to
idle and let the boat drift. Mack was sitting on one of the benches with a
blanket draped across his shoulder as his father dug through a chocolate
colored nylon fanny pack. I searched around and found the welcome sight of my
own backpack, grabbing it on my way over to the pair.


 


“You know anything about injuries?” Shawn asked as he
cut away the bloody gauze that was barely hanging on to his son’s leg after our
run to freedom.


 


“Yep . . . let me take a look at what we’ve got going
on here.” Mack’s trousers were already slid to knee level, and the final layer
of wrapping that came off in his father’s hands brought an angry wound into
view. It was almost dead center in the muscle over the femur midway between the
knee and hip joint, and it was seeping a mixture of blood and watery pus. There
was no exit wound that I could find, and the skin and tissue surrounding the
entry hole was hot to the touch and angry, dull red in color. I raised my hand
to Mack’s forehead, and it was also hot.


 


“What have you been able to do for him so far?” I
asked.


 


“Not much,” Shawn replied, “all I’ve been able to
scavenge is some Tylenol for the pain and some hand sanitizer to clean the
outside.”


 


“Does he have any allergies to medicine?”


 


“No, he’s good to go with anything.”


 


I reached into my pack and pulled out the bottle of
antibiotics that I was supposed to be taking for my ankle. It was a mix of
amoxicillin and clavulanate potassium. Each pill was 250 milligrams, and
I removed three. “Here ya go Mack,” I said as I handed him two of the capsules,
“this stuff is pretty strong, and it’s going to start fighting the infection in
your leg. I’ve got a bunch of stitches in my ankle . . . well actually, they
used to be in my ankle until I had to bail out of the second story of a barn
that a pair of wild men set on fire underneath me . . .”


 


Shawn
chuckled, and even Mack broke out in a grin at my teasing.


 


“Anyhow, I’m
on the same stuff.” I popped my pill and then continued. “We’re going to have
to clean around the wound, and I’ve got this little bottle of liquid that will turn
your leg purple, but it should wear off before you get married, OK?”


 


“Yes sir.”


 


I retrieved the
emergency first aid kit out from underneath the console of the patrol boat and took
out the bottle of betadine antiseptic and some extra gauze pads, and then
cleaned the area as best I could. I estimated that Mack was around eleven or
twelve years old, and for someone that young to have pushed through two days of
infection, followed by our practically superhuman charge across the bison field
without complaining spoke a lot of his character. He winced in pain several
times as I saturated the area with the antiseptic, but he toughed through the
wrapping.


 


“OK, no more
running, jumping, dancing—especially square dancing—horse racing, water polo,
pole vaulting, or sitting on a comfortable couch,” I said as we got him
dressed.


 


“Why can’t I
sit on a couch?”


 


“Because I’m
stuck in the middle of a lake in North Dakota, and all I’ve got to sit on are
these hard seat cushions and scrawny blankets. So if anybody gets to sit on the
first comfy couch we find, it’s going to be me.”


 


He rolled his
eyes and snickered, and then Shawn and I worked together to make him a
cushioned bed out of as many life jackets as we could round up.


 


“All right
partner,” I said to him, “try and get some shut eye. We’ve got a short trip
ahead of us, and then we’re going to pick up some more passengers, OK?” 


 


“OK,” he said as he settled in and rubbed his
obviously tired eyes.


 


I stood and walked back to the wheel. Shawn followed,
and both of us just about collapsed as we sat on the wide bench seat. The
bucket of radios that I had reclaimed from the ranger station sat next to me,
and I took a moment to plug the charger into the boat’s inverter outlet before
dropping the radios into their charging cradle. Four tiny red LED indicators
began flashing, and I slid the radios onto the dash and out of my way for now.


 


The RPMs of the engines spooled up, and their high
performance props dug in and pushed the patrol boat forward. 


 


Shawn nudged me with an elbow, and then stretched out
his hand. I took it, and we shook again. “Thanks for the ride,” he said.


 


I nodded and said, “It wouldn’t have happened if it
hadn’t been for you and Mack.”


 


He was silent for a moment, and then he turned his
head my way and asked, “What do you think about his leg?”


 


“It’s definitely infected and there’s no exit wound,
so the bullet is still in there. The antibiotic that I’ve given him should help
to at least suppress the infection, but judging from the location, there’s a
possibility that the bone in his leg could be involved. That’s not good, but
the bright side is that we have a crap load of medicine, and I happen to know
where a very experienced orthopedic surgeon is staying, and he owes me a big
favor. So, if things work out, and you’re willing to stick with me and my
companions for a bit, well then, I think Mack will be just fine. In the
meantime, we’ll keep him on the antibiotics and Tylenol. He’s got a fever, but
part of that could be from our sprint to the boat. Either way though, we need
to make sure that he’s drinking plenty of water.” 


 


He rubbed his eyebrows with his thumb and forefinger,
and then kicked back against the seat and stretched. A yawn followed, and then
he turned back towards me and nodded his head. “You, sir, have just bought
yourself two additional traveling companions. Now do you want to tell me where
we’re going?”


 


I smiled and pushed the throttle to half power. As the
boat surged forward, I leaned towards Shawn and said, “We’re going to pick up
my girlfriend, her unconscious mother, her chain smoking father, and a little
girl that I adopted about twenty-four hours ago.”


 


Shawn started chuckling and shaking his head, and then
he reached into his pocket and drew out a can of snuff. When he popped the lid
off, the tobacco inside was practically floating in lake water. His head
shaking and laughter increased in both tempo and volume as he stared at the
saturated mess, and then I watched him put a three fingered pinch into his
mouth and spit over the side, clearing out most of the Devils Lake flavoring.
When he finally settled, he pointed a thick finger straight through the
windshield and said, “Sounds like fun . . . lead the way.”


 


I pushed the throttle to full, and the NauticStar
rocketed across the early morning wave caps that were beginning to reflect the
first golden rays of sunlight.


 


I kept the patrol boat at full throttle until I was on
the other side of Mission Bay, and then I dropped back to about forty miles an
hour. It would save fuel, and also allow me to scan the lake for Michelle if
she took my advice and left in her dad’s bass boat. As I approached the underpass
that lead into East Devils Lake, I pulled my walkie-talkie and headset out of
the backpack and radioed Michelle.


 


“This is don’t worry calling be careful, do you copy?”


 


There was no answer after ten seconds, so I called
again. “Michelle . . . this is Eric calling, do you read me?”


 


I looked at the battery meter on the radio—it was
still reading three out of the four bars. The channel was correct also. I tried
again. “Michelle, this is Eric . . . can you hear me? I’m less than two
miles away and heading in . . . ETA—ninety seconds.”


 


Silence.


 


I shoved the throttle to maximum and the boat jumped
across the waves.


 


“Are you in range with those radios?” Shawn asked.


 


“We should be well within the range over the flat
water.” I had given him a quick rundown of the situation at the cabin, and he
sighed and stood up as I veered toward the dock. My time estimate was true, and
I ran the boat flat out until I had to back off in order to avoid wrecking.


 


Shawn was up front getting Mack awake and armed with
of the .308 as I drifted to an almost perfect stop against the end of the dock.
One look at the bank tightened my gut into a coiled knot of tension. Michelle’s
dad’s bass boat was still here, and the back door to the cabin was barely
visible through the pile of unmoving bodies that were pressed against it.
Scattered throughout the yard were at least thirty more corpses.


 


“Michelle, this is Eric . . . can you hear me . . .
are you OK?”


 


No answer.


 


As far as I could tell, there was no movement anywhere
within my range of vision, so I grabbed the .22 and hopped onto the dock. 


 


“Planning on going yourself?” Shawn asked as his feet
thumped onto the wooden planks next to me.


 


“You should probably stay here with your boy. If I
don’t come back in ten minutes, I won’t be coming back.”


 


“We’d still be feeding the sickos at the vet office if
you hadn’t shown up, so how about letting me start paying you back.”


 


“You don’t owe me anything, and you’ve got Mack to think
about,” I said.


 


“OK,” he replied, “let me try this again. Shut up and
give me your 9mm, and let’s go rescue your dysfunctional family. I already told
Mack to stay at the wheel and be ready to shoot or skedaddle, and he charges by
the hour so let’s get moving.”


 


The dread of what might be sucked away the
humor I normally would have enjoyed from Shawn’s barb, and in any case I didn’t
have time to argue. I handed him the loaded CZ and my one remaining magazine.
“You’ve got thirty-six shots, and it’s dead on target . . . so if you miss, it
ain’t the gun’s fault.”


 


He took the pistol and extra magazine from me, and
then patted the .45 in the holster at his hip. “Well, if we run into anything
larger than an armadillo, I’ll put away your BB gun and bring out the heavy
weapons.”


 


I unscrewed the night scope mount and set it on the
dock, mentally cursing my lack of attention to details that once again left me
with the wrong optic at the wrong time of day. There was no time to zero in
with the reflex sight, and in any event it was fifteen feet behind me in the
boat, tucked away in my backpack. The aftermarket stainless steel barrel also
came without the standard factory sights, so this was going to be a strictly
“fire by instinct” venture. It would still be much better than trying to swing
the rifle in close quarters with the bulky night vision scope attached.


 


My soul was screaming at me to charge forward and tear
through the mound of corpses piled against the door, but the little voice of
logic that I seldom listened to spoke up, reminding me that if they were still
alive, the last thing I’d want to do would be to draw more attention to the
cabin.


 


“We need to go around front,” I whisper to Shawn,
“there’s another door on the side by the road.” He nodded and we padded down
the dock and onto shore. I guided us through the gap between the cabins,
pausing once again by the air conditioner. The scene that greeted us looked like
the aftermath of a WWII battle. There was nothing left of Faith’s grandparents
cabin across the road except the still smoldering embers of the main beam, and
the blackened, crumpled remains of the tin roof. The street was littered with
bodies spread in a wide fan, the apex of which pointed towards the front door
of Michelle’s dad’s cabin. A few of the ghouls were still feebly crawling, and
their movement through the intermixed tendrils of smoke and morning mist created
an effect that brought to mind the consequences of an artillery barrage, less
the giant craters.


 


“Was it like this when you left?” Shawn asked.


 


I shook my head. “No, only a few bodies were on the
street, and that cabin wasn’t burned down.”


 


“I don’t think the ones that are trying to crawl are
worth a bullet, do you?” he asked.


 


“No.” 


 


I crept forward, carefully looking in as many
directions as I could for signs of movement, but the only thing I noted was the
occasional wounded crawler. The front of the cabin looked like the movie set of
a low budget slasher flick. Corpses were sprawled everywhere, some of them two
or three deep. The small porch roof was collapsed and lying on the ground next
to the front entrance, the door to which had been torn off its hinges and was
now buried under the dumpy body of a fisherman dressed in chest waders. A floppy-brimmed
hat hooked through with several artificial flies still perched on the light
brown halo of hair above his dull cherry eyes, and at least a pair of bullet
holes decorated his rib cage. I looked up at the second floor window—the glass
was broken and several streaks of blood trailed down the siding.


 


Shawn crouched next to me and tilted his head toward
the sprawl of bodies on the road. “Whatever happened here was hardcore.”


 


I was getting ready to move through the front entrance
when Shawn stopped me with a hand on my vest. “What?” I practically hissed.


 


“I know it doesn’t look good from here, but before you
go charging into the house, remember that there’s a lot of bodies lying
everywhere, and some of those bodies might be not quite dead. Let’s take our
time just a bit to make sure we don’t get  . . . ah . . . bit.”


 


He was right, and as much as I wanted to sprint into
the house screaming Michelle’s name, I also had no desire to make a stupid, and
probably fatal, mistake.


 


We stepped cautiously over and around as many of the
bodies as we could and entered the cabin. The stench was horrible, and if it
hadn’t been for the permeating odor of cigarette smoke that still lingered
around to provide some cover, I’m pretty sure my eyes would have been watering.
Inside was a bloodbath. Multiple corpses displaying ghastly gunshot wounds
tattooed across their gray skin were everywhere, and toward the back door they
piled upon one another so high that we couldn’t get to the stairs—it was
completely blocked with a waist high plug of ghouls.


 


“Mother of . . .” Shawn trailed off at the macabre
scene in front of us.


 


“Michelle,” I mumbled quietly as I looked for a body
with long red hair. There were so many dead lying everywhere I couldn’t tell
who was who, and my heart sank in despair. I sidestepped across the corpses and
back towards the front door, head hanging in anguish at my loss and wishing
with everything that I could join them. In the front yard I sank to my knees
and buried my face in my hands. “I’m sorry Michelle . . . I’m so sorry,” I
whispered to the light breeze that worked to dissipate the haze.


 


“Eric? . . . Eric is that you?” Michelle’s sleepy voice crept into my headset and my
eyes shot open as I vaulted to my feet.


 


“Michelle? . . . Michelle? . . . can you hear me?” The skyrocketing disbelief and joy that bounded into
my spirit at the sound of her voice had me practically dancing as I searched up
and down the road trying to locate her.


 


“Eric! . . . thank God! . . . where are you?”


 


“I’m standing in front of your dad’s cabin . . . where
are you?”


 


“We’re still in the cabin on the second floor, but
we’re trapped here,” Michelle said


 


“We’re coming for you—hang tight.”


 


“Who’s ‘we’?”


 


“You’ll find out in a minute . . . just hold on.”


 


It ended up taking us substantially longer than a
minute due to our concern about becoming contaminated on the massive quantities
of blood that practically soaked every surface. We finally solved our dilemma
by scavenging an extension ladder from another cabin two doors down. Judging
from the broken windows and shattered door frame at that cabin, we didn’t think
anybody would mind. We leaned the ladder against the lake facing window of
Michelle’s dad’s cabin, and I climbed up as Shawn held the bottom for
stability. The first thing that greeted me was the sleepy-eyed, red curly
haired, war painted face of Faith. Someone, I was guessing Michelle, had used
scarlet lipstick and black eyeliner to decorate her cheeks and forehead in a
series of zigzags and dots, the whole effect reminding me of something that had
taken its inspiration from the Aztecs. I carried her down and Shawn hustled her
to the boat as Mack kept watch. I didn’t wait for him to return before I
climbed for the second trip. Lynn came next, acting decidedly more awake and
coherent then when I’d last seen her. My third trip almost resulted in a fall
when I got a look at Michelle’s face. It was garishly painted with at least
three different shades of lipstick, mostly arranged in a pattern of large polka
dots. Sweat, smudges and tiny flecks of carbon worked to transform her
countenance into something that would be better suited wearing giant shoes and
a bulbous red nose at a circus. 


 


She noticed my gawking and returned it with a glare
that mutated the result even more. “Don’t say a word,” Michelle shushed, “our
little girl insisted that she got to paint my ‘brave face.’ I don’t know what
she’ll be when she grows up, but I’m betting it won’t be an artist.”


 


I practically beamed from ear to ear as the
multicolored, gaudy paint job stared back at me. One more rung upward was all
it took for me to lean through the open window and kiss the most beautiful face
I’d ever seen.


 


Michelle sank to her knees and cradled the back of my
head tightly. “I thought you were dead . . . I thought I’d never see you again
Eric . . . I thought. . .” 


 


My lips interrupted her thought, and I kissed her hard—only
stopping when Shawn’s voice carried up from below.


 


“Everything OK up there?”


 


I pulled back from Michelle—still giddy inside at her
safety—and took the AR that she offered. It only took me a few steps downward
before Shawn was able to reach it. Five more minutes of transfer brought the
other rifle, Faith’s garbage bag of clothing and toys, several of the old,
green sleeping bags, and two cases of water. My next climb brought me face to
face, or rather “face to foot” with Michelle’s hiking shoe coming out the
window.


 


“Before you climb out, hand me the ammo cans and
anything else heavy,” I said.


 


“The only ammunition I have left is in the magazines
that are in the rifles,” she replied as she stepped onto the aluminum ladder.


 


The enormity of her statement smacked me like a wet
towel, and as I climbed down, I took another look at the spread of corpses that
littered the area. When we were both on the ground, I introduced her to Shawn,
and I could tell he was biting back a potential explosion of laughter at the
sight of her finger painted face. He grabbed the large garbage bag and both
cases of water before scooting rapidly back towards the boat—and the safety it
represented if it turned out he couldn’t hold back his amusement.


 


“Are you OK?” I held her by the shoulders and searched
her eyes as I asked. 


 


She nodded slowly, scanning me up and down like she
was trying to verify that I was real.


 


“Alright, head to the boat and I’ll go up and get your
dad. I turned and put one foot on the rung, but her hand laid across my arm to
hold me in check. I turned to face her and saw her slowly shaking her head. I
knew what it meant.


 


“I’m sorry . . .”


 


“It’s OK,” she mumbled.


 


“How?” I asked, even though I was pretty sure of the
answer.


 


“Not now,” she said. “Let’s just get out of here . . .
we can catch up once we’re safe.”


 


I thought about the multitude of bodies in and around
the cabin, as well as the horde at the airport. And of course, I thought about
the ebony-eyed woman. Somehow, the word “safe” was getting harder and harder to
believe. I put one arm around her and grabbed the pickle bags with the other,
and then we walked down to the dock. Shawn was just coming off the boat when we
got there.


 


“I got the bass boat in the water and tied to a tow
line. Everyone and everything is loaded and ready to go,” he said, “but I could
use your help for a minute.”


 


Michelle kissed my cheek and then trotted onto the
patrol boat, kneeling down to hug her mother and Faith as I turned to Shawn.
“Sure, what do you need?”


 


“When we were stealing the ladder, I thought I saw
something through one of the broken windows. You mind providing a little fire
support while I check it out?” He extended my CZ towards me.


 


I took the pistol and the extra magazine, repeating back
the same words he’d said to me earlier. “Lead the way.”


 


Three minutes later we were both grinning like kids in
a candy shop as we jogged towards the idling NauticStar, each of us carrying a
shrink wrapped case of canned ravioli under our arms.











Chapter 74


 


I turned the boat out towards the center of the lake
and throttled up until we were cruising at the most fuel efficient
speed—roughly thirty miles per hour. A check of the gauges showed everything in
the green and the gas tank still reading a little over half. Michelle sat
beside me on the wide pilot’s seat and scrubbed her face with a pack of wet
wipes that came from Shawn’s fanny pack. The occasional turn towards me for verification
brought several more rounds of scrubbing before she rejoined the ranks of
humanity.


 


“Looks good . . . I think that was the last of it,” I
said.


 


She removed another wipe and tried to attack my face
with it, but I pulled away wincing. 


 


“Ouch . . . that stings.”


 


“It probably will,” she answered, “your face looks
like you were in an avalanche. What happened?”


 


I was so overwhelmed with the last twenty-four hours
that I just locked up and said nothing for a minute. When my brain finally
skidded off its Mobius loop, I defaulted to a similar answer that she had given
me. “Let’s just get somewhere safe first, and then we can swap stories.” 


 


About ninety minutes later we added Walter’s bass boat
to our aquatic caravan, and shortly after that I stopped the boat in the
general vicinity of where Michelle and I had spent the night on the water. The
fuel status was showing forty-three percent—plenty to take us as far as we’d be
going on the NauticStar—and the bar of radios displayed steady green lights that
indicated a fully charged status, so I dropped anchor and shut the boat down.
When I got up to move, the stiffness and soreness in just about every square
inch of my body seemed to agree with Michelle’s assessment that I might have
recently been caught in an avalanche. Faith and Mack were each wrapped inside
of a pickle bag and further covered with blankets up on the flat deck near the
bow, and Michelle, Lynn, Shawn and I moved to the facing bench seats on the
stern deck. Introductions were remade, and we began to heat up the ravioli over
my little pocket stove as the brisk morning breeze engaged in a losing battle
with the sunlight pouring down from the crystal blue sky. I dropped the siphon
line of my water filter over the edge and filled the reservoir bladder in my
pack, and then passed it around so everybody could drink their fill. We almost
emptied it. A return trip to the edge filled it once again, and then I sat down
next to Michelle. The smell of simmering pasta clenched at my stomach, and I
realized that I was starving. The Cajun rice at the cabin and the partial pop
tart I’d had about twelve hours ago were the only food that I could remember
eating since we left the marina—not counting the dog treats—so I reached down
for another can and popped it open, forking the cold contents into my mouth two
and three at a time.


 


“Hungry there boss?” Shawn cracked.


 


“Starving.”


 


“I believe you’ve got the right idea. Chuck me one of
them cans if ya don’t mind.”


 


I threw him a cold can and a set of white plastic silverware
wrapped in cellophane. It was one of a few dozen sets that had been tossed in
the console where I’d gotten the ramen from yesterday. My little cooking pot
held the contents of two additional cans, and it was bubbling nicely so I gave
it one final stir before dividing it back into the original containers and
handing one each to Michelle and Lynn. I dumped two more in to start warming up
before sitting back and stretching.


 


Nobody said much for the next forty-five minutes. We
ate, drank some water, and then ate some more. When we had finally finished, I
made a general announcement. “Coffee or tea?”


 


They all voted for coffee, which left me our entire
stash of three tea bags. “I believe that I’m going to claim the captain’s prerogative
and make the tea first, that way the pot won’t be contaminated by that bitter,
nasty sludge that you three call a beverage.”


 


Michelle shook her head slowly as she replied, “I
don’t think those little instant bags filled with dehydrated coffee will be
able to contaminate anything. How many years had they been floating around
under the seat?”


 


“Who said I was talking about those.” I reached into
my backpack and brought out the pair of bags filled with gourmet coffee beans.
“Then again, maybe these would be better used for fishin’ bait . . .”


 


Michelle and Lynn—both coffee hounds from long
ago—practically leapt talons first in my direction at the sight of the
epicurean blend from Peru. I surrendered it without too much of a struggle, and
then watched as they drafted Shawn and a hammer from the boat’s toolbox. In a
matter of minutes they had created a miniature assembly line that started with
Shawn crushing a single bean using the hammer and the back of a wooden fillet
board. From there, Michelle scraped the granules off the board and onto a
napkin with the edge of a pocket knife. I chuckled with amusement as she handed
the napkin to her mother, who carefully deposited every speck into a tiny,
white cotton sock they had “borrowed” from Faith’s belongings. By the time my
tea was ready, so was their improvised filter sock. In no time at all we were
leaning back and staring at the blue sky with our stomachs full of food and our
hands holding a steaming beverage. It was Shawn who broke us out of our stupor.


 


“So, what now?” 


 


Michelle’s head was leaning against my shoulder, and
at Shawn’s question she sat up and stretched. Lynn took the opportunity to
stand and walk over to me. She leaned down and gave me a hug, and then a kiss
on the cheek. “Thank you . . . both of you.” She turned and fixed eyes that
were just a tad darker than Michelle’s on Shawn. “And you too, young man. I’m
certain that I’ll never know half of what went on just to bring us together,
but I wanted you to know, all of you, how grateful I am. I’m also having a hard
time staying awake, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to move up front and try
and get some rest.”


 


I dug out the medicine for her arrhythmia, and by
combining two of the lower dose capsules from the veterinarian’s office we were
able to equal her regular prescription strength. She took the pills and headed
toward the front. 


 


My tea was starting to cool off, so I drained the rest
of the cup and turned towards Shawn. “I went to school in Tennessee, and
judging from your accent, it sounds like you’re from somewhere around there
rather than North Dakota.”


 


“Close, I’m from Charlotte, North Carolina.”


 


“What brings you to the fine state of prairie grass
and eight month-long blizzards?” Michelle asked.


 


“What’s the date today?” he asked.


 


I looked at my watch, or rather my empty wrist with a
frown. 


 


“It’s the 30th of April,” Michelle
answered.


 


“On April 15th—the same day I got my taxes
in at the last minute—I flew up to Bismarck for an interview with a company
that makes industrial products used in the oil fields. Mack was on spring break
from school, so I brought him along. We got there OK, but it was apparently one
of the last flights before they started shutting things down. The guy at the
company I interviewed with was real apologetic and offered to put us up in a
hotel and spring for a rental car until the airport started booking flights
again. As you can imagine, that didn’t happen. Anyhow, I guess I was in the
same frame of mind that everyone else was a few weeks back—just figuring things
would blow over pretty quick and then I’d be back home. Mack brought up the
idea of going fishin’ while we were waiting, so we looked at a map and ended up
at Devils Lake in a little cabin. For the first week we had a blast. Getting up
early and hitting the lake, sleeping half the afternoon, and then just hanging
out and catching up on some long lost father and son time. I don’t think we
even turned on the TV but once or twice. Maybe we should have.”


 


“So you stayed in a little cabin for the last two
weeks?” Michelle asked.


 


“No. After that first week I could tell that something
was going on in town. Little pockets of people that used to be friendly were
now going out of their way to avoid talking to anybody. Food was disappearing
off the shelves, and gas stations started limiting everyone to five gallons.
Clem—that’s Clem Naughton, the old guy that rented us the cabin—and I were
talking about the changes going on, and he suggested that I pack up what food I
could and head to his camp about twelve miles north of town until things
settled down, so that’s what Mack and I did. Clem had a rundown, double wide
trailer sitting on about fifteen acres just north of Devils Lake next to
another, much smaller lake. Sweetwater Lake, he called it.”


 


“I know where that’s at,” I said.


 


Shawn nodded toward me. “Beautiful place up there . .
. wish I owned it. Anyhow, my son and I spent a few more days at the trailer,
but we were starting to get stir crazy, and to be honest I was getting damn
tired of eating fish. We couldn’t get any info on the car radio, so we decided
to head back to town and make what preparations we could to try and drive
home.”


 


“I take it that didn’t work out,” I volunteered.


 


“Not hardly. The engine on that piece of crap rental
car seized up about a mile from town, and when we coasted to a stop and got
out, we could hear a bunch of gunfire. It sounded like the opening day of buck
season. Still, there was no way we’d be able to walk all the way to North
Carolina, so we did our best to hot foot the last mile. I’m not really sure
what I had planned except to try and acquire car from somewhere, and I figured
I’d start with Clem since he was the only person I really knew. We were about
200 yards from the fishing cabin when some type of major firefight just seemed
to erupt all around us. There was shooting from all directions, and several
waves of those pasty faced, gray sickos showed up and started tearing into
folks. It was like a freaking nightmare, and we hauled ass to the cabin. That’s
when Mack caught one in the leg. I carried him the rest of the way, and we made
it inside. I did my best to stop the bleeding, and when the shooting slowed
down about an hour later, Clem came in through the back door. He wasn’t alone
though. He was half dragging some skinny guy wrapped in a yellow rain poncho. I
found out a few minutes later that it was his brother Harv—I guess that’s short
for Harvey. Anyhow, Harv had his shoulder torn up, and he was gibbering all
kinds of nonsense about how the ‘civil defense line had fallen,’ and ‘the
crazies had come out of the ground near the elementary school.’”


 


Shawn took another slug from his coffee, and I just
sat there and shook my head.


 


“What?” Michelle asked.


 


“This is just so bizarre. The whole situation I mean.
Here we are, sitting in a patrol boat that we basically stole, and we’re anchored
miles from shore in the middle of the lake just so we’ll have some semblance of
security.” I started laughing, “And all three of us are just casually talking
about things that a few weeks ago would have got us a straitjacket and a rubber
room.”


 


Shawn started chuckling along with me, but Michelle
just looked away and sighed. “I know what you mean,” Shawn answered as he
drained the last of his coffee and put in another dip of snuff.


 


“What happened next?” I asked.


 


“Harv passed out, and I helped Clem with the wound. I
really didn’t do much except cut some sheets into strips and get some water
boiling. When things settled down a bit, Clem gave me the .45 that his brother
was carrying, along with about a box and a half of full metal jacket ammo. He
also gave me some Tylenol for Mack. Both of us knew that Mack and Harv were
going to need a lot stronger medicine, and that’s when I volunteered to make a
run for it. When I said that, Clem basically told me that it would be a suicide
mission for me to head into town. Apparently the sickness was spreading like
wildfire, and it was driving people insane. The local police department had
been trying to form up the civilians into ‘protection squads’ or something like
that, but I guess it was a lost cause. ‘Way too little, way too late,’ is the
way that Clem put it. He took a look at Mack’s leg and suggested the vet office
. . . even drew me a map right there on the floor of the cabin with a magic
marker. It was about, oh, I guess maybe noon or little before by then. Clem
said he’d take care of Mack until I returned, and then he went to the window to
give me an ‘all clear’ . . . . it wasn’t. The glass shattered and he was pulled
through. I can still remember the look on his face when his arm snapped. The
old man was tough though, and he yelled at me to grab Mack and run even as he
was being torn apart. I pulled Mack to his feet and we headed to the back door.
As soon as I opened it, I was looking straight into the red eyes of the lady
who lived next door to Clem. Well, she hisses and starts reaching for me, so I
popped her three times in the chest. She went down, but she was still
scrambling towards me. I couldn’t believe it. Point blank . . . three shots . .
. and she’s still trying to come at me. I was about to cap her in the head when
she finally stopped moving.”


 


“So you ran to the veterinarian’s office from there?”
Michelle asked.


 


I already knew part of that answer, but I didn’t
interrupt as Shawn continued. “No, we couldn’t. As soon as we got outside by
the lake, I could see—and obviously hear—another skirmish out by the road, so I
made a command decision and we went to ground. And by that I mean we hid our
butts underneath an old aluminum boat that was laying upside down in Clem’s
backyard. I had the pistol and about seventy rounds of ammunition, but only one
magazine. Not the best setup for a two mile moving firefight, as I’m sure you
can imagine. Anyhow, it took us almost two days to play hide and seek with
those sickos and get to the vet. It was literally ‘move ten feet-wait ten
minutes’ all the way. There were several times that we almost bought the farm,
and by the time we were halfway there, we only had twenty-three rounds of ammo
left. We were in a bad situation though. The next piece of cover was over a
hundred yards away, and there were about a dozen of those gray things
meandering toward the clump of reeds that we were hiding in. Mack’s leg was
hurting him real bad, but we didn’t have much of a choice. If we ran, I’m sure
they would’ve seen us, so we just hunkered down and prayed. Those sickos walked
right up to the edge of the reeds, but they never came in. They were so close I
could hear them breathing and smell their stench, but they say that God watches
over angels and fools, and He managed to keep the two fools from North Carolina
from being discovered. Then He did a few more miracles. A bunch of shooting
started up again closer to town, and the pack that was next to us started
moving that way.” He swiveled his head back and forth between Michelle and I.
“Both of you probably know this already, but I’m sure that noise attracts those
things.”


 


“Yeah, we’ve experienced that ourselves.”


 


“I figured. When that bunch moved away, we made a
break for it and ran. The next cover was a mound of old, rotten railroad ties
about twelve feet tall. On the backside of those we found the body of some guy
in a ghillie suit, although it wasn’t helping him to blend in to the railroad
ties very well. He was dead and gray, but I didn’t see any obvious wounds on
him. I got the .308 rifle and fanny pack from him. We spent the first night
sleeping underneath the crawlspace of somebody’s shed. The next
day—yesterday—it seemed like more and more of those things were popping up, and
it took us even longer. We had to shoot our way out of a few jams, but we made
it past the sewage plant at dusk.” Shawn turned and nodded towards me. “You
know the rest.” 


 


I finished off my cup of tea and told Michelle about
what happened. Everything from the veterinarian’s office to the barn, and all
the way through our last ditch sprint through the bison field. When I told her
about the black-eyed lady, Michelle’s brow furrowed.


 


“That’s almost exactly what Sam told us,” she said.
“Remember, the lady with black eyes that he ran into in the traffic jam.”


 


“I remember.”


 


“You wanna tell me?” Shawn asked.


 


Michelle and I spent the next thirty minutes or so
giving Shawn the rundown on as much as we could think of. When we finished, he
sat quietly and stared out across the water. The midmorning sun was warming me
up to the point where I had to unzip my jacket, and I leaned back and stretched
my arms above my head. Every muscle that I moved protested the intrusion, and
after another moment of discomfort I settled into a relaxed slouch with my head
resting against Michelle’s shoulder. Her fingers reached down and ran through
my hair, and I drifted further down until the back of my neck was draped across
her upper thigh. 


 


I watched as she raised the Styrofoam cup and took a
sip, and then tilted her head backwards and stared at the sky. After a few
minutes of silence she began to speak. Her voice was low and even, and her
fingers continued their absentminded caress as she spoke.


 


“The first wave came about an hour after dark. We were
all upstairs. The sleeping pills were starting to wear off of mom, and she was
sitting up in bed and talking to dad. Faith was cuddling with her rabbit in the
corner. I had both of the upstairs windows open just in case I had to shoot,
and I was taking turns watching through them with the night scope. I had one of
the rocking chairs wedged in the stairway for an alarm, and it had about
fifteen empty beer bottles balanced on the seat. Like I said, about an hour
after dark I heard some noise from the road. I had been watching out the back
window at the time, so I moved across the room and looked out front. There was
a . . . I don’t know what to call it . . . a ‘mob’ of those gray things
standing on the road seven houses down.”


 


Her finger stopped their caress and she looked down at
me, holding my eyes briefly before gazing toward Shawn. “These things are not
mindless.”


 


Her emphasis on the word “not” rang like an iron
funeral bell, and the resonations of that thought vibrated in unison with
several of my own.


 


“There were ferals out on the road as well—at least
two that I saw at that point—and I whispered for everyone to stay quiet. I was
hoping they’d just pass us by.” Michelle’s free hand ran through her own hair,
and she breathed out a deep sigh. “I watched as the pack on the road just stood
there milling about for a few minutes. I still don’t know what they were waiting
for, but something triggered the ferals, and they split off and crashed through
the bottom windows of that cabin. A few minutes later they came out and
rejoined the group on the road. Then the entire mob walked and stood in front
of the next cabin. Same process—only this time somebody was inside. Gunshots
rang out and I heard a lot of screaming . . . and then the whole swarm crashed
into the house.” Michelle tapped me on the head and I sat up on the bench. She
stood and walked to the railing, staring down into the water for a full minute
before turning back to face us. “They were systematically going to the cabins
one by one.”


 


“Damn,” Shawn voiced.


 


Michelle nodded in agreement and continued. “I watched
it happen with a third cabin, and by then I was sure that they’d eventually get
to us, so I figured our best bet would be to make a break for Dad’s bass boat
and get out on the water. I don’t know if we would have been able to pull it
off, but in any case it was a moot point because when I looked out back, I
could see five or six ghouls spread out in the back yards of the cabins. Do you
understand what that means?”


 


I did, but it was Shawn who volunteered it first. “It
means they were containing their prey before they attacked . . . cutting off
the escape routes.”


 


Michelle nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, and that means
there’s a thought process that’s driving their actions.”


 


“The ferals?” Shawn asked.


 


“That’s what I figured,” Michelle answered. “I’m just
going out on a limb here, but as much as I can recall, every time we’ve
encountered a group of infected, they seemed, I don’t know, ‘not very driven’
unless we stirred them up . . . or . . . if there was a feral with them.”


 


Michelle’s words were striking chords with my own
unspoken thoughts, but I kept quiet.


 


“I didn’t have many other options, so I decided to
take the battle to them. When they came out of the next cabin, I took out one
of the ferals. The other one disappeared off my radar for a few minutes, and
the rest of the pack began acting really agitated—like they had been wound up
but not pointed in a direction. The second feral showed himself about a minute
later, and I scattered his forehead across the rear bumper of a beat up Mustang
parked down the road. I don’t know what I was hoping for . . . maybe that the
other ghouls would just scatter or wander away with the ferals out of the
picture. They didn’t.” She walked over and sat once again on the bench, shaking
her head and staring at her shoes. “There was a third feral. I caught a flash of
movement, but I couldn’t get off a shot before it bounded out of my angle. In
any event, the jig was up and the pack headed for our cabin. I started firing.”


 


I reached out and put my arm around her waist, pulling
her close as she continued. “It’s really just a blur from there. They managed
to get into the cabin pretty quick, and I put Dad at the top of the stairs with
the other AR-15 and a flashlight. Mom was reloading magazines as we used them,
and Faith was ferrying the empty and full magazines back and forth. I was
trying to thin the numbers before they got to the cabin, and it seemed like the
fight went on for hours. It was probably only a few minutes though. The second
wave came about midnight.”


 


I scooted even closer and moved my hand to her shoulder.
The gesture wasn’t lost, and Michelle laid her hand over top of mine. “It was
bizarre,” she said, “like they already knew that the first three cabins had
been gone through earlier that night. I watched the pack come down the road and
stand in front of our cabin. One of the stinky ghouls that foam at the mouth
was with them, and there were at least two more ferals. They didn’t come here
right away though; they went into the cabin where Faith’s grandparents lived. I
pretty much figured we were toast anyhow, but I had a wild idea that I wanted
to try. Dad had an old compound bow in the closet upstairs, and we wrapped a
few pieces of cloth around some arrows, and then sprayed them with bug
repellent. As I got ready to fire out the window, Dad lit the cloth. My first
shot went way off target, but the next two were close enough.”


 


“To what?” Shawn asked curiously.


 


“To the propane tank underneath the barbecue grill on
the front porch.”


 


“Seriously?” Shawn’s eyebrows arched skyward.


 


“Yeah. I wasn’t sure if it would work, and it didn’t
really, at least not like I had hoped. It would’ve been nice if the whole place
would have blown up like you see in the movies, but like I said, that didn’t
happen. I shot the tank with the AR, and it punctured and started wobbling. It
was still attached to the grill with a piece of short hose, and as it was
skipping around some of the gas made contact with the flaming arrows. Like I
said—no big explosion. It was just a little ‘poof,’ and then a fireball about
the size of a small car went up. The tank didn’t blow, but it started shooting
out a torch of flame about four feet long. That flame didn’t last long, but it
did manage to catch the cabin on fire. I’m not sure if that helped or not in
the long run, but it lit up the whole street for a good two hours, and I was
pretty damn busy during that time. I don’t know where they were all coming
from, but it seemed like a never ending line. Two of the ferals somehow climbed
up the cabin wall and almost made it through the front window, but then the
porch roof gave away and crashed down. I probably wasted a lot of ammo, but it
got to the point where I almost didn’t care. The third wave came about 4:30 AM.
There weren’t as many—maybe seventeen or eighteen total—but there were at least
five ferals, and they didn’t come down the road . . . they came in from the
side toward the lake. I didn’t see them until they were almost on top of us.
Just a few minutes into the attack, a pair of those amber-eyed monsters managed
to push through into the stairway just as Dad was changing magazines.”


 


Michelle paused to catch her breath, and then she
steadied herself and continued. “He was pulled right out of his wheelchair,
like he was sitting there one second, and then in a flash he was gone. Somehow
he managed to throw the rifle up the stairs, and as they were tearing into him,
he was blasting away with his pistol. I remember screaming and running over
just in time to see him . . . his body . . . get pulled away over top of the
mound that was already in the stairwell. One of the ferals that had gotten him
was dead, and the other was trying to climb upstairs, but there was something
wrong with it. Maybe Dad had managed to shoot it in the spine or something. I
don’t know. I dumped an entire mag into its face. I don’t remember much after
that. I was just sprinting back and forth between the windows and the stairway,
shooting at anything that moved. When the attack finally stopped, so did I. Our
ammunition was almost gone, and I remember hugging Mom and Faith, and then I
moved a dresser into the stairway to at least buy me some time if something
else came from there. I shut the back window and moved to the front where I
could look out onto the road, and I just kind of collapsed against the wall and
waited for a pair of gray arms to burst through. I was so damn tired. The last
thing I remember thinking was that you should have been back a long time ago,
and that meant that you were probably dead. I can’t recall anything else until
I heard your voice coming from my headset.”


 


“Hey,” I said as I hugged her tightly, “I’m not dead.
And neither are you.” She tilted her amazingly green eyes toward my face and
stared like she was double, or even triple checking my statement as I
continued. “And Faith and your mom are safe, and we’ve even scored a pile of
medicine that I’m sure is going to be worth its weight in gold, or at least
ammunition in the near future. Heck, we’ve even picked up a pair of southern
boys,” I nodded toward Shawn, “that probably know which end of the rifle barrel
to point at the squirrels.”


 


Shawn grinned and then cleared his throat. A rather
large volley of tobacco juice sailed over the railing, and then he turned to
face us. “There’s something else. Something that maybe neither of you are
thinkin’ about.”


 


“What’s that?”


 


He tilted his head toward Michelle. “Your girlfriend,
with a little help from her father and a defensible position, managed to take
out probably seventy or eighty of these sickos, not to mention about a half
dozen of the fast ones. And that tells me that the right people with the right
equipment and some forward thinking don’t have to just lay down and die.”


 


He was right, and I nodded in agreement with his
words. Even through the haze of exhaustion and emotional overload, Michelle managed
a slight head bob as well.


 


“So what now?” Shawn asked.


 


It was my turn to pace, so I squeezed Michelle against
me and planted a brief kiss on her cheek, and then stood up and walked to the
rail. Every muscle in my back and legs joined a union and voted to strike
against any further movement, but I somehow managed to remain upright despite
the stiffness and soreness. Or maybe because of it. The surface of Devils Lake
had minimal chop, and the sun shone brightly against my face as I looked across
the water. For a moment, I could almost imagine myself flipping a lure into the
depths, searching for the elusive bite of a walleye too big to fit in a frying
pan. That daydream, like so many others of late, was brutally pummeled aside
and kicked into the corner with the reality of our situation.


 


“Here’s what I’m thinking—feel free to jump in at any
time though.” I started rolling my neck in a gentle circle to stretch out the
kinks as I spoke. “Right here in the middle of the lake is probably one of the
safest places to be. We’re all—everyone of us—beat up and tired. We’ve been
kicked around, chased, scared, and inundated with so many physical, mental, and
emotional challenges in the last few days . . . even weeks . . . that we’re not
going to be able to go much further without some rest. And there’s very few
places that I can think of that are as safe as right here, right now. We can’t
stay here forever though. Theoretically, we have unlimited fresh water by using
my filter. Theoretically again, we have unlimited food by using the fishing
tackle that’s in the bass boat from the cabin.”


 


“Great,” Shawn laughed, “more fish.”


 


“Remember I said it was theoretical. As far as I know,
you might starve to death if you had to depend on catching your own a dinner
with a fishing pole.” My smile accompanied the joust, and Shawn’s chest shook
with amusement.


 


“I might at that,” he replied, “Mack is the one who
was nailing ‘em left and right most of the time.” 


 


Our laughter faded after a moment, and I continued
with my assessment. “So as I was saying, in theory we could spend a substantial
amount of time catching our breath and regaining our sanity, but that’s where
theory begins to clash with reality. Mack’s leg can’t wait forever, and like it
or not, we can’t just stay here while other people are holding down the fort
without us.”


 


“What are you thinking?” It came from Shawn, but was
echoed almost in unison by Michelle.


 


“We spend the rest of the day and the tonight anchored
right here. I’m tired, but at least I got a little bit of a shuteye when I was
fading in and out last night, so I’m good with the first watch. Neither of you
two have slept at all, and believe me, it’s showing. Anyhow, we use today and
tonight to rest in safety, and then tomorrow morning we move to Silver Lake and
get ready for the final run up the creek to the farmhouse. Once we’re there, we
head north to the marina.”


 


Both of them nodded in agreement, and then Shawn
pointed at the tow line that trailed behind the patrol boat. “I’ve been
thinking about what you said earlier, and I’ve got a suggestion that might help
out.”


 


“We’ll take any suggestions we can get,” Michelle
replied.


 


“From what you told me about your trip downstream from
the farmhouse, I think it would be in our best interest to swap motors on the
two bass boats. Yours is bigger, but only has a twenty-five horse engine. The
boat from the cabin is two feet shorter, and it’s got a sixty horse motor. If
you swap ‘em out, both of ‘em should give you a better run upstream.”


 


“That’s a darn fine suggestion,” Michelle voiced.


 


I turned to face her with my eyebrows arched in a
combination of curiosity and amusement. “Did I just hear you say ‘darn’ instead
of one of your other typically elegant expressions?”


 


“I . . . uh . . . kind of maybe promised God that I’d
try and change my ways if He’d get me out of the cabin in one piece.”
Michelle's eyes looked skyward as she spoke.


 


The smile on my face increased in direct proportion to
the blush on Michelle’s cheeks. “Kind of maybe?” 


 


“Best I could do under the circumstances,” she
replied.


 


“Well I guess you’re off to a good start then,” I
chuckled. “And speaking of being off, both of you need to be off to bed. I’d
recommend that each of you lay across one of the bench seats. You’ll have to
curl a bit, but it’s the best cushion you’re going to find since all of the
life jackets are currently in use.”


 


Neither of them gave me any argument, and less than
ten minutes later, I was sitting in a swivel chair at mid deck with a rod in my
hand and a tackle box at my feet. To my left and right, the sounds of snoring—some
soft and childlike, some deep and bear-like—drifted to my ears.











Chapter 75


 


“It’s jiggling again,” Faith laughed musically as the
tip of her fishing pole plunged towards the water. She handed me the rod and I
reeled up another crappie to go with the eight already on the stringer.


 


“You’ve got to be the luckiest person in the world to
catch so many fish,” I chimed in as I rebaited her hook with a sliver of
walleye skin. “If you’re not careful, you might catch every single one in the entire
lake, and then the whole boat will be filled with fish. We’ll have to sleep on
a pile of floppin’ critters, and even cover ourselves with a blanket made from
fish.”


 


She giggled again as she sat on my knee and dropped
the line overboard in anticipation of another bite. The sun would be setting in
about an hour, and I yawned for the third time in as many minutes.


 


“Why don’t you go to bed, Eric?” Lynn whispered from
the chair next to me. “I’m more than capable of scaling a few fish and throwing
them in a pot, especially with my little helper.” She scrubbed her fingers
through Faith’s curly hair with all the authority and pride of someone who
found out they’d been recently promoted to the status of grandmother.


 


“Maybe I will.” I yawned again as I caught myself in
the process of checking for the time on my missing watch. 


 


“Seriously Eric,” Lynn said, “get some rest. I’ll wake
you if anything comes up that needs your attention.”


 


“OK, you’ve got yourself a deal. I gave Mack another
dose of antibiotics when he woke up about two hours ago, so he can have two
more pills around midnight. He can also have Tylenol or Advil any time he needs
it since his last dose was this morning. Let Michelle and Shawn sleep as long
as they can, OK? I’d rather you wake me up instead if there’s any problems.”


 


“OK.”


 


I lifted Faith off of my leg and spun her around to
face me. “Alright tiger, I’m going to try and get some rest, so you stay out
here with Miss Lynn, and she’ll show you how to clean those fish you just
caught.”


 


“But they live in the water, so they should already be
clean.” She leaned forward and wrapped her tiny arms around my neck. I returned
the hug, and then set her in the chair. Turning to Lynn, I winked, silently
mouthing “thank you” before walking to the front of the boat. It took me just a
few minutes to arrange the loose life jackets into a cushion. With the addition
of several wool blankets over top of me, my bed was complete. I’m almost
positive I was out before my head touched the orange nylon covering of the life
preserver seat cushion I had chosen as a pillow. At some point during the night
I felt more life jackets being shifted around. The next time I awoke briefly
from my haze, Faith’s snoring form was sandwiched between Michelle and I. All
three of us were covered with an unzipped blanket made from a pickle bag.


 


I woke again to the same situation several hours
later. It was still dark, and the only sounds were the waves lapping against
the boat. Michelle shivered and mumbled something as I stood, so I covered her
and Faith with several additional blankets that had been tangled up around my
legs. The barest shard of the new moon provided enough light for me to work my
way around the familiar confines of the patrol boat, and I ended up next to one
of the stern bench seats. Mack was still wrapped in a pickle bag, but he was sitting
up on one of the benches. His dad was seated on the opposite bench with his
feet propped next to his son. At my approach he dropped his boots and made room
for me. I took a seat next to Mack and sat quietly, letting the hiss of the low
blue flame of my backpack stove lull me into a familiar sense of relaxation. I
honestly didn’t care for coffee, but right now the aroma wafting upwards from
the pot began to tickle my palette.


 


“Mornin’ sleepy head,” Shawn whispered.


 


“Good morning . . . I think. What time is it?”


 


I saw a faint glow as he mashed a button on his
wristwatch. “4:34 AM,” he replied.


 


I thought back to twenty-four hours ago when I was
preparing my last will and testament in the veterinarian’s office. As I felt
the low swells gently rolling the boat and the cool night air against my skin,
I half wondered if I was still laying on the grooming room floor and dreaming
as I slipped away from life. The not so distant splash of a fish jumping from
the water registered through my fog, and I took a deep breath and focused on
returning to this world. 


 


“That means I’ve been asleep for almost eleven hours.”


 


Shawn grunted something into his coffee cup, stretched,
and then yawned like a grizzly waking from hibernation. “You’re a sissy. You
call eleven hours sleeping? I’ll have you know that real men can sleep for
almost fifteen, as me and Mack just proved. Don’t be jealous though; it’s a
skill that very few people can obtain until they’ve mastered the finer arts of
Zen and other crap like that.”


 


I grinned through the murky shadows that were waiting
impatiently for the arrival of the morning sun. “So you’re a crap master?”


 


Before Shawn could reply, Mack chirped in. “Dad is a
seventh degree black belt in crap.”


 


“Hey . . .,” Shawn laughed at his son’s poke. “you
better take that back or I’ll make you walk the plank and then keelhaul you.”


 


Without skipping a beat, Mack leaned forward in the
pickle bag and pointed a comical, accusatory finger at his dad’s nose. “You
don’t have a plank, and this boat isn’t covered in barnacles—and it’s not even
moving—so keelhauling me won’t get you anywhere.”


 


“Fine then Mr. Smart guy, if I can’t give you the
traditional pirate punishment, I’ll do something even worse . . . if we ever
make it back to North Carolina, I’ll make you take Cindy Manning to your senior
prom.”


 


“Ewwww!” Mack pulled away from his dad. A moment later
they both began to laugh. 


 


When they finally settled down, we slid Mack out of
the pickle bag and I took another look at his leg. As far as I could tell it
was no different, which was relatively good news. His next round of antibiotics
wasn’t due until about 8:00 AM, and he started to decline the ibuprofen until I
insisted. “I’ll bet your leg is more painful than you’re letting your dad and I
know, so take these pills or your dad will keelhaul both of us.” 


 


Mack frowned at my attempt to replay the jest, but he
opened his hand and accepted the tablets. “Seriously,” I said, “I’m not very
big on medicine myself, but last year my dentist gave me some wonderful advice
after I had chipped tooth wrestling with a wolf. He said ‘pain sucks so take
your medicine.’ And you know what? He was right. Besides, not only will it help
with the pain, but it’ll also make it easier to move fast if you’re ever being
chased by Cindy Manning.”


 


That brought a smile to his face, and he popped the
pills into his mouth. When he had washed them down with a cup of water, Mack
turned to face me. “I think you’ve got Dad beat in the crap department. Nobody
wrestles with wolves.”


 


It was my turn to smile and point my finger. “Oh . . .
you just wait young man. When we get back to the marina, we’ll see which one of
us fills our britches when they meet the werewolf.”


 


“There’s no such thing as a werewolf,” he replied.


 


“Well then you’ve got nothing to worry about, do you?”
I matched his gaze, and after a moment I detected the slightest waiver of
hesitation.


 


“OK, back to bed with you,” Shawn said as he stood. A
few minutes later he had escorted Mack up to the front of the boat and returned
to the bench. He refilled his coffee cup and then turned off the burner. “You
should be ashamed of yourself,” Shawn faked sincerity as he sipped the scalding
liquid, “filling the boy’s head with lies like that.”


 


I thought about Max . . . about the last time I had
been away from him for longer than a few days. Upon my return his “I’m so happy
you’re back-I’m so pissed you left” greeting resulted in a thirty minute
wrestling match that ended with a happy puppy and a chipped tooth.


 


“Who said I was lying?”











Chapter 76


 


My breakfast was cold ravioli. Partially due to the
fact that I didn’t mind eating it that way, and also because the fuel canister
for my camping stove had been used up between the fish last night and the
multiple pans of coffee this morning. After I ate, our convoy headed out with
Mack at the helm. We kept the boat at a low cruise—fast enough to make
reasonable progress, but slow enough for everyone to get a little more rest. I
remembered to mount the reflex sight on the .22 before helping Shawn and
Michelle reload the empty AR-15 magazines from our one remaining ammo can. After
that, the batteries in our flashlights and radios were switched out. Michelle
took the helm, so I sat back on the bench and closed my eyes for a minute. The
memory of the large swarm of ghouls in the traffic jam by the bridge came to
the forefront, and I dedicated some time to a possible solution. I ended up
with three options—all of them risky. It was a call I didn't want to make by
myself, so I rounded up Michelle and Shawn for their opinion.


 


“My main concern is that we’ll be spotted by the
swarm. There were at least 150 of them, and they were less than 200 yards south
of the bridge. They could be anywhere by now, even on top of the bridge.
Another concern I have is that if we’re able to slip through, I don’t
want to chance leading them to Tater’s house.”


 


“What about the kids in the root cellar?” Michelle
asked.


 


“I haven’t forgotten about them either,” I answered.


 


“It seems to me,” Michelle turned her head to face me
as she spoke, “that we’re trying to plan for an unknown. For all we know, both
sides of that creek could be lined with infected, in which case we’ll be
spending a lot of time in the middle of Silver Lake. On the other hand, it may
be smooth sailing all the way up to Tater’s house. What I’m trying to say is
that we won’t know until we get there.”


 


“I agree,” I said, “which is why I’ve come up with a
few options. I know which one sounds the best to me, but take a listen to all
of them before you make a decision, and feel free to suggest something else,
OK?”


 


They both nodded, so I continued. “Option one is for
us to switch the motors on the jon boats and convoy upstream at the same time.
Kind of a ‘once and done’ type of approach. We stay together and deal with any
issues we encounter. Option two is similar in that we all leave at the same
time. The difference would be the tailing boat would stay a reasonable distance
behind the lead, and would proceed forward only when the lead boat—the scout
boat—gives the all clear. Option three is different. We’d leave the larger
motor on the small boat and have two of us head upstream all the way to the
bridge . . . maybe even a bit farther. This would be primarily a scouting
mission to see if the way is clear. If the scouts run into any interference,
they either handle it if it’s small enough, or turn tail and run downstream.”


 


We talked it over, and both Michelle and Shawn voted
for option three. It had been my choice as well. The rest of the journey to
Silver Lake—almost fourteen miles—passed in relative silence. We made two stops
on the way. The first was a restroom stop for everybody on a small wooded
peninsula. The second one was about a mile from our destination . . . another
potty break for the coffee drinkers, and a sight check for the .22. It was dead
on.











Chapter 77


 


“Michelle, can you hear me?”


 


“Yeah, but you’re a little crackly. Not too bad
though.”


 


“We’re at the bridge. We’ve got three ghouls moving
slowly right in front of us, but they’re the only ones we’ve seen so far.”


 


“Can you take them out safely?” she asked.


 


“Yeah, I think so,” I whispered. “Give me about ten minutes to make sure they’re alone,
and then we’ll whack ‘em and call you back.”


 


“10-4.”


 


I was hunkered down across the front seat of the small
bass boat with the suppressed rifle in my hands. Shawn was with me, and had
proven himself to be a more than adequate pilot as he steered the small
aluminum craft through parts of the channel that had been barely wide enough to
turn around without scraping the bank. 


 


“What do you think?” He whispered over the deep,
bubbling chug of the idling outboard motor.


 


“Let’s wait and watch . . . see if they’re really
alone.”


 


He said nothing in reply, and I kept my rifle pointed
in the general direction of the ghouls as I scanned the rest of the area by the
bridge. As far as I could remember, it looked unchanged. The three infected—two
women in their forties and an elderly man—were kneeling by the creek bank next
to the bridge foundation about forty yards ahead. As we watched, they lowered their
faces to the water and drank. When they finally finished, they stood and began
pacing back and forth, like they were curiously trying to figure out how to
cross the water, but were unaware of the bridge just above their shoulders.
Another five minutes of observation brought no changes, so I whispered over my
shoulder.


 


“OK, it looks like we’re going to have to take them
out. On my signal, move us forward and close the distance—not too fast though.
Keep your eyes on them, and the moment you see them notice us, cut the throttle
and hold position. Ideally, I’d like to be pretty dang close before I take the
shots . . . especially from a boat.”


 


“Got it,” he replied.


 


I settled into position, and after another fruitless
glance around the area, I motioned the boat forward. We cut the distance in
half before the elderly ghoul tilted his head slightly sideways and began to
moan.


 


“Keep going . . . get me closer,” I hissed as I tried
to steady the crosshairs on my target. Shawn pushed the boat another seven
yards upstream before angling it toward the opposite bank. As soon as the
bottom of the boat began to slide on the water flattened grass, I braced myself
and focused. With a faint screech, the aluminum boat came to a halt against the
vegetation and silt that lined the edges of the streambed. When the
deceleration sway ended, I lined up the illuminated reticles and brushed the
trigger.


 


Thack-thack.


 


The old man with red eyes slumped forward and settled
to the muddy ground as I shifted my aim.


 


Clack-thack . . . clack-thack . . . thack.


 


The two gray-skinned ladies fell—one of them pitching
backwards and landing motionless against the concrete of the bridge, and the
other one dropping forward into the current of the creek. Her thrashing, vibrating
body was still churning the water even as she floated face down past us, and
Shawn followed her with the barrel of my AR-15 until her quivering ceased.


 


“Three down at the bridge. Waiting to see if we
stirred up anything.”


 


“10-4,”
Michelle answered.


 


We waited another five minutes with no encounters, and
then using mostly hand signals instead of voices, Shawn and I got the boat
oriented downstream in case we had to make a speedy exit. The engine was left
idling in neutral, and we quietly worked our way up the shallow bank and onto
the bridge. There was nothing. No ghouls, no boys, no movement. Nothing. A
thorough search with binoculars yielded no other clues, and I radioed our
status in to Michelle. When I finished, Shawn and I crept over to the farmhouse
where the boys had indicated they were staying. As we took turns leapfrogging
and covering each other, it was obvious to me this wasn’t Shawn’s first rodeo,
and I made a mental note to ask him at some future point. All of our stealth
amounted to nothing when we found the doors to the root cellar torn off their
hinges. I knelt next to the entrance and shined my flashlight down the
crumbling cement stairs. The picture that greeted me below reminded me of the
time I had seen a dump truck-sized pile of fermenting guts behind the swine
processing plant during a high school field trip with my agriculture class. I
bowed my head and tried to think of something—anything—that I could offer as a
prayer for the kids. I don’t remember what I ended up saying. It was either a
bible verse or the lyrics to a Christian song. Maybe both. I straightened up
and turned to find Shawn staring into the root cellar as well.


 


“I don’t suppose you know what’s going on . . . I mean
what’s really going on and causing all of this.” His voice was dry and
flat as he stood beside me and looked at the carnage in the subterranean
shelter.


 


I pointed the barrel of the .22 toward a blood covered
baseball hat partway down the stairs. “A couple of days ago, the kid that was
wearing that hat asked me the same question.” 


 


“What was your answer to him?”


 


“The truth. I don’t have a clue.”


 


“Some people are saying it was a biological weapon in
our food. I’ve also heard about polluted water, and a terrorist attack on our
blood supply . . . hell, a lady at the last convenience store that I was able
to buy food at was screaming to anybody that would listen about how it all got
started from contaminated toothpaste.”


 


“You know what that means, don’t you?” I asked him.


 


“What?”


 


“If the world’s supply of toothpaste is the source of
this plague, then all you rednecks in North Carolina will probably be safe.”


 


The look on his face moved rapidly from comprehension
to amusement, and then he cracked into a wide grin and spit a stream of tobacco
toward my feet. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.


 


We turned and trotted back to the boat, and a few
minutes later we were motoring downstream. It took us about twenty minutes to
cover the three miles of gently curving creek and make our way back to Silver
Lake, and once there we switched the outboards on the bass boats. Supplies were
moved over, and we arranged ourselves with Shawn and Michelle in the smaller
lead boat, and Mack, Faith, Lynn and I right behind them in the larger boat.
Our trip upstream was uneventful, including the stop to pick up the hidden gas
can and truck key, and a little less than an hour after we started, our two boat
wagon train pulled in behind Tater’s house. A thin wisp of wood smoke drifted
upwards from the chimney, and Michelle hopped lightly to the bank and stood
guard as Shawn and I pulled the boats partway out of the water.


 


“Tater’s coming,” Michelle said as she leaned her head
toward the skinny form walking around the corner of the house and heading our
way.


 


I helped the passengers off of my boat, and then
swiveled towards the grizzled face that was now standing a few feet away.
“Morning,” I said to him.


 


“Back at you. It looks like you were fruitful and
multiplied.”


 


“Well, we had some free time, so we wandered around
and picked up a few hitchhikers.”


 


“I can see that.” 


 


I pointed towards the smoke coming from the chimney.
“It looks like your stove is still fired up and working.”


 


He nodded and chewed on his lips slowly, like he was
teething over the missing piece of fresh hay that should have been dangling
there. “Yup, she’s purring like a kitten. Of course, now that you’re back, I
was wondering if you can help me with another problem that has recently
presented itself.”


 


I sighed deeply at his words, and my peripheral vision
caught Michelle silently shaking her head and tapping at her watch. “What
problem are you talking about?” I asked. Michelle dropped her face into her
hands at my words, slowly shaking her head in exasperation.


 


“I put out a pair of traps in a beaver run at the
creek yesterday, and both of them scored. So I was wondering if your crew would
mind helping an old feller eat some of it up before it goes bad.”


 


Michelle’s expression did a reverse course, and both
of her thumbs turned skyward as Shawn’s southern drawl joined the fray. “Oh
hell yeah . . . anything but fish.”


 


The inside of the old farmhouse bloomed with a mixture
of wood smoke and frying meat—both of them intensified by the air temperature
that was pushing into the mid eighties. In less than a dozen steps our jackets
were piled on the floor, and the odors of our sweat stained clothing and long
unwashed bodies filtered through into our rapidly thawing noses. Mia was
dipping ragged slices of beaver into a bowl of yellow cornmeal, and then
dropping them into a Dutch oven half full of simmering, popping vegetable oil.
When they crisped to a golden brown just a few minutes later, she scooped them out
with a pair of tongs and set them to drain on a wire rack next to the big wood
stove.


 


“All I got to drink is water. It’s still pretty toasty
from where I boiled it, so we’ll have to wait a bit before we knock it back,”
Tater offered.


 


“Maybe not,” I said, “do you have any clean
containers?”


 


He nodded. “I’ve got three of them five gallon buckets
cleaned up to hold water, but so far we’ve been using it up as soon as we boil
it, so they’re all empty.”


 


“Give me one, and I’ll use my filter to fill it.”


 


Tater disappeared into another room for a moment, and
then returned with a plastic, five gallon bucket that still bore the label of
the chocolate frosting it had formally contained. I put my jacket on and then
took the handle from his hand. “Be back in a minute.”


 


Michelle stood and grabbed her AR. “I’ll go with you.”
She swiveled to face Tater and Mia. “Go ahead and start without us . . . eat
while it’s warm.”


 


“This ain’t for us, young lady. Ever since you left
we’ve been practically gagging ourselves on these little water cows, and dang
if I’m not plum stuffed to the gills. I just didn’t want them to go to waste,
and your crew showed up at the right time.” He turned towards Shawn and Lynn.
“Dig in.”


 


The aroma drifting up from the fried mountain of North
America’s largest rodent almost physically restrained me. It took Michelle’s
nudging elbow to get me moving. I slung the .22 over my shoulder and let her
lead me out the door.


 


At the creek I began filling the bucket with filtered
water as Michelle watched the area for danger. The flow rate from the small
hand pump filter was about one liter per minute, so it was going to take almost
twenty minutes to fill the bucket. Midway through the task, Michelle leaned
down next to me and stopped my hands. Placing both of her own hands on the
sides of my face, she tilted my lips to hers and kissed me—gently at first, and
then harder as her fingers slid around to the back of my head. When she started
to pull away a minute later, I reached around and hugged her tight against me, opting
for another moment lost in the illusion that the world was still sane.


 


“Aren’t you supposed to be keeping me safe from danger
while I get water?” I asked mischievously.


 


“The worst danger you’ll ever face is if you decide to
leave me again, because I think I’ll just shoot you myself instead of going
through the worry about whether you’re coming back or not.”


 


“I missed you too,” I smiled as I reached down into
the grass near the creek and plucked an early dandelion, lifting it towards her
nose and her awaiting hand, “but I prefer to say it with flowers instead of
threatening you with a bullet in the back.”


 


She returned my smile and we went to kiss again, but
our timing was off and we bonked heads like awkward kids at their first prom.
When our laughter finally stopped, I steadied her head in my hands and leaned
forward. This time, we were right on target.











Chapter 78


 


The glowing green letters on the digital display of my
truck’s dashboard indicated 1:31 PM, and for the hundredth time in the last
hour, I wished that I would have bought the extended cab version of my pickup.
Shawn and I were sitting in the bed of the truck, and Faith was rolling around
between our feet encapsulated in not one, but two of the pickle bags. Her
giggles as she steamrolled back and forth made my own heart lighter, and I
tried to focus on the road ahead as we pulled out of the farmhouse driveway.
Tater, Mia, and her dark haired children were waving goodbye to us from the
front porch. We returned their wave as all six tires from the truck and boat
trailer bounced through another set of potholes in the gravel drive.


 


“Tell Michelle to turn around and go back,” Shawn
said, “I think there’s only one pothole left that she didn’t hit.”


 


I chuckled and waved one final time as we accelerated
down the country road. My belly wasn’t stuffed full, but it was pleasantly
occupied by about eight chicken strip-sized portions of fried beaver. Mia had
sprinkled some type of red powder over the food, and it gave the chunks of meat
a sweet, peppery taste that gradually magnified in heat until the cumulative
effects began to hit around strip five. The bright side is that I drank a lot
of water after my meal. We still had five cans of unopened ravioli, and we left
it for them along with the small bass boat. The fuel gauge on my truck was
showing over three quarters of a tank, so we emptied our spare gas cans into
Tater’s vehicle. The stash that I had buried in the barn was dug up, and as a
final token of goodwill, Shawn, Mack, and I took turns with the filter and
topped off all three of Tater’s water buckets. When we were finally loaded and
ready to go, Lynn and Mack rode up front with Michelle, and Shawn and I stayed
in the back and froze our tails off. We followed the same route on our return.
Aside from the distant sighting of a large swarm of ghouls, our trip back was
uneventful. At least until we closed in on the marina. From 500 yards out, the
sound of rifle fire ramped up over the wind rushing past my ears, and I knocked
on the roof of the cab. Michelle dropped her speed as we cut the distance in
half, slowing even further as I began to pull up my pair of binoculars. The
cold chills that gripped at my insides had nothing to do with the temperature,
and as the distant scene began to come into focus, bullets began cracking
through the air all around us.











Chapter 79


 


The M35 bounced twice after the jack’s hydraulic
release was turned, and the big vehicle—now fully roadworthy—idled roughly in
apparent impatience as the camouflaged figures stowed the toolkit that had been
recovered from the tow truck. When it was secured, they jockeyed the transport
into position and began winching.


 


Estes wiped a combination of dark grease, silver
anti-seize compound, and multicolored—but mostly black—road grime from his
hands. The smudges that transferred to his uniform quickly became lost in the
kaleidoscope of stains already present; stains that included the blood of four
more people that had fallen under his watch. Their stop at the intersection had
been a necessary, but costly setback, and Estes frowned as his gaze lingered on
the line of bodies next to the Humvee. The only way forward or through the
logjam of vehicles had required the use of the winch on the M35, but the blown
front tire needed replaced before that could happen. Unfortunately, with the
jack missing from the transport, they had to deal with a pack of infected that
were ambling through the snarl of stopped vehicles. What started off with
Sergeant Keene operating as a sniper quickly degenerated into a full scale
fight for their lives as several dozen more of the gray people materialized
from the wreckage. By the time it was over, Corporal Matthew “Bones” Henry, and
PFC Dennis Spurlock—both members of Alpha squad—had lost their lives. Airman
Eli Horton, and the civilian contractor Nora Veil had also been killed in the
attack. If that wasn’t bad enough, the sergeant from the medical team, Rita
Thorn, had broken her arm trying to escape the grasping claws of one of the
red-eyed monsters, and Specialist Glenn Perkins had torn a huge gash in his
forearm on a jagged shard of metal while trying to pull PFC Spurlock away from
a pair of infected. Perkins’ normally dark Mediterranean skin tone was pale by
the time they had gotten the bleeding stopped. Since then, they had worked
quickly to winch a path deep enough to allow them to turn on the highway that
branched to the left. It was almost clear, and only one more vehicle—maybe two
at the most—would need to be pulled away.


 


“Keene, status update,” Estes called.


 


The scrappy attitude and Brooklyn laced accent of Sergeant
Alex Keene came back immediately. “The situation sucks, and it’s going to
suck even more really soon if we don’t get the hell out of here.”


 


“How many . . . and how long?” Estes sighed.


 


“I’ve got a group of four moving through the line of
traffic and heading our way. ETA at their current speed is probably three
minutes. There’s another group—larger—about two minutes behind them.”


 


“Give us a two minute warning, and then meet me at the
Humvee.”


 


“Roger that.”


 


Estes turned to face Ross Morgan and Calvin Rook, the
two remaining privates from Alpha squad. “Morgan, rewind the winch and get
everybody loaded in the A3 right now . . . we’ve got incoming. Rook, you’re
driving.”


 


PFC Morgan took off on task with the speed born of
desperation, but Rook paused and looked at the narrow path they had created.


 


“We’ve still got two more cars to pull out of the way,
captain.”


 


“What’s the matter Rook . . . you never played bumper
cars before?” Estes said.


 


The private grinned and nodded. “Yes sir!”


 


“You’re leading the way, Sergeant Keene and I will
follow in the Hummer. We’ve got a grand total of three rounds of ammunition, so
don’t lead us into a firefight, got it?”


 


Rook’s affirmative salute coincided with the
sergeant’s warning, and Estes slapped Rook on the back. “Let’s go Calvin.”


 


The winch finished spooling, and Estes trotted over to
the Humvee and hopped in the driver’s seat. Crammed would be a better word for
it, and he mentally cursed the designers that didn’t take into account anything
but compact body frames. Behind him, Specialist Oakley coughed lightly.


 


“Hold on Oakley,” Estes muttered, “we’re getting ready
to move out, but there might be a few bumps on the way.”


 


“OK.”


 


Keene’s wiry form vaulted around the bed of a stalled
pickup before hood sliding across an old Buick. He landed next to the Hummer,
and in the space of two seconds, slid through the doorless entry of the vehicle
and shifted sideways, aiming his rifle toward the logjam of vehicles.


 


“Now would be a good time to leave, captain.”


 


Estes picked up the microphone. “Make a hole Calvin
. . . go-go-go!”


 


The M35 idled up and lumbered ahead, gaining momentum
with each second until it crashed into the quarter panel of the blue Ford
sedan, crumpling the metal and screeching it forward against the front bumper
of an ivory colored work van stenciled on the sides with a mosaic of scrolling
flowers. The low gear ratio of the M35’s transmission kept churning the wheels,
and with the squeal of tires and the shriek of tearing metal, the last two
vehicles preventing their escape were shoved aside. Rook turned the big
transport hard left onto the highway, and Estes followed in the Humvee just a
few yards behind. When they had cleared the wreckage, Estes picked up the
microphone again.


 


“Calvin, give me about a mile of clearance from the
intersection, and then if everything looks good, pull over and we’ll reassess.”


 


"10-4."


 


"Captain," Oakley's voice carried over the
rumble of the Hummer’s diesel engine, "when we stop up ahead, do you mind
if I ride in the transport?"


 


"What's the matter Oakley," Sergeant Keene
puffed out after a wink towards Estes, "don't you like the company?"


 


"The company is fine, but why does it stink so
bad in here? It smells like a pile of moldy canvas in a locker room full of
jock straps.”


 


Keene and Estes traded knowing smiles. The “funk”
smell was widely believed to be a factory installed extra in every Humvee ever
made, and—like the sulfur and rotten egg smell of the mercaptan that was added to natural gas for its distinctive odor—once exposed,
you would never forget it.


 


“What are you talking about Oakley? I don’t smell
nothing,” Keene said.


 


“Me neither,” Estes added, “maybe it’s you.”











Chapter 80


 


“Do you think the information he gave you is
accurate?” Doc Collins asked.


 


Andy nodded. “Yeah, I can pretty much guarantee that
he wasn’t holding anything back, at least anything that he was aware of.”


 


“That he was aware of?” Bucky’s gravelly voice
questioned.


 


“Well, what I’m trying to say is that I’m pretty sure
that ‘we’ know what ‘he’ knew, but with that comes the understanding that he
might not be up to speed on the whole plan. Although, I will add that he was
pretty thorough in his explanation.”


 


Silence descended across the room, with only the
occasional sputter or pop from the wood burning stove breaking through. Rebecca
finally dissolved the stillness by rehashing a similar question to the one that
started the meeting almost an hour ago. “I was checking on Francis when you
came back from talking to that guy, so can you tell me what he said?”


 


Andy picked up the radio. “Mr. Lee, you already
heard the situation, correct?”


 


“Yeah, Scott and I know what’s going on.”


 


“OK, I’m gonna turn the radio off of monitor. That’ll
make it nice and quiet on your end. Remember . . . observe and report only.
Don’t start a war. Don’t even fire unless your life is on the line.”


 


“Got it,” Mr.
Lee replied.


 


Calloused fingers held down a button and the radio
chirped, changing it from monitor to standby mode.


 


“Are they on the roof of the office?” Rebecca asked, concern
for her son showing through.


 


“No,” Sam answered, “after what we learned, that’s way
too risky of a position to be in, so they’re across the road behind a mound of
dirt in the RV parking area.”


 


“OK,” she breathed with a sigh of relief.


 


Andy stood and looked around the room. Everybody was
here except for Choon Lee and Scott, who had volunteered for first watch. Also
still missing were Eric and Michelle. Their continual absence brought pangs of
concern to Andy every time he thought about them, which was frequently. He
cleared his throat and walked over to the kettle of tea warming at the edge of
the stove. The spiral bound, metal handle dissipated the heat, and he picked it
up with an ungloved hand. A moment later his mug was topped off, and he turned
to face Rebecca.


 


“In a nutshell, we’re going to get a visit from the
‘acquisition’ team at shelter Yellow. Most likely early tomorrow morning. The
sniper—Jimmy Sterling is the name on his driver’s license, although he
apparently goes by the name of Little Jimmy for obvious reasons—is supposed to
take out our roof guards if we showed any signs of resistance. He also has
orders to fire on specific targets of opportunity as they present themselves,
namely Eric, Sam, and Walter.”


 


“But why? We haven’t done anything except provide
food, shelter, and medical care to the people that came here from the
campground. How could they even think about attacking us?”


 


Amy shook her head and chimed in. “Actually, it’s not
everybody at the shelter. The guy we met the other day, Ray Ingram, has
apparently been putting together his own faction. Either by threats, or maybe
bribes—we’re not entirely sure, and it really doesn’t make any difference at
this point—he’s now the head honcho at shelter Yellow. According to the sniper,
our favorite little tattletale has been filling Ray’s head with stories about
warehouses full of food, fuel, and guns.”


 


“Diane?” Rebecca asked incredulously.


 


Andy lifted his cup and took a sip as he replied.
“Yep, and not only her, but most of the troublemakers and ringleaders that
supported her . . . they’re all part of Ray’s little club now.”


 


“Are you seriously telling me,” Rebecca’s exasperated
countenance blushed in anger, “that with everything else going wrong in the
world, we’re going to have to deal with an attack from this egomaniacal
paramedic and his band of merry men?”


 


“That’s the info we got from Little Jimmy. Ray is
going to be sending his team with an offer to combine all of our personnel and
supplies with theirs at shelter Yellow. If we refuse, well then, the ‘offer’
becomes mandatory. Oh, and by the way, Ray gave the sniper specific
instructions to not shoot at the tall, dark haired lady.” Andy turned to face
Callie.


 


“If Ray even looks at me wrong, I’ll pull his sack so
hard that his eyebrows will blink over his nipples,” Callie spat.


 


“Well there’s a visual that I didn’t need,” Thompson
chuckled.


 


“Anyhow,” Andy continued, “we don’t have a long time
to decide on a response and get our assets into position.”


 


Preacher Dave waved a hand and drew everybody’s
attention. “You know me and what I stand for. If we can somehow solve this
without bloodshed, well then that’s the path I think we should take . . .”


 


“Yeah but . . .” Sam began to interrupt, but Dave
stood and cut him off.


 


“Hold on a minute Sam . . . let me finish. The bible
is very clear about loving your enemies and turning the other cheek, but it
also speaks in Ecclesiastes 3:8 that there is
‘a time to love, and a time to hate; a
time for war, and a time for peace.’ Now I’m not suggesting that we just lay
down our guns and hand over the keys to the kingdom to Ray, but just remember
that the same verse that tells us that there is a time for war, also tells us that
there is a time for peace.”


 


“English preacher . . . speak in English,” Bucky said.


 


Dave searched the faces of the small assembly. “What
I’m saying is that a lot of people can get caught up in the frenzy of the
moment. If they find a leader who is charismatic enough, many people will
follow blindly down whatever dark path is set before them, oftentimes without
even seeing the path to destruction they’re on, and it’s our job as Christians
to show them a way back toward the path of salvation. As far as it’s in our
power, we need,” he looked around the room again, “to make sure that everybody
who comes against us understands that our first choice is not to battle.”


 


“And what if they don’t give us any other option?”
Crowbar Mike asked.


 


“Well then, Judges chapter 15, verse 16 reminds us
that Samson ‘killed a thousand men with the jaw bone of an ass.’” 


 


“That’s great,” Andy began to laugh, “but do you think
Walter will let us borrow his jaw bone?”


 


The first person to burst out with laughter was
Bernice, and the small crowd quickly degenerated into a teasing mirth that
lasted for several minutes. When they finally settled, Dave raised his hand
again and spoke. “I think it’s great that even with the way things are in the
world, we can still share a moment of joy, even at the expense of some good
natured ribbing among friends like Walter and Andy.” He directed his gaze
straight towards Bucky. “Now you know, they say it’s almost impossible to get a
preacher to speak plain English, but here it is. We need to do our best to
settle this situation peacefully, but if we’re not given that opportunity, or
if violence is being forced against us or those in our charge, then we need to
fight with every bit of courage and strength the Lord has given us.”


 


“Amen to that,” Walter said.


 


“I’ve got a question.” It was Emily—her shoulder was still
wrapped in bandages, but she was now able to sit upright on the couch.


 


“Go ahead young lady,” Andy said.


 


“Well, I wasn’t at the meeting down at the store when
the people from Richland showed up, but I’ve heard about it from several of the
folks that were there, and I’m just wondering about something.”


 


Another wave of silence eased across the room as they
waited for her to finish. Emily glanced to the left and then swiveled her head
over every occupied chair, couch cushion and rocker in the room. “If I heard
right, doesn’t Ray have some kind of armored car, and if he brings that, do we
have something that can stop it?”


 


Walter and Andy exchange smiles, and then Sam fielded
the question. “Emily, let’s just say with some helpful information from our
chubby friend Little Jimmy, that shouldn’t be a problem.”


 


“Besides,” Andy added, “there’s nothing more
satisfying than sending a bully running home to mom with his tail between his
legs.”


 


“Is that going to be possible? What if they bring
twenty-five guys with guns?” Doc Collins asked.


 


“That shouldn’t be a problem either,” Walter added,
“because we’re about to bait our trap with 400 pounds of Little Jimmy cheese.











Chapter 81


 


“Fireball calling lightning bolt . . . fireball
calling lightning bolt . . . do you copy?” The radio sitting on the table shook with life as the hail came across.


 


“OK Jimmy,” Andy’s steady monotone sounded next to the
big man’s ear, “it’s time for you to shine. I’m going to put the radio in your
hand, and then you’re going to impress me. Do you remember everything we talked
about?”


 


“Yes sir, I do.”


 


“And you realize that your performance has the
potential to save a lot of lives, most importantly yours?”


 


“Yes sir, I understand.”


 


“Alright then, as they say down in Texas, it’s time to
earn your supper.” The call from the radio repeated, and Andy lifted the device
to the big man’s thick fingered hand. His eyes were still covered with the
heavy canvas bag, but it had been rolled up enough so that his voice wouldn’t
be muffled.


 


“Ray? . . . Ray, is that you?”


 


“10-4, we’re holding at the staging point, ready to
roll through at first light. What’s your status? Do you still have eyes on the
targets?”


 


“Negative . . ., I mean yes, but not right now.
There’s nobody out.”


 


A brief pause of silence came through, and then Ray
transmitted again. “Confirm—you’re in the eagle’s nest, but there are no
targets visible. Is that correct?”


 


“You’re doing fine, Jimmy . . . just tell him what we
went over,” Andy took two steps away from the big man seated at the picnic
table.


 


“Negative, I am not in the original eagles nest. That
location became compromised the first night. There’s still creeps coming out of
the campground every now and then, and some of them were getting too close to
me, so I moved to an alternate spot.”


 


“What’s your location now?” Ray’s voice had a hint of impatience attached.


 


“I’m on the far side of the marina, about 250 yards
down the highway to the west. There’s a little hummock covered by some brambles,
and I’m right in the thick of it.”


 


“How’s your view from there?”


 


“Better than from my original hide. Plus, any creeps
that come from the campground normally get dealt with by the old guy or his
crew.”


 


“Understood, and good job. Give me a few minutes to
round up my squad leaders, and then you can give us a complete rundown.”


 


“Yeah, I will . . . Did you remember our arrangement?”


 


“You know I wouldn’t forget, Jimmy.”


 


“Where are they?” The blindfolded fat man talked at the radio with a performance destined
for used car sales.


 


“There’s a brown bag in the main cab of the fire
truck. It’s got your name on the outside, and on the inside are two ham
sandwiches, extra thick, with cheese and double mustard. But you’ve got to wait
until we take care of our business.”


 


“I know . . . I know.”


 


Andy nodded silently to himself as he paced around the
picnic table. One of the subjects that had come up during their interrogation
of the sniper had been the reward offered to the big man upon completion of the
job. Apparently, the food stores at the shelter included very little actual
meat, and aside from a promised place in Ray’s hierarchy, the added “hazard
duty pay” of two slabs of precious ham nestled between slices of bread had been
negotiated. A moment later, Ray’s voice sounded again from the speaker of the
radio.


 


“Jimmy, I’ve got our squad leaders here and we’re
ready for a briefing on the situation. Just give us a quick rundown, and then
let us ask some questions if we need to, OK?


 


“OK but I can’t use my notebook to refer to right
now.”


 


“Why not? I told you to take good notes.” A wedge of aggravation crept into the voice coming
from the speaker.


 


“Ray, you may be sitting behind the locked metal doors
of a giant fire truck with a bunch of armed people all around you, but my fat
ass is all alone and hanging in the breeze out here. In case you haven’t
noticed, it’s still dark outside, and if I turn on my flashlight to read my
notes, I’m going to stick out like a sore thumb to anyone, or anything in the
area.”


 


Andy smiled at the fat man’s answer. So far, so good.


 


Ray’s attempt at an apologetic voice tone quickly came
to the radio. “Hey Jimmy, I’m sorry man. You’re right, I just wasn’t
thinking. Just do the best you can, OK?”


 


“Yeah . . . you ready?”


 


“We’re all here and listening.”


 


“OK, the first thing is that you’re not gonna be able
to drive up to the house. The old man has been using his tractor to pile a
bunch of concrete chunks across the narrow part of the driveway by where it
meets with the parking lot at the back of the marina.” 


 


“Can we go around it?”


 


“No, I don’t think so. It drops off on one side
straight into a bunch of reeds and cattails right next to the lake, and the
other side has a pretty steep drainage ditch that runs until it meets with the
edge of the woods. If you have a four-wheeler or motorcycle, you can squeak by
on that side without too much of a problem . . . but there’s no way a regular
car, much less the fire truck, or even the half track is getting up to the
house right now.”


 


A different voice combining an odd mix of bass
overtones overlaid with a Canadian accent came across. “Jimmy . . . if dey
got da road blocked, how’s dey getting’ oot demselves?”


 


Andy smiled again. This was one of the questions they
had prepared for.


 


“They’ve got one of those little utility vehicles, a
Kawasaki I think, that they run back and forth in. I’ve also seen another car
moving up and down the driveway carrying people. Other than that, they’ve moved
all of their other cars and trucks down to the marina. Most of them are parked
inside of the big warehouse, but they usually keep one or two outside next to
the barrier across the driveway.”


 


“What about guards? Are there any changes from what
Diane told us?” It was Ray’s voice
again.


 


“Just relax Jimmy,” Andy commented in a friendly
tenor, “you know how to answer this question. You’re doing really good so far,
and it won’t be long before you’re back home safe and sound.”


 


Triple chins vibrated in conjunction with a deep sigh
from the bagged fat man, and he keyed the transmit button on the radio. “You’re
going to love this one Ray. There’s hardly anybody left to be a guard.”


 


“What do you mean?”


 


“Yesterday morning, most everybody in the group was
down at that gas station and a bunch of creeps came out of the weeds by the
lake. It must’ve taken ‘em by surprise, ‘cause by the time it was over, there
were bodies layin’ everywhere. I can’t tell you the exact numbers, ‘cause a
creep on the ground looks the same as a non-creep from my distance, but I only
saw about eight of them—the people, I mean—getting ferried back to the house on
the utility vehicle.”


 


“That really good news, Jimmy.”


 


“Well then you’re going to love this. Yesterday afternoon,
the old man and a few other guys—five of them I think, although it might have
been six—came down and cleaned up the bodies with the loader on the tractor.
They’re dropping them into the metal dumpster across the road. Anyhow, when
they were finished, three of them—all guys—hopped in a green dodge pickup and
headed west.”


 


“Any idea on where they’re going?” Ray asked.


 


“I don’t think they’re coming back.”


 


“What makes you say that, Jimmy?”


 


“Well, they ain’t been back yet, but more importantly,
they all shook hands with the old guy before they got in the truck.”


 


“That’s a good observation. Did you happen to notice
if one of them was a really tall, wiry guy?”


 


“Nah, I couldn’t really tell for sure.”


 


There was a pause of dead air before the radio crackled
to life again. “OK Jimmy, I think our job is going to be really easy, but
what about the guys on the roof?”


 


“Last night they put a guy up on the roof of the gas
station. I can’t say for certain who it was, though.”


 


 “Only one guy?”


 


“That’s all they’ve put there for the past two days.”


 


“What about in the daytime?”


 


“Same thing—only one guy. The daytime guard on the
roof has been that black fellow, so I guess that’s his regular shift.


 


“Will you have a line of sight on him from your new
position?”


 


Jimmy chuckled into the radio. “When it gets light
enough to shoot, if I pull the trigger, my bullet is going to hit him just
behind his right ear.”


 


“OK, we may just have you do that. Is there anything
else we need to know? Guards . . . schedules . . . habits . . . anything at
all?” This time, the barely
suppressed excitement in Ray’s voice was evident.


 


“Um . . ., well I guess if it were me leading this
little party, I’d wait until mid-afternoon before I rolled up.”


 


“Why?”


 


“Because every afternoon so far—normally about 3:30 PM—a
bunch of them come down to the gas station and go inside. I don’t know what
they’re doing in there, maybe eating or something, but they stay for about an
hour. So if it was me, I’d wait until then and catch ‘em all with their britches
down.”


 


“Do you think you can hold out that long without a ham
sandwich?” Ray chuckled.


 


“I’ve got one packet of food left. Its beef stroganoff
. . . and I hate beef stroganoff. But I’ll choke it down if it means we’ll have
a better chance of surprise.”


 


“Diane says they have a freezer full of venison up at
the house. How about if I make sure you get first choice?”


 


“I believe I can hang out here without starving to
death until this afternoon, so I guess you’ve got yourself a deal.”


 


“10-4. We’ll stay at the staging area until this
afternoon. Keep us informed of any changes that you notice, and give us a heads
up when you see them go into the gas station.”


 


“I got it. Lightning bolt out.”











Chapter 82


 


“Are we all in position?” Walter asked.


 


A nod of Andy’s head confirmed the question, and he
pointed at the crude map on top of the picnic table. It had a strong
resemblance to a schoolyard touchdown strategy drawn in the sand of the
playground, and as such the various receivers were marked with bottle caps and
small stones. Little Jimmy sat in the same position as before; his bulk
insuring that the table didn’t suddenly develop anti-gravity properties and float
away towards the ceiling. Situated around his meaty head was a pair of
electronic shooting muffs, and the audio port on the ear protectors were connected
to a four foot mini cable—the end of which was currently plugged in to a tiny
MP3 device. The volume had been cranked up near maximum, and the rotund sniper
was being deafened with a techno-dance mix they had copied from Callie’s
tablet.


 


“Sam is across the highway and about 120 yards southwest.
He’s got Michelle’s deer rifle and an AR for backup. Thompson is about 80 yards
east with his AR. Scott and Dave are behind the concrete pile with shotguns,
and C.J. and Bucky are across the road by the gravel pile. One of them has a
shotgun, the other one has a rifle.”


 


“And you’re sure that Mr. Lee knows he might be
drawing a lot of fire toward his position, right?”


 


“We’ve moved a double layer of sand bags up to the
roof. Unless they’re shooting a .50 caliber with armor piercing rounds, he
should be fine.”


 


“Speaking of that, what about Mike and Callie?” Walter
asked.


 


“They’re about over here,” Andy pointed his finger at
a large, rusty bolt near the end of the table, “about 400 yards east. If
Jimmy’s information is correct, that’s gonna put them somewhere in the general
vicinity of where they need to be. They’ll have to adjust to the situation
though.”


 


“Is everybody up to speed on their fields of fire?”


 


“Yeah, we drilled that into their heads over and over.
Hopefully we’ll avoid the Polish firing squad syndrome.”


 


Walter sighed and puffed again on his pipe. “Hopefully
we won’t have to fire at all.”


 


“I agree, but I’m not holding my breath. Is the PA
ready?”


 


Walter nodded and picked up a squat transmitter with a
telescopic silver antenna. “It’s wireless, so all I’ve got to do is talk into
this little doohickey.”


 


“OK, good,” Andy said as he frowned and looked again
at the position of the bottle caps.


 


Walter followed his gaze and gestured at the map. “Don’t
worry . . . we all know the plan and the code words. Besides, what are the odds
of you getting shot twice in the same week?” A crude smile accompanied the
smoke ring heading towards the rafters.


 


Andy frowned. “Probably better than average. Wanna
trade?”


 


“Nah, it wouldn’t be fair . . . to Ray I mean.” Walter
stood and tapped out the embers of his tobacco onto a brick positioned on the
map as the boat warehouse. “Me, I got a whole bunch of vital areas to worry
about. You, on the other hand, are much better suited for the job of ‘target.’
As a matter of fact, ol’ Doc Collins confided in me just the other day that he
believes the real reason you’re still alive is because the bullet got bored
trying to find your brain and just left. I just can’t believe that anybody
coming from shelter Yellow will have the required expertise with a firearm that
would enable them to hit an object as small as that mushy walnut between your
ears.” 


 


Andy chuckled for a moment, and then shook his head
slowly. “I hope you’re right. Our plan is sound, but we’re basing it on several
assumptions. This whole thing can turn into a bloodbath on both sides if
something goes wrong. What time is it?”


 


“12:50 PM,” Walter looked at his watch and replied.


 


“OK let’s . . .” Andy’s reply was cut short by
Walter’s radio crackling to life. It was Sam.


 


“Walter . . . Andy . . . do you copy?”


 


“Yeah Sam, go ahead,” Walter replied.


 


“We may have a problem.”


 


“What kind of a problem?” Both Andy and Walter stood.


 


“Uh . . . hold on a minute,” Sam replied.


 


The seconds ticked by, surpassing the requested minute
by a factor of two before Sam’s voice sounded again.


 


“Hey Andy, there’s a guy here who says you can take
the promotion you gave him and stuff it up your ass.”


 


The grin on his face was ear to ear as Andy took the
radio from Walter.











Chapter 83


 


Andy stood just inside the door that faced the lake,
staring through a section of the black plastic that covered the windows. It had
been slit with a razor knife, and now afforded him a viewing angle toward the
road.


 


“You don’t have to be in here with me, you know,” Andy
said.


 


Behind him, the blood, mud, and dirt stained digital
camouflage uniform of Estes finished loading a third magazine from the ammo box
at his feet. “Tell you what sir, after the last few days, I’m going to enjoy
letting somebody else be in charge.”


 


A glance up at the battery powered clock on the wall
of the now empty store showed 2:55 PM, and Andy yawned and stretched. The
encircling bandage around his head had been replaced by a much smaller and
neater series of butterfly closures, and with the addition of a hat they almost
disappeared. He closed his eyes in concentration, trying one more time to run
the possible scenarios through his mind. Nothing new revealed itself, so he
turned to face Estes for a final opinion. 


 


“Kevin, you got any last words before I send the
signal?”


 


“You could always call down an air strike from the
Raptors,” Estes laughed.


 


The smile that creased Andy’s face brought with it a
memory of Michelle, and that automatically jumped to thoughts of Eric. His
smile descended to a tight lipped grimace, and then he sighed in resignation.
“They were running dry on fuel and had to return to base. You got anything else
helpful?”


 


Estes stood—his assault vest now fully stocked with
ammunition—and walked toward the window. “I have a feeling that you’ve already
been in a lot more firefights than I ever will, sir.”


 


“The answer to that one may surprise you, but go ahead
and give me your opinion anyhow.”


 


“It’s nothing new,” Estes offered, “and it ain’t like
in the movies. If this turns into a shooting match, the first three seconds of
action from your team is going to determine the outcome, because once the other
side starts shooting back, well then, let’s just say that reality takes a
sudden and interesting turn.”


 


Andy nodded. “I know. I’ve told everybody to make their
first shot count. I’m praying it doesn’t come to that, though.”


 


“As I recall, you can be pretty intimidating with just
words,” Estes bobbed his head at Andy.


 


“Well let’s just see about that.” Andy turned and
looked at Estes’ dark eyes. “OK captain, this is your last chance to bail out
and go hide with the womenfolk.”


 


With another snort of laughter, Estes stomped over to
Andy. “No offense sir, but I’ve met some of the women you hang out with. I
think I’d be safer down here.”


 


“That you may, Kevin . . . that you may.” Andy
adjusted the radio at his belt and then slid the throat microphone into
position. “Attention all units, attention all units . . . I’m moving to
hands free communication mode. Remember your fields of fire . . . and listen
for commands on the PA system.” With a final deep breath, he transmitted
again. “Walter . . . send the signal.”











Chapter 84


 


Leading the convoy, the 8.1 liter V8 engine underneath
the hood of the Richland plow truck whined like a thoroughbred horse being held
back by a pull of the reins. Its stout, reinforced metal dump body
typically contained two and a half tons of salt, but today it carried a
different cargo. Attached to the front of the early 2000 model Chevrolet was an
eight foot wide, mostly bright yellow snow plow—its ‘mostly’ status earned by
the tarnishing of blood and entrails following an encounter with a small band
of creeps late last night. In line behind the plow truck was a pair of four
wheel drive pickups, and behind them the heavy diesel engine of the Richland
Fire Department pumper truck chugged slowly. Like a long metallic serpent, the column
of vehicles turned off the road and onto the gravel parking lot of the marina.
After a moment of idling silence, the fire truck cut loose with a double blast
of its air horn. A thick bodied man with a heavy brown beard and bulky mustache
stepped down from the bright red emergency vehicle. Following at his heels was
a taller man with gray hair that curled out from underneath the wide brim of a
cutter style western hat. Their boots scrunched on the gravel as they walked up
to the plow truck and stood shoulder to shoulder next to the angled blade.
Slung across the back of the tall, gray-haired man was a pump shotgun with a
pistol grip. In contrast, the bearded paramedic held the blocky frame of a
submachine gun that dangled from a two point sling. A lengthy stick magazine
extended from the bottom of the weapon, and protruding from the front was a
charcoal colored suppressor.











Chapter 85


 


“Attention
all close support units . . . stay hidden until you hear otherwise. Distance
units, acquire targets now. Maintain radio silence if at all possible. I’m
heading out to the gravel . . . repeat, I’m heading out to the gravel.”


 


Andy stepped
outside and then turned, faking the motion of relocking the door he’d just come
out of. The black plastic prevented him from seeing inside, but he knew that
Estes was on the other side of the glass ready to rock and roll if necessary.
He turned and walked out toward the two men standing by the plow. Closing the
distance to seven feet, Andy stopped and gave a cursory glance at the two armed
men before sliding his eyes past them and to the truck.


 


“Little late
in the season to be plowing snow, don’t you think?”


 


Deep set brown
eyes studied Andy cautiously. After moment, the man’s cheeks twitched
underneath the volume of bushy hair, and he flicked a single finger off the gun
he cradled. Directing the finger towards Andy he spoke. “Who are you?” 


 


“That depends
. . . who’s askin’?”


 


“I’m Ray
Ingram, director of the Richland protectorate zone.”


 


“The what?”
Andy asked.


 


“The zone of
control mandated by the federal government’s emergency protocols. Where is Mr.
Walter Sheldon?”


 


“He’s
unavailable right now.”


 


“Make him
available.” The frown underneath the shaggy beard was unmistakable.


 


“Why don’t you
tell me exactly what you want, and then I’ll decide if you need to speak to
Walter.”


 


The
paramedic’s eyes darted upward toward the rooftop of the gas station. The
mockup of Thompson had traded its binoculars for a very realistic looking BB
gun. Ignoring Andy for a moment, the bearded man reached to a radio at his
belt. “Fireball calling lightning bolt, do you copy?”


 


“Lightning
bolt standing by.” The reply was audible to all three of the men standing
near the snowplow.


 


“Lightning
bolt, prepare to carry out your mission on your primary target. Wait for my
signal.”


 


The response
came immediately. “Lightning bolt is ready and waiting.”


 


With a scoff
of irritation, Ray focused once again on Andy. “Send Walter Sheldon out here
right now.”


 


Andy crossed
his arms. “Or what? I’m unarmed . . . Are you going to shoot me down right here
in the parking lot?”


 


Peering
through the blinds of his office, Walter both saw and heard his old friend send
the signal. There was no hesitation, and he keyed the microphone. “Mike . .
. Callie . . . take it out.”


 


Callie’s
voice—almost rippling with excitement—replied two seconds later. “We’re on
it. We’ll report in when it’s done.”


 


“10-4. Sam
and Thompson, pass the word and get ready.” Walter set the walkie-talkie on
the edge of his desk and turned toward Little Jimmy; his bulk now filling the
couch. “I hope the information you told us about the armored truck is correct.”


 


“It is.”











Chapter 86


 


Crowbar Mike
peered around the clump of willows that he and Callie were hiding behind.
Almost like they had designed the plan themselves, the half track vehicle had
stopped just out of sight from the marina. It sat there idling about seventy
yards in front of them, and when the call came through from Walter, they
clambered to their feet and prepared to move.


 


“Are you
ready?” Mike asked.


 


A bright white
smile accompanied the squeezing motion of the heavy duty wire cutters in
Callie’s hand. “Let’s do it.”


 


Hefting the
roll of two inch wide black duct tape in his own hand, Mike returned the smile
to the girl he seemed constantly paired up with. Not that he minded one bit.
“OK . . . let’s go.”


 


As silently as
they could, Mike and Callie trotted towards the rumbling APC.











Chapter 87


 


“Last chance.
Send out Walter Sheldon right now and this will all go a lot smoother.”


 


“Ray, here’s
the thing. I’ve been elected to talk to you, and like it or not, that’s the way
things are right now. So why don’t you try and be civil and tell me exactly
what it is you want, because as far as I’m concerned, you and I don’t have a
problem yet.”


 


The paramedic
paused as he studied Andy’s steel-gray eyes for a solid thirty seconds. At his
shoulder, the tall man in the western hat gestured a thumb toward Andy. “G’head
Ray, tell ‘im.”


 


“Fine. Like I
said, my name is Ray Ingram. I’m in charge of the Richland protectorate zone,
which is a federally mandated zone of martial law around the city of Richland,
North Dakota. Our job is to consolidate personnel and resources at a central
location in order to more efficiently combat the plague infected victims in our
zone.”


 


“Richland is
pretty far away from here,” Andy said, “so what does all that have to do with
us?”


 


The tight
lipped smile that crossed onto Ray’s face was dripping with smugness. “Our zone
of control is a fifty mile radius from the central location at shelter Yellow.
That puts you, and everybody else here under our jurisdiction. Effective
immediately, all able bodied personnel, all supplies—including but not limited
to all weapons, ammunition, fuel, and food—are to be produced for immediate
incorporation. Failure to comply with this lawful order will result in the use
of deadly force.”


 


“Now we have a
problem,” Andy said.


 


“We’ve come a
long way to rescue everybody here at the marina, and I’ve had just about enough
of your stalling, old man.” Narrow eyes squinted towards Andy, and the
submachine gun shifted slightly upward.


 


“Ray, there’s
a couple things that you need to understand.” Andy stepped forward two paces
and stared into the dark eyes of the paramedic. “The first thing is that we
don’t need rescuing. We’re perfectly fine the way we are. The second thing you
need to understand is that a good leader doesn’t believe everything that he
hears, especially from little dark haired weasels like Diane. Do we have some
guns? . . . yep. Do we have a little bit of rice for food and a couple gallons
of gasoline for the generator? . . . yep. Are we going to hand it all over to
you and put a noose around our necks so you can fulfill your dreams of
lordship? Not a chance.”


 


“You don’t
have a choice, old man.” This time it was said with a reptilian smile.


 


“Oh, I think
we have a lot of choices, Ray.” Andy said.


 


With his eyes
still locked on Andy, the paramedic yelled out loud. “FIRST SQUAD . . . READY
AND UP.”


 


From the large
hopper on back of the plow truck, a group of six men wearing tactical vests and
armed with black rifles stood. Two of them trained their sights on the roof of
the gas station, and the other four spread their aim across the parking area.


 


Andy slid his
eyes past Ray and onto the group of armed men. “That’s not a very nice gesture,
Mr. Ingram.”


 


“It’s not
supposed to be nice, and I’m done talking to you. Send out everybody from the
gas station right now, or we’ll open fire and sort through the bodies.”


 


Andy took
another step forward; stopping only when the end of the dark suppressor poked
into his gut. “Ray, I’m trying to be nice, and I understand that you think you
have a job to do. But just so I’m crystal clear on this, you’re telling me that
you will murder innocent civilians if we don’t turn over our lives and
possessions to you. Is that right?”


 


The broad
shoulders of the paramedic scrunched forward, and his lips spat venomous words
directly at Andy’s face. “I’ll burn down the gas station with everybody in it
right now if you don’t have them come out and lay down their weapons.”


 


“OK Ray,
you’ve made your point . . .”


 


The machine
gun shoved forward, poking Andy hard in the stomach and thrusting him against
the blade of the plow. “No,” Ray hissed, “I don’t think I have.” He lifted the
muzzle of his weapon toward the sky and picked up his radio. “Lightning bolt
. . . Take out your target, repeat, you are cleared to engage your primary
target.”


 


BOOM.
The rolling thunder of a single gunshot followed immediately after Ray’s
broadcast, and a muscular arm reached out and pushed Andy to the ground. “Look
up at the roof, old man. Your guard just got his head blown off, so get on your
radio and tell everyone to come out right now.”


 


“I don’t have
to, Ray,” Andy said from the ground in front of the plow, “they already know,
and I think they’d like to say a few words to you and your crew.”











Chapter 88


 


Walter pressed
the ‘stop’ button on the micro recorder, and then called out over the radio. “All
units get ready.” He set down the Fish and Wildlife radio and picked up the
PA transmitter.


 


“ATTENTION RICHLAND PERSONNEL, THIS IS WALTER SHELDON.
WE HAVE MONITORED THE SITUATION AND DO NOT WISH TO ENGAGE IN HOSTILITIES. WE
WILL NOT, HOWEVER, SURRENDER OUR PEOPLE OR RESOURCES. RAY INGRAM—AND SEVERAL
PEOPLE WHO USED TO SHELTER HERE—HAVE MISINFORMED YOU. THINK ABOUT WHAT THEY’RE
ASKING YOU TO DO. THEY WANT YOU TO MURDER PEOPLE WHO WANT NOTHING MORE THAN TO
BE LEFT ALONE. WE’RE ASKING YOU TO LEAVE WITHOUT BLOODSHED. SOME OF YOU MAY
HAVE FALLEN FOR THE LIES THAT RAY, DIANE, AND OTHERS HAVE TOLD YOU. DON’T BE
FOOLED, AND DON’T RISK YOUR LIFE. THINK ABOUT IT PEOPLE . . . IS THIS REALLY
THE KIND OF MAN YOU WANT LEADING YOU INTO THE FUTURE?” Walter queued the
recorder until the digital time counter matched the one he had jotted down. He
hit play and held it up to the PA transmitter.


 


 . . . RAY,
I’M TRYING TO BE NICE, AND I UNDERSTAND THAT YOU THINK YOU HAVE A JOB TO DO.
BUT JUST SO I’M CRYSTAL CLEAR ON THIS, YOU’RE TELLING ME THAT YOU WILL MURDER
INNOCENT CIVILIANS IF WE DON’T TURN OVER OUR LIVES AND POSSESSIONS TO YOU. IS
THAT RIGHT? . . .


 


 . . . I’LL
BURN DOWN THE GAS STATION WITH EVERYBODY IN IT RIGHT NOW IF YOU DON’T HAVE THEM
COME OUT AND LAY DOWN THEIR WEAPONS . . .


 


The burly paramedic grabbed his radio and practically
screamed in aggravation. “All units prepare to fire. Your target is the gas
station and any resistance!”


 


The noise of car doors opening and weapon being racked
sounded from the pickup trucks and the fire engine.


 


“Don’t do it Ray,” Andy said from the ground. “You may
kill me, but like you said, I’m an old man. And I can promise that you won’t
walk out of here if you pull that trigger. You’re surrounded Ray, and not only
will you get yourself killed, but you’ll get all of your men killed as well.”


 


“The hell I will,” Ray snarled. “You’re full of shit,
old man, and I know that you hardly have anybody left to defend this place.”
Next to him, the tall man slid the shotgun off of his shoulder and looked
around nervously.


 


“Really,” Andy said, “is that the information you got
from Little Jimmy?”


 


At the mention of the rotund sniper’s name, both Ray
and the grey haired man exchanged a hasty glance. Taking his own radio off of
his belt, the tall man looked down at Andy as he spoke. “Fireball calling
lightning bolt, do you copy?”


 


Silence


 


“Fireball calling lightning bolt, respond.”


 


The dead air gave no hint of an answer to his call.


 


“Look up on the roof, Ray,” Andy gestured with his
nose toward the gas station. The camouflage-clad arm of the decoy poked over
the lip and waved. Visible even from this distance was Mr. Lee’s alteration,
and the middle finger on the dummy’s hand was poking up prominently.


 


The PA crackled to life again. “MR. INGRAM TOLD YOU
THAT WE WOULD BE AN EASY TARGET. HE LIED. DON’T THROW AWAY YOUR LIVES,
GENTLEMEN. YOUR SNIPER HAS BEEN CAPTURED, AND YOU ARE SURROUNDED. LAY DOWN YOUR
WEAPONS AND COME OUT INTO THE OPEN. I GIVE YOU MY WORD THAT IF YOU SURRENDER,
YOU WON’T BE HARMED. NOTHING WOULD MAKE BE HAPPIER THAN FOR EVERYBODY TO GO
HOME SAFE TO THEIR FAMILIES, BUT I ASSURE YOU THAT IF YOU ATTEMPT ANY HOSTILE
ACTIONS, WE WILL CUT YOU DOWN WHERE YOU STAND.”


 


The first glimmer of doubt flashed across the
paramedic’s eyes as he gazed down at Andy.


 


“You can feel it, can’t you Ray? The barrels of about
a dozen rifles all pointed . . . right . . . at . . . you.”


 


“Shut up.”


 


“Call off the dogs, Ray. Have all of your men lay down
their weapons and come out. It’s the only way this ends nice for you,” Andy
said.


 


Ray kicked a hard boot toe into Andy’s shoulder,
following it up with another smash into the old man’s ribs. A grim smile lifted
the mustache on his face as he crashed a third kick at Andy’s face, and a trickle
of crimson began draining from the old man’s smashed lip as Ray looked down and
glared. “Little Jimmy is a loss I can easily replace, but he’s not the only
weapon in my arsenal.” With a cunning smile like a rat walking over his dead
friend’s back to get the cheese in the trap, Ray brought the walkie-talkie up
to his mouth. “Fireball calling dragon, fireball calling dragon, proceed
forward for immediate backup.”


 


Andy watched the confusion slowly spread across the
bearded face above him. The gray haired man mimicked the expression of
uncertainty, and then called out on his own radio. “Fireball calling dragon,
do you copy?”


 


The only sound was the rumble of the plow truck’s
engine.


 


“Ray, maybe we should rethink this.” It came from the
shotgun wielding man.


 


“Listen to him Ray,” Andy said, “we’ve taken out your
sniper and your armored truck. Your whole team is surrounded. Don’t be a fool.
Tell your men to lay down their weapons and surrender. Don’t force our hand,
Ray.”


 


For an answer, the paramedic dropped the muzzle of the
submachine gun toward the ground and pulled the trigger, sending a single round
into the old man’s leg. 


 


KA-WHOOM.
The sonic boom of the 30-06 rumbled through the parking lot. It was the third
odd sound in a row to reach Andy’s ears in rapid succession. The first had been
a metallic clink-clack of the submachine gun cycling when Ray had shot
him in the leg. A millisecond later was the meaty, wet towel THWACK of a
150 grain, polymer tipped, boat tail bullet smacking into the shoulder blade of
the paramedic. In slow motion, a fountain of frothy pink exploded upwards from
Ray’s chest, and his bearded face looked down in astonishment and disbelief at
the spray of foamy blood. He sank to his knees and fumbled for the trigger of
the machine gun, lifting the barrel toward the prone figure of Andy. 


 


“Son of a bitch,” Andy swore as the suppressor swung
towards him and the world all around exploded in rifle fire. His wounded leg
burned like fire, but he forced himself to roll just as the chatter of the
silenced submachine gun joined the riotous symphony that deafened the parking
lot. Another bullet smacked into him as he rolled underneath the truck, and a
third impact slammed into the back of his head a split second later. Light and
sound began to fade into oblivion as darkness descended. His eyes closed to the
muted sound of the PA system blasting out Walter’s voice. 











Chapter 89


 


“Hold your hand right there. You need to keep pressure
on that, do you understand?” Callie began to wrap a heavy layer of gauze around
the wound in the man’s wrist. He was one of the lucky nine. Twenty-three people
from Richmond had taken part in the assault against the marina. Nine of them
were still alive. Of the nine, only five were unwounded. Two of the five were
the driver and passenger of the armored vehicle that Mike and Callie had
captured. The four living, but wounded members of the assault team were being
patched up just enough for the return trip to their own medical personnel at
the shelter.


 


Under the armed watch of Mr. Lee from the rooftop, as
well as the ground level, shotgun wielding Preacher Dave, Bucky, and Crowbar
Mike, the survivors had loaded all fourteen of their deceased companions into
the beds of the pickup trucks. When they were finished, a nudge of Bucky’s
shotgun directed them to take a seat on the gravel next to the wounded.











Chapter 90


 


“What’s the verdict Doc?” Walter said as he looked
down at the bandaged body of Andy lying on the couch in his office.


 


“He’s got a through and through in his right calf and
another graze on the left side of his rib cage. Other than that, just a few
scrapes and contusions.”


 


“Then why is he unconscious?” Eric asked.


 


“He’s got a goose egg on the back of his head. It
might have been when Ray was kicking him, or maybe he hit his head on something
when he was rolling. I really can’t say,” Doc answered.


 


“But he’ll be OK?”


 


“He should be, pending any unknown complications.”


 


“Hey Doc,” Walter grinned, “what say we borrow some
lipstick from the girls and draw big red circles around Eric’s eyes. I’ve even
got some gray camouflage face paint that we could use on him. That way, when
the old coot wakes up, Eric here can lean forward and start groaning. It’ll be
a hoot to watch Andy’s reaction.”


 


The smile that spread across the Doc’s face was
mirrored by Eric. “No,” Doc said, “let’s not risk any cardiac events, at least
until you’ve got me a fully operational medical center.”


 


“Well heck, with the new sergeant that Estes brought
you’re already fully staffed,” Walter chuckled.


 


“I haven’t met her, but I understand that she’s got a
broken arm, correct?”


 


Walter nodded. “Don’t worry Doc, once we get these
people up and out of here, you, Callie, and Rebecca will get to give all of our
new recruits a look see.”


 


“Where is everybody?” Doc asked.


 


“Most of ‘em are still holding in their positions.”


 


“Why?” Doc asked.


 


“Because,” Walter stood and sighed as he answered,
“like it or not, we’re sending potential enemies back to their home. They know
that we whooped their ass, and I’d bet my left nut that when they start telling
the tale, it’ll include about a hundred armed men shooting at them from all
directions. I’ve told all of our long-range forces—Sam, Thompson, C.J.—as well
as all of Estes’ men to stay hidden for now. There’s no reason for them to know
our true numbers.”


 


Doc nodded but said nothing. 


 


Walter turned and looked at Eric. “You ready?”


 


“Yeah, let’s go.”











Chapter 91


 


“I want you to know,” Walter said to the group of men
sitting on the gravel in front of him, “that I’m truly sorry you were led down
this path by a few untrustworthy members of your shelter. All of you know that
our world is experiencing a tremendous loss, and the last thing that we need is
to squabble amongst ourselves. Consider today a lesson. Find some people at
your shelter who have a good heart and the common sense to lead you through
today and whatever lies in the future. I’m not given to speechmaking, and this
is where mine ends.” He stepped to the side and Eric slid forward.


 


“I missed most of this unfortunate event, but I’ll
echo what Mr. Sheldon just told you. The people sitting next to you, and your
loved ones back at the shelter are going to be the key to any hope you have for
survival. We’re in the same boat here. I just returned from Devils Lake, and
it’s overrun by those things just as much as Richland supposedly is.”


 


“There ain’t no supposed about it,” one of the seated
men commented.


 


“It’s not just up here,” Eric said. “We don’t have
much information, but there’s a good chance this is happening everywhere across
our country . . . maybe even the entire world.” The nine surviving members of
the Richland assault team stared up at Eric quietly. Behind them, also hunkered
on the gravel, was the bulky form of Little Jimmy—the corners of his mouth
still showed traces of bright yellow mustard.


 


“What are you going to do with our guns?” another man
asked.


 


“The powers that be here have decided to give them
back to you,” Eric said. The crowd murmured, and flashes of relief crossed
their faces at Eric’s answer. He continued, “I think everybody here knows how
importantly our survival depends on having reliable weapons, and as a gesture
of good faith, we’re giving yours back to you. We’ve removed the ammunition,
and we’re going to lock them all together with a thin cable. You’ll be able to
easily cut it off when you get a few miles down the road.”


 


“What about the vehicles?”


 


Eric looked at the shattered glass and bullet-ridden
panels on the assembly of vehicles. Amazingly there were no flat tires, but one
of the pickups was dribbling out antifreeze. “They all go with you except for
the half track. That stays with us.”


 


A few of the men started to protest, but they were
quickly elbowed down by their cohorts.


 


“I’ve been asked to say this in parting, so hear me
out. We didn’t bring this fight to you . . . you chose it, you planned it, and
you paid the price for it. At some point in the future, if any of us are still
alive that is, we might greet you as a friend. But with that understanding,
also know that this marina is not accepting, nor can we support any additional
members, so leave with your lives and go bury your dead. Any attempt at further
hostilities will be met with an immediate and overwhelming response, and no
prisoners will be taken. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


 


Several heads nodded.


 


“OK,” Eric said, “saddle up.”


 


It took a few minutes for the men to divide up among
the vehicles, and when they had turned them around and lined up on the road,
the confiscated weapons were loaded into the bed of the last pickup in line.


 


“Hold up a second, Walter,” Eric said when he noticed
the squat submachine gun. “Leave that one here.”


 


The black metal weapon was slid to the ground, and
then a looped section of thin aircraft cable was threaded through the receivers
of the remaining firearms. A chintzy luggage lock secured the cable to itself,
and then the tailgate was shut. Walter and Eric stepped to the door and nodded
at the driver. “Be safe,” Walter said to the man. 


 


A barely perceptible tilt of his nose was the only
reply, and he put the truck in gear and pulled away.


 


When the convoy moved out of sight, Eric reached down
and picked up the submachine gun. Turning in a slow circle, he let out a deep
breath and said, “I think we’ve all earned a nice long vacation, don’t you?”


 


“What are the odds that we’ll get it?” Walter answered
as Mike and Callie stepped up next to them.


 


A vision of glossy black eyes leapt to the forefront
of Eric’s memory. “Not very high, I’d imagine.”


 


Walter keyed the radio in his hand. “All units,
return to the marina . . . repeat, all units return to the marina.”


 


Callie tapped Walter on the shoulder and beamed her
smile. “Mr. Shelton, what else needs done?” 


 


“I believe that you two owe me an armored car.”


 


“I call driver,” Callie immediately shouted as she
took off down the road with a Crowbar Mike at her heels.











Chapter 92


 


It was almost 10:00 PM when the first ladleful of hot
rice was dipped out of the large kettle and heaped onto Eric’s plate. He
stepped to the left and Leah dipped another large serving spoon into a pot full
of gravy. The aromatic steam drifted into his nose as she dribbled it—and then
another just like it—over his rice. Another slide to the left down the serving
table brought him to Bernice’s station, and she sliced off several thick wedges
from the venison roast.


 


“Hold up there,” Bernice stopped him with her words as
she added another slice to his plate. “When’s the last time you looked in the
mirror, boy?”


 


Eric paused as her question sunk in. “Only about half
of my scratches and bruises are from Devils Lake. The other half are from Max.”
The smile that erupted at the memory of his reunion with Max also made him
wince in pain.


 


“I ain’t talkin’ about your filthy mongrel. Both you
and Michelle look like sticks. You better start putting some meat on them bones
. . . both of you.”


 


“We’ll see what we can do, but speaking about bones .
. .?”


 


“I already saved it for him, though I’d rather have
used it for soup stock.”


 


Eric thanked her and moved slowly toward the end of
the table for the self-service cooler of water. Bernice had already laid down
the law for everybody to write their name on a plastic cup and keep up with it.
No cup equals no drink, she had said. He drained an entire glass and then
refilled it before moving out to the crowded upstairs living room. Michelle
took his plate and cup as Eric slid down the wall and positioned himself in the
space between her and Fred. When his muscles finally came to a groaning, aching
halt, Michelle shuttled his food back to his control. To his left, Fred was
scratching with a stubby pencil on the surface of an off-white artist’s tablet.
Her fingers were holding the wooden shard at an oblique angle as she shaded the
background of the picture—an amazing likeness of C.J’s wife Nancy.


 


“That’s really good, Fred,” Eric commented.


 


“It’s just a hobby, but I think it helps to keep my
mind sharp.”


 


He watched her fingers blur for another minute as he
sipped at the cup of water and let his food cool down to sub-lava temperatures.
She began to highlight Nancy’s eyebrows, and then used the side of her thumb to
blend the stark scratches into softer, duller hues. Another series of flicks
with the pencil brought eyelashes to life, and then she flipped the pencil over
and rubbed away tiny points in the light charcoal haze of the picture’s eyes.
The resulting bright spots gave the illusion of reflected light, and in turn,
life to the drawing. It also gave Eric an idea.


 


“Hey Fred, if I spent some time with you describing
someone, do you think you could draw them?”


 


“You mean like a police sketch artist?”


 


“Yeah, exactly like that.”


 


“I don’t know. I suppose I could try,” she answered as
she kept her focus on the drawing.


 


“I’d like to try . . . maybe sometime tomorrow if
you’re available.”


 


“Mmm-hmmm.”


 


He took that as a “yes” and turned towards Michelle.


 


“Any news?” she asked.


 


“He’s still unconscious. Rebecca is with him right
now, and I told her that we’d stop by after we ate.”


 


Michelle tilted her head to the left and laid it on
Eric’s shoulder. “Did Bernice give you the same ‘you’re too skinny’ speech?”


 


“Yeah, but I got an extra slice of meat with it.”


 


“Me too,” Michelle added with a yawn.


 


It took less than five minutes to clean his plate, and
then Eric sat quietly as the room around him ebbed and flowed with conversation.
Occasional pockets of laughter broke out, but for the most part everybody
seemed too tired to dedicate any additional energy to mirth. Another refill of
water was brought around in pitchers by Michelle’s mother, and then the room
settled to an exhausted silence. Sam had been seated next to Walter, and Eric
watched as he scribbled a few more notes on a piece of paper before standing.


 


“Evenin’ folks. For the new people,” he nodded towards
the side of the room where Estes and his group were sitting, “as well as a
reminder for everybody else, my name is Sam Ironfeather. Everybody here has had
a tough day. For most of us, it’s been a lot longer than just a day that things
have been rough, so I’ll be brief. The events of today have been both tragic,
and sadly, necessary. We were forced into a position that we did not want to be
in, but the bright side is that through a lot of good luck, good planning, good
people, and the Good Lord above, we’ve come through it relatively unscathed.
There’s a whole lot of things that will need to be discussed, decided, and done
in the near future, but for right now let me cover the basics. I understand
that everybody has a bed or chunk of floor to sleep on tonight. We’ll try and
figure out something more comfortable and permanent over the next few days.
You’ve already had the three dollar tour of the house, and we’ll try and be a
little more thorough tomorrow. For now though,” Sam pointed toward the hallway,
“down at the end of that hall on the left is a little room that we’ve got set
up to monitor some close range video cameras. We’re also in communication with
our lookout post down by the road. We should be fine for tonight, so try and
enjoy a good night’s rest. Starting tomorrow we’ll figure out the who-what-when-where
that will make our little situation here run smoother. There is one thing I’d
like you to do tonight though. It’s going to be logistically difficult to
gather everybody together each time we need to figure something out, so those
of you that are here in family or other groups, please elect one adult to
represent you. We’re not trying to withhold information from anybody, we just
want to make our process more practical and streamlined.” Sam started to turn,
but then he caught himself and tapped at the piece of paper in his hand. “One
more thing,” he added, “the hot water system here runs off of a propane tank.
It’s a limited resource like most other things, so please try and keep your
showers under five minutes. About a third of us have already scrubbed up tonight,
and with the much appreciated help of Walter Sheldon, we have at least one change
of clothes for everybody. They may not fit exactly, and you may look like
you’re about to go moose hunting, but they’re clean and dry and will serve
until we get your regular clothes washed. For those of you that are still on
the list to shower tonight, please remember that other people may already be
sleeping, so try not to sing too loudly.”


 


A few chuckles settled across the room as Sam return
to his seat.


 


Michelle motioned her hand across the room toward
Faith. She was lying on her belly next to BB and Noah, and all three of them
were busy sharing a box of crayons and a stack of paper. “Leah . . . well, BB
was translating, but Leah said that she’d be happy to watch Faith as long as we
need her to.”


 


“Does Faith want to stay with them?” Eric asked.


 


“I don’t know. Are you on the shower list for
tonight?”


 


“Yeah . . . so are you.”


 


“No I’m not,” Michelle answered.


 


“I know a guy who knows a guy who is second cousins
with another guy that is in charge of that list, so I pulled a few strings and
got you moved up to tonight. We’re last though.”


 


Michelle was silent for a moment, and then turned her
lips toward Eric’s ear. “I can think of a way that we could save water.”


 


Eric’s chest began rumbling with laughter as he
answered. “I think I’d rather go back to Devils Lake before facing the wrath of
Bernice if she caught us in the shower together. I’m surprised she hasn’t
already gone up and separated our hay bales into two single beds.” 


 


The assembly began standing, and Eric pushed himself
off the floor and offered a hand to Michelle. She took it and he pulled her to
her feet, ending with her in a half hug. As the crowd shuffled to their various
destinations, Walter and Sam stepped over to them.


 


“We’re going to have to make a run to the cabin
tomorrow . . . you two want to come along?” Walter asked.


 


“Can we stay there?” Eric laughed sarcastically.


 


“Actually,” Walter said, “that might not be such a bad
idea, especially with Max. We’ll figure out something tomorrow.”


 


“What time are you planning to go?”


 


“Right after breakfast,” Walter answered.


 


“We’ll be there.”


 


“After we get back, you and Michelle are officially
required to attend a meeting of the principals. It’ll be up in the tractor shed
some time after lunch I suppose,” Walter said.


 


“Hmmm, ‘officially required’ . . . that sounds
serious. Is there a secret handshake?” Eric asked with a slight smile.


 


Sam chuckled along as he replied. “Yep, we got a
handshake and a secret decoder ring.”


 


Walter grimaced and shook his head. “I swear that I’m
surrounded by idiots.” He swiveled until he faced Michelle. “Young lady, since
you’re apparently the only one besides me that has more than a minute of self
control, will you please inform your boyfriend that tomorrow after lunch in the
tractor shed we’ll be having a little get together. Be prepared to contribute
anything that you think will be relevant. Others will be doing the same, and
maybe we can figure out something that will end up saving our ass in the
future.” He turned back to Eric and said, “I’ve got a list in my head of a few
people that I think need to be there. Is there anybody you want to add to that
list?”


 


“I think we should give some consideration to Shawn. I
can’t honestly say that I know a whole lot about him, but so far he seems like
a standup guy. I would’ve never made it out of the veterinarian’s office if we
hadn’t stumbled into each other.”


 


“I’ll add him to the list. Anybody else?”


 


Michelle chimed in. “Estes . . . we need to make sure
Captain Estes is there.”


 


“Done.” Walter tilted his head and held Eric’s gaze
for a long four count. Apparently satisfied, he clapped him on the shoulder and
said, “Welcome back.”











Chapter 93


 


Faith’s slender arms wrapped around my neck in a bear
hug as I tromped robot-like towards the stairs that lead to the basement. Her
musical giggles tickled my ear, and Michelle’s whispered Shhhh . . .
followed us as we began to descend. The fresh smell of baby powder and fruity
shampoo crept into my nose, and I spun the child around to face me halfway to
the bottom.


 


“OK tiger, we’ve got to be really quiet now,” I
whispered, “there are some people sleeping down here and we don’t want to wake
them up.”


 


“OK,” she smiled happily and then buried her face in
my neck.


 


We stepped quietly through the downstairs living room,
careful not to disturb any of the snoring figures sprawled across the floor as
we made our way to the garage. Once inside, I closed the door behind me and set
Faith down. Rebecca was sitting quietly in a swivel seat office chair that was
positioned in front of a small wooden desk. Her feet were kicked up on the
corner, and the dog-eared pages of a magazine were held in her hand. Attached
to her head, the stark white illumination of an LED light made the magazine
readable. She looked up at us and offered a tired smile. “It’s good to have you
back. We were beginning to wonder if we’d see you again,” she said.


 


“I was beginning to wonder the same thing.”


 


“Well you’ll have to tell me all about it some time.”


 


I nodded, and then tilted my head toward the cloth
screen that encircled the makeshift hospital bed where Uncle Andy had once
again been taken. “Any change?”


 


“He’s been in and out. I heard him stirring just a few
minutes ago, so you might catch him awake. No matter what though, don’t stay
too long,” she answered.


 


Michelle and I moved over to the curtain with Faith
walking between us; her hand connecting us like the child’s game with the
plastic monkeys. I pushed the sheet aside and we stepped next to the bed. Uncle
Andy’s eyes were shut, and his calf was wrapped in a thick layer of bandages.
We stood there quietly for a moment, and then Faith’s tiny voice piped up.
“Hello,” she offered.


 


My uncle cracked one eyelid slightly open, and then
after a moment, followed it with the other.


 


“How come every time I see you, you’re lying down and
resting. It must be hell to get old and decrepit,” I said.


 


Both of his eyelids opened halfway, and I watched as
his pupils traveled from me, to Faith, then to Michelle, and then back to
Faith. His eyes repeated the trip twice more—each journey coinciding with increasing
levels of surprise and confusion that settled onto his face. When the pendulum
motion of his gawking finally locked on Faith, his creaky, tired voice spoke
out in bewilderment. “Good gosh almighty . . . how long have I been asleep?”


 


“Seven years,” I said, “you’ve been in a coma ever
since that fat woman you were dating fell on you.”


 


Michelle punched my arm. “Stop.” She stepped closer to
my uncle and laid her hand across his. “Your nephew is being his usual ‘full of
crap’ self, Andy. You’ve only been out for a few hours. Doc says you took a
bullet in the calf, and another that grazed your ribs. You also hit your head on
something. In any event, Doc said that you’ll be fine.”


 


“What happened in the parking lot after I passed out?”


 


I stepped forward and answered. “It was short but
intense. Ray brought twenty-three people with him . . . well, including him I
mean. Only nine went back to Richland.”


 


“What about us?” he asked.


 


“Our only injury was to Scott, and it was pretty
minor. His cheek caught a spray of rock dust from a bullet.” We spent a few
more minutes telling him about the battle, and then he finally stopped us and
pointed toward Faith.


 


“Who’s the munchkin?” 


 


That explanation took a little bit longer.











Chapter 94


 


The thick tangles of Michelle’s long strawberry blonde
hair were still damp from the hurried shower and equally hurried dry time. I
wasn’t complaining, and my nose was buried against her neck as we spooned on
top of our still queen sized, hay bale mattress. Sometime during our showers,
somebody—I’m assuming Walter—deposited a gift bag outside the door to the
tractor shed. Michelle and I found it when we headed for bed. Inside were a
hodgepodge of items, and it almost felt like Christmas morning as we sat on the
straw and opened the bag. We pulled out a pair of the Fish and Wildlife radios,
a windup alarm clock already set for 6:00 AM, two bottles of Dr. Pepper, two
bottles of root beer, a small zip lock bag filled with jerky of some type, and
a Tupperware container that weighed about three pounds. At the bottom of the
sack were several plastic forks, a few napkins, and a handwritten note.


 


Get some rest tonight. You can have this for a late
night snack, or as breakfast—your choice. 


Walter


 


Both of our hands shot towards the lid and peeled it
back. Underneath was a thick white layer of frosting that topped an entire
container full of homemade carrot cake. It took all of our willpower to save a
pair of minuscule slices for breakfast. The rest went in our belly.











Chapter 95


 


I followed Michelle’s Fish and Wildlife Tahoe as it
bounced up the dirt road toward the cabin, spinning and sliding its wheels in
the soft muck that was the result of a brief but intense rain shower in the
middle of the night.


 


“I told you to get better mud tires,” I said to
Michelle.


 


She replied from the copilot seat in my truck. “It
wasn’t my call. Maybe you state boys had some leeway, but Uncle Sam made us use
the tires he supplied. They’re actually pretty good in snow.”


 


“Good in snow normally equals bad in mud,” I replied. 


 


The winch on the front of my truck ended up being
unnecessary, and both vehicles made it to the cabin just a little before 8:00
AM. Sam and Walter exited the Tahoe, and Max leapt out of the pickup bed at my
command. We spent about an hour and a half at the cabin gathering some
supplies—mostly rice, dried beans, seasonings and spices, and more than a few
boxes of ammunition. We also brought two large glass jars, each of them filled
with an entire gallon of honey. Several packs of rechargeable batteries, as
well as bulky items like commercial sized rolls of toilet paper and other
sundries completed Bernice’s shopping list, and then we headed back to the
marina. This time Michelle led the way in my pickup, and I followed behind the
Tahoe in Uncle Andy’s dually.











Chapter 96


 


It was almost lunchtime when I finished up with Fred.
Her drawing was remarkably accurate to the black-eyed monster I’d seen in the
barn at Devils Lake, and I thanked her and folded the picture into my pocket
just as my radio crackled to life.


 


“Eric, we’re all heading up to the tractor shed for
the meeting. Bernie and Lynn have got a cooler to bring up for our lunch. Can
you swing by the kitchen and grab it?”
Walter’s voice asked.


 


“Yeah, I’ll get it and see you in a few minutes.” I thanked Fred again and headed toward the kitchen.
Twenty minutes later I walked through the door to the tractor shed—cooler over
one shoulder and Max’s leash in my opposite hand. The hay bed had been stripped
of its blankets and now served as an impromptu footstool for the encircling
crowd. Additional bales of straw were positioned as seats, and Dave took the
cooler from my shoulder as I walked Max around the gathering and hooked his
leash between a pair of widely spaced planks on one of the old horse stalls. I
took up residence on the nearest hay bale to Max, and that put me between Dave
and Amy. Besides the three of us, there were seven other people gathered.
Michelle was here, as were Walter, Sam, Estes, Shawn, Doc, and propped up on the
only real chair with his bandaged leg stretched in front of him, was Uncle
Andy. A simple meal was served. Gravy soaked rice mixed with small chunks of
leftover venison, and a large pot of knoephla stew; the traditional North
Dakota dish consisting of potatoes, chicken, and homemade dumplings cooked
together in a thick white sauce. I tossed Max the other half of the deer bone
that Bernice had given me last night. We ate in silence. The sound of forks
scraping empty plates was Walter's cue to fire up an old white gas camping
burner and set a large pot of water on to boil. I was still hungry, but I left
the remaining stew for somebody else and settled for a cup of hot tea. It was
good, but nowhere near the level of ‘good’ that accompanied my distant memory of
hot chocolate. I was only two sips in when Walter took the floor.


 


“Last night,” he said, “I asked all of you to be
thinking about some things to share with the rest of our group. Of course, I
didn’t give you specific assignments. I’d rather just hear whatever is on your
mind. I don’t know why, but we’ve all been brought here—together—for some
reason. Some of us are new acquaintances, and others are old friends. But no
matter what, we’ve all had a little bit different row to hoe in the past few
days, so I’m of the opinion that we should bring each other up to speed and
maybe some things will come out in the wash. Anybody want to volunteer to go
first?”


 


Doc raised his hand. “We’ve finished categorizing the
medicine that Eric brought back from the vet’s office. It’s a major score of
antibiotics and some procedural pharmaceuticals, and I for one am extremely
grateful to have it. With that said, there are still a couple . . . well, more
than a couple nagging loopholes in our medicine stockpile. We now have enough
insulin to last about a dozen diabetics for a year or two, unfortunately—or
maybe fortunately—we don’t have any diabetics here. That’s actually
statistically odd, and I’m not sure if it somehow relates to this sickness.
What we’re also missing are a lot of the common prescription level medications
that some of our residents here are taking. High blood pressure med’s
primarily, but also few others. The upside to this issue is that there’s a
relatively large supply of those medications somewhere at the campground. Do
you remember the stash we found in one of the tents? Well, it has roughly fifty
percent of what we’re looking for. Unfortunately, the last place I saw it was
in the very same office where Eric found a pile of those creatures. For right
now, we should be OK. In the very near future however, some of our extended
family are either going to need replacement medication, or weaned off of their
prescriptions. Neither option is ideal, however. In other medical news,” Doc’s
head bobbed towards Shawn, “I was able to remove the bullet in Mack’s thigh
this morning. It was a small caliber weapon, probably a .22, and assuming the
infection clears up, he should make a full recovery.”


 


“Have you done any more thinking about the sickness .
. . anything that we haven’t covered already and is outside the norm?” Sam
asked. 


 


“There is nothing normal about the sickness, and we’re
still pretty much flying blind. To be honest, I’ve been so busy putting out
small ‘medical fires’ so to speak that I really haven’t had time to dedicate a
lot of thought to the base problem.” He paused for a second and scratched his
chin. “There is one thing that does come to mind though. It’s the children. I
can’t really say for sure why, but it seems like—statistically speaking with
what we’ve observed so far—that children are more susceptible.”


 


“What makes you say that,” Amy asked.


 


Doc took a sip of his tea as he answered. “It’s simple
really. With this many people here, there should be a lot higher number of
children among our ranks. Now, there could be a lot of reasons for this. Maybe
families with children were easier prey for the infected, or maybe they just
didn’t want to leave their kids. It’s also possible that a child’s immune
system isn’t developed enough to fight off whatever’s causing this. I just
don’t know, but my gut is telling me there’s something odd about that
particular train of thought. Anyway, in an unrelated note, I’ve reset the
broken arm on Sergeant Thorn, and it looks good, although without an x-ray
machine we’ll just have to wait and hope. I’ve also stitched up another guy,
Perkins I think his name was, that came in with Captain Estes. The wound was
pretty nasty, but I think he’ll be alright in a few weeks . . . and that’s
about it for medical.”


 


“What about the goop?” Walter asked.


 


“The what?” I said.


 


“Yeah, you two were gone when we figured that one out,
although it was Michelle that got us started,” Walter mumbled.


 


The expectant look stayed on my face until Doc
continued. “The goop, as we’ve been calling it, is what happens to the infected
after they’re killed. We didn’t discover this until, um, I think it was the
night that you left for Devils Lake. The dumpster where we had deposited all
the bodies from the firefight in the parking lot turned out to be, well, no
longer filled with bodies. Instead, it had a hairy, greasy blackish substance
about a foot deep covering the bottom. There were actually two bodies still in
it, though. Do you remember when we told you what happened that first night
when everybody showed up from the campground?”


 


I nodded.


 


“Well, the guy that died . . . and his wife that
committed suicide with pills . . . were both still corpses in the dumpster.
Every other body that we threw in there had degraded into some type of
enzymatic sludge. Our hypothesis is that if you become infected—and by that I
mean a full blown infection, not the people who get infected and then pass away
before they develop into what you’re calling a ‘ghoul’—anyhow, some type of
cataclysmic tissue breakdown takes place sometime after death. I’m assuming
that temperature plays a factor in the degradation, but the closest timeline I
can give is roughly three days after death considering the current
environmental factors.”


 


“Is this sludge . . . this ‘goop’ infectious?” Shawn
asked.


 


Doc shook his head. “Unknown.”


 


I sipped my tea as the room settled to consider Doc’s
words. After a full minute of silence, Dave stood and nodded at the other
members of the gathering. “I guess you know that I’ve been elected to represent
the people who came here from the campground, as well as a few others I suppose.
I don’t really know what to say other than I’ve been offering an ear to anyone
that needs it. About the only people that haven’t come up to me and unloaded
their troubles are the people sitting right here. I know we’ve all been busy,
and I don’t expect that’s going to change very much in the near future, but
take my word for it—you weren’t made to carry these burdens all by yourself. My
door, that is if I had a door,” Dave chuckled, “is always open. In addition to
that, I’m planning on having a small church service every day for anyone that
wants to attend. Once you guys figure out a semi-permanent schedule, I’ll try
and fit the service into the best time slot.”


 


When Dave sat down, Amy popped up a like she was on
the opposite end of a seesaw. Her overall countenance appeared much more rested
and vibrant than the last time I saw her, and she circled the hay table and
handed each of us a printed piece of paper. “On the sheet I just handed you,
which, like so many other things is the courtesy of Walter’s electricity, is a
list of the top twenty activities that people participated in before whatever
happened . . . happened.”


 


I glanced at the paper in my hands. Number one on the
list was work/employment. It was followed by family, friends, social media,
organize sports and games, social entertainment, video games/electronic
entertainment, and then it itemized the remaining thirteen in descending order.


 


“I’m not very handy with a gun,” Amy quipped, “but I
know people. Before this infection, everybody here lived in a different world
and had a different life and different responsibilities. Even soldiers like
Captain Estes could plop down in front of their laptop after a hard day in the
field and video chat with their loved ones thousands of miles away. I
understand that we’re all still playing catch up, and that the situation so far
has been fluid, but if we don’t find a way to offer our ‘family’ some much
needed normalcy, I can guarantee that we’re going to start paying a heavy
price.”


 


“What do you have in mind?” Uncle Andy asked.


 


Amy nodded towards Walter. “I’m going to have to get
with Walter about some issues—specifically power and equipment—but I’d like to
start with something simple. For example, we could hook up a laptop to that
projector and show some movies on the screen. There’s a whole box of DVDs that
Walter showed me upstairs. Most of them are westerns and classics, but it has a
few kids’ movies and cartoons mixed in as well.”


 


Several nods of agreement circled the room as Amy
continued. “Another thing is cell phones. Believe it or not, almost everybody
here still has their cell phone, although I’m pretty sure they’re all drained.
The point I’m trying to make is that we need to try and round up some chargers
and get those devices working. I’ve already got Bucky and C.J. on that project”


 


“Who are they going to call? There’s no cell service
anymore,” Mike commented.


 


“I know,” Amy said, “but most people have those little
smart phones, and even though the telephone function won’t work anymore they’ll
still be able to access pictures, videos, and music, not to mention passing the
time with little games and such. What I’m trying to say is that everybody has
been thrown far out of their zone of familiarity, and we need to look at ways
to put some of it back.”


 


“Can you coordinate it?” Walter asked.


 


“I’ll do my best.”


 


“OK, unless anybody has any objections, I suggest we
put Amy in charge of keeping everybody from going too squirrelly,” Walter
offered.


 


Another round of head nodding followed, and then Uncle
Andy lifted up one of his aluminum crunches and pointed the rubber floor grip
towards Shawn. “Eric told us a little bit about what happened after the vet’s
office, but is there anything you can add?”


 


Shawn’s stocky form reminded me of a cleaner cut
version of Crowbar Mike as he stood and drained his cup of tea. “Well, the
first thing I’ve got to say is ‘thank you’ for patching up Mack. It’s a huge
weight off my mind, and I am grateful to all of you for making it happen.” Doc
nodded in acknowledgement for all of us and Shawn continued. “The second thing
is more of a cautiously optimistic question. I’m just wondering how long we can
hold out here, even if we’re not attacked by those things. Eric told me a
little bit about your resources, but by my count there’s at least thirty people
here, and that’s a lot of mouths to feed every day.”


 


“Actually, our total population is thirty-nine,” Amy
said.


 


“Even worse then,” Shawn answered. “But I guess where
I’m going with this relates to the location. This is a marina, apparently
mostly for sport fishing from the looks of it, but I’m wondering if we have any
nets available . . . big nets, I mean . . . that we could use to supplement the
food stores with fresh fish.”


 


“That’s forward thinking, young man,” Walter said,
“and I like that. But to answer your question, I don’t have any commercial
fishing nets. The closest place I can think of that may have some is on the
Canadian side of the lake.”


 


“I thought you were tired of fish,” Michelle
snickered.


 


“I am,” Shawn answered as he sat back down, “but I can
just about promise you that everybody will get really tired of rice and beans a
lot faster.”


 


Twenty seconds of quiet contemplation descended on the
room, and then Sam—still seated with his boots propped on my bed—tapped his mug
with the brass case of an empty 5.56 cartridge. “If no one else can see it,
I’ll be happy to point my finger at the elephant in the room.” He drained his
beverage and then circled his eyes around the gathering. “The fact is . . .
that at some point in the near future we’re going to reach a point of
equilibrium. Either artificially, or intentionally—but it’s going to happen.”


 


“What are you talking about?” Mike asked.


 


“It simple math. Somewhere in the not too distant future,
probably much sooner than we’d like, we’re going to have to acquire more
supplies . . . or reduce our consumption load.”


 


“I understand what you’re saying,” Walter answered
dryly, “but we’ve already agreed that we’re not kicking anybody to the curb.”


 


“I’m not suggesting that we give people the boot,” Sam
answered. “I’m just pointing out a few realities. In order to support our
current load, the simple fact of the matter is that we’re going to need more
stuff, and I’m not just talking about food.”


 


“Are you thinking about going back to the campground
for the medicine?” Dave asked.


 


Sam was silent for a moment, and then he shook his
head and ran his fingers through the patch of silver in his hair. “Listen, I
know that we’re all thinking about it on some level, but an hour from now, or a
day, or a week from now when the adrenaline wears off and we hopefully find
ourselves still alive, we’re going to start realizing that our lives would be a
lot easier with some creature comforts of the old world we used to live in. So
yes Dave, we need the medicine, but not just from the campground. I’m talking
about long-term survival. Almost everybody here showed up with pretty much
nothing more than the clothes on their back. Doc is right . . . we need more
medication. Amy is hitting the nail on the head by trying to establish a sense
of familiarity with yesterday, and Shawn is correct about the food limitations,
but I guess I’m talking about the broad view. We can try and survive on the
bare minimum, but that’s only going to get us so far before we go stir crazy.
We need to be thinking long-term. We’re going to need everything from food,
bullets and fuel, to medical supplies and equipment. But we can’t stop there.
Basic things that we take for granted are going to become priceless.
Toothbrushes, tampons, and toilet paper . . . books, shoelaces, salt, hand
sanitizer . . . things like that, and about a million more. I know we’re going
to have to make due and make sacrifices—I get that—but a month from now is not
the time to start thinking about what we wish we would have.”


 


My uncle cleared his throat. “Excuse me for not
standing. Doc Collins tells me that I’m suffering from another bout of lead
poisoning.” A few chuckles lit the room as Uncle Andy adjusted the crutches
across his lap. “Doc is correct. So are Shawn, Amy, and Sam, but it’s about
time that I add a little bit of full disclosure to the mix. A long time ago,
Walter and I decided that we would put back a few things for a time in the
future that we both figured would eventually happen. Well, it’s here. I can’t
honestly say that the current circumstances were one of our ‘most likely to
occur’ scenarios, but the facts are that we’ve got some things—a lot of things,
actually—that I imagine people in other locations are desperately needing. I’m
not saying that we’ve got all of the bases covered, though. Our supplies were a
continual work in progress, and there are gaps—some of them quite large and
obvious. With that said, Walter and I talked a bit this morning, and we want to
put all of our cards on the table. Between here and another location about
twenty-five minutes away, we have enough basic food stocks to support ten
people for two years without any supplemental supplies. If you do the math with
our current population, that equals about six months of ‘very basic keep you
alive-but won’t be the captain’s buffet’ food. We also have a substantial
amount of ammunition, weapons, and other sundries like soap and shampoo. I want
everybody to know this so you can take some of the worry off of your mind. Now,
with that all said, Sam is exactly right. Right now is the time to get our
ducks in a row and start planning for the future.”


 


A loud, crunching snap broke the silence as Max
shattered the deer leg bone he was gnawing on, and then Mike flipped his hand
up. “OK, I ain’t got a whole lot to say, but maybe this will help. I’m a pretty
good welder, and I’d bet a dollar to a doughnut that I can get the cargo door
to the half track working again. Right now it’s welded shut, but like you’re
saying, eventually we’re going to need to go out and scout or gather, and I
think it would be awful nice to have that security.”


 


“Damn straight it would,” Walter answered, “and we
should have all the equipment here that you’ll need.”


 


“Hey,” I interrupted, “does somebody want to tell me
how we ended up with an armored car?”


 


My uncle, Walter, and Sam started chuckling, and to my
side I saw Amy grimace and bury her face in her hands with a snort.


 


“What?” I asked again.


 


Amy looked my way and said, “Have you heard anything
about Little Jimmy?”


 


“The sniper?” I answered.


 


“Yes.”


 


“Yeah, a little bit from Walter and Sam, why?”


 


“OK, I’ll start,” Amy offered with a laugh.


 


She told me about Leah noticing the reflected flash
from the sniper scope, and then I got the story of how Sam and Thompson had
paddled a canoe down the lake before light to put themselves behind his
position. Walter chipped in and told me about the plan to cover Sam’s approach that
night with a counterfeit firefight, and then Sam finished with an obviously
embellished, epic tale of his battle against the rotund monster. Amy took over
again and filled me in with her objections to the methods that were being
considered to extract information from Little Jimmy.


 


“So what happened?” I asked, my curiosity now
extremely piqued.


 


“We were in Walter’s office,” Amy said, “and Andy
starts telling me how he’s going to use four things to get the information we
need. I guess I was picturing claw hammers and red hot pokers heating up in a
bed of coals.”


 


At the other side of the circle my uncle grinned
widely.


 


“So then,” Amy continued, “Andy rummages around on the
top of Walter’s desk and pulls together a few things that for the life of me I
couldn’t conceive as being dreadful.”


 


“What were they?” Michelle asked.


 


“He had a rubber band, a bottle of hand sanitizer, a
little battery operated desk fan, and a paper clip.”


 


“What the . . .?” The confusion painted on my face
attracted a pointed finger from Amy.


 


“That’s the same look I had,” she said.


 


My uncle laughed again and took over. “We had this big
ol’ hoss tied in a sitting position with his back against the picnic table and
his right arm stretched behind him. It wasn’t uncomfortable or anything, but we
had taken his right hand and immobilized it to a piece of plywood with a bunch
of holes drilled through it. So there he was—bag over his head so he couldn’t
see, left arm tied to his belt, and right arm extended behind him with the hand
splayed out and attached to the plywood that was screwed to the top of the
table.”


 


Sam kicked in. “So then Andy starts in on this guy
about how he’s going to need to tell us everything . . . about how he’s going
to want to tell us everything. And then he slathers the hand sanitizer
on the big guy’s fingers. Keep in mind it was about forty degrees in that room.
Then Andy starts spinning some tall tale about a Korean secret police
interrogation technique that intensifies pain receptors. He tells him that they
take a wood chisel and a mallet, and millimeter by millimeter they hack off
somebody’s fingertips until, after about twenty whacks, they make it to the
very first knuckle. Well, Little Jimmy just about wets his pants right then and
there spewing all kinds of information, but Andy turns the fan on and lets it
blow across the guy’s hand that’s covered in the sanitizer. After about a
minute or two he squirts on some more and just lets the fan keep blowing. Then,
just as Jimmy is ready to give us the keys to his girlfriend’s chastity belt
and anything else he can think of, Andy tells him that in order for us to
believe him, he’s going to have to experience the consequences of what will
happen if we think he’s lying.”


 


“What did you do?” I asked my still grinning uncle.


 


“Everybody who’s ever got their fingers really, really
cold—almost numb—and then snapped in a trap or pinched in a door can tell you
that it hurts like all get out. So the fan blowing across his hand was
evaporating the sanitizer and cooling his fingers like a North Dakota winter,
and that’s when I used the rubber band to shoot the paperclip against his
fingertip.”


 


I winced at the description, as well as the memories
of multiple times that I had pinched my own fingers in the cold. Walter and Sam
chortled along with my uncle as he continued. “For all that Jimmy knew, we had
just chiseled off one of his fingertips, and he was most eager to tell us
anything and everything that we asked, and that brings us back to your original
question about how we’ve acquired an armored car.”


 


“Do you remember the guy that showed up here that
first night with Ray?” Mike asked.


 


“Wayne . . . somebody,” I replied.


 


“Yeah, Wayne King—the lieutenant at Richland Fire and
Rescue. Anyhow, he’s the one that told Sam about his suspicions that Ray’s
cronies had somehow sabotaged the mobile radio repeater on the armored car.”


 


“I remember that,” I said.


 


“Well,” Mike continued, “it turns out that not only
was that true, but in addition to the intentional disruption of the radio, the
truck also had a bunch of bad internal wiring—not only for the communications,
but also for the joystick controlled .30 caliber rifle mounted on top. What
they ended up doing was bypassing the old systems and running some new
cables—get this—on the outside of the vehicle. Are you with me so far?”


 


“Yeah.”


 


“OK, the other thing we learned is that the APC has a
flip up bullet screen that covers the windshield. When it’s deployed, there’s only
a single, narrow slit that you can see out of. I guess it used to function with
a lever and cable from the inside, but we learned that the only way to do it
now was to get outside of the vehicle and lock it in place manually.”


 


“OK.”


 


“So Ray’s battle plan, as we learned, was to hold the
armored car at the rear until it was needed for either fighting or
intimidation. Callie and I positioned ourselves where we thought it would park,
and we were pretty close ‘cause it ended up stopping less than a hundred yards
away. When we got the word from Walter, we trotted up and Callie snipped the
cables and cut off their communication and gun, and I jumped up on the hood and
ran a strip of tape across their view port. We could hear them calling on the
radio for help, but of course with the cable cut it wasn’t going anywhere. Then
I knocked on the door and told them that if they didn’t come out slowly and
quietly, we would detonate the blob of C-4 we had just attached to the roof
over their head. As you can imagine, they decided to cooperate.”


 


“I imagine they did,” I commented.


 


“What about you and Michelle? Are we going to get the
whole story of what happened at Devils Lake?” Uncle Andy asked.


 


“Yeah, I’ll tell you that in a minute, but I’ve got
another question for you first . . . not that it really matters anymore, but
I’m just kind of curious.”


 


“That’s what we’re here for.” My uncle shifted his leg
with a slight groan as he answered.


 


“I don’t know a lot about computers, but how did you
break the encryption on Samantha’s laptop?”


 


“I didn’t,” he replied. “Most modern encryption is
relatively unbreakable unless you have the correct key or massive amounts of
computer power to try a brute force attack. I didn’t have either, but Samantha
was smart enough to leave a clue that I could figure out. The hint said, ‘Tell
Andy he’s the hero in danger,’ remember?”


 


I nodded.


 


“Well, the very first time Michelle and I met them at
the campground, they were playing a video game called Crysis . . . with a ‘y.’ Another
word for crisis is danger, and the hero in the video game goes by the call sign
of Nomad. That was the password for her encryption.”


 


“Amazing,” I commented.


 


“Ain’t I though,” my uncle said with a wink.


 


“No,” Walter added, “Eric means that it’s amazing that
an old fart like you still plays video games instead of going out and getting a
real job . . . and speaking of which, the boys all chipped in and bought you a uniform
for your new career.” Walter reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a
white tee shirt. He unrolled it and snapped it in the air to reveal a series of
large bullseyes that had been drawn with permanent marker in strategic
locations on the shirt. Each bullseye had a crude arrow pointing towards it
with a single word description of the major organ that lay beneath. At the
bottom center of the front, a small arrow pointed downward. Scrawled next to it
were four words, “Too small-don’t bother.”


 


I busted out laughing, and a moment later I was joined
by everybody else, even my uncle.


 


When the laughter had settled down, I refilled my cup
of tea and took my seat. Michelle and I tag teamed the next twenty-five minutes
with details of our trip to Devils Lake, and the room got real quiet when I
described my encounter with the black-eyed lady. After I finished I stood and
stretched, and then walked back to Max and sat down next to him as he chewed
and licked on the remaining chunk of bone.


 


“Anybody got anything else they want to say?” Walter
asked.


 


I raised my hand and everybody swiveled towards me
expectantly. After a few more pats on his haunches, I left Max alone to finish
his treat and walked back to my seat. It took another minute to compose my
thoughts. I exhaled deeply and looked around at the faces staring back me.
“Take a minute and think about every encounter we’ve had with the infected.
Think about the different ways this sickness seems to affect people. Now add in
what Michelle said about how the ghouls were stationed in the backyards of the
cabins.” I trailed off as they tried to follow my train of thought.


 


“You want to give us a little bit of a hint about
where you’re headed,” Uncle Andy offered.


 


“No, because what I’m about to say makes sense to me,
but it might not to you. Now keep in mind this is pure speculation, but think
again about how the different types of infected act.”


 


“You’re talking about the red-eyed ghouls and the
ferals?” Mike asked.


 


“Not just them. As far as I can figure, we’ve seen at
least four . . . and maybe five . . . different ‘species’ of ghoul. You’ve got
your basic run of the mill ghoul. Red-eyes, gray skin . . . kind of slow until
they get riled up. These are by far what we see the most of, correct?”


 


Heads nodded around the circle.


 


“Then you’ve got the feral. It has yellow eyes to
match its piss poor attitude . . . this one is fast and violent.”


 


“We’ve also got the one that stinks like rotten fruit
and drools everywhere,” Michelle said.


 


“Yep, although I can’t say for sure what eye color
they have or what purpose they serve.” I looked around the room as I continued.
“And I’m not sure whether that thing that VW changed into was something
different, or just a larger version of a red-eye, but that brings us to the
last type that we know about—the ones with black eyes like Sam and I
encountered.”


 


When nobody commented, I repeated my statement from
earlier. “Think about the different types and how they act. What does that
remind you of?”


 


Estes—quiet up until this point—raised his hand. “It
reminds me of the military. You’ve got your grunts on the bottom, and the ones
up the chain of command that are giving them their marching orders.”


 


“Exactly, but let me try it another way,” I said.
“When I was in college, there was a grad student—Dwayne Grigsby—who was
specializing in structural engineering. His premise was to look for efficient
examples of engineering in the natural world. Beaver dams, wasp nests . . .
anything at all that might serve as inspiration. He ended up in the biology
department with freshmen and sophomores assigned as his guinea pigs for field
research. I was one of them. That’s how I got to spend two weeks in Africa as a
research assistant my sophomore year.”


 


“Africa?” Amy said. “Were you studying prides of
lions?”


 


“No, the creatures we were looking at were about a
thousand times more vicious and organized.”


 


“Baboons?” Dave offered a guess.


 


I shook my head. “Remember why we were there . . . to
study natural engineering.”


 


“Ants?” Shawn suggested.


 


“Close . . . the creatures that we looked at were
termites. In Africa they build these giant columns of dirt above the ground
that are honeycombed with chambers and passages. I’m not an entomologist, but
it’s pretty cool—which is actually a little play on words, I guess—how the
termites build those towers. The different chambers, tunnels, and exits
function like a natural heat sink to cool the colony. Even on the hottest days
the mound regulates its temperature to within about two degrees. Dwayne was
hoping to use their design to build more efficient skyscrapers. Anyhow, that’s
kind of a side point, because what I’m trying to get at is the social
organization of a termite colony. The bulk of it is made up by the worker class
. . . the grunts. Above them you have the soldiers. These guys are specialized
for warfare. Most of them have large heads and strong mandibles. They can also
secrete a pheromone that triggers the workers and other soldiers to frenzy and
attack. Then you have the reproductive caste, of which the main element is of
course the queen.”


 


I looked around the room for other questions, but
nobody had their hand raised so I continued. “I’m not saying that the
correlation between the social structure of termites and the way the ghouls
seem to organize themselves is identical, but I do see a lot of similarities. In
Africa, when we located an active mound, we would position a series of probes
at various levels and depths. Those probes would then monitor temperature,
humidity, and airflow fluctuations within the mound. In addition to that, we
also used a camera to get a view inside one of the main chambers to record and
analyze traffic patterns. Believe it or not, there’s a really big push—or was,
I guess—to adapt the transportation dynamics of animals into data migration
systems for computers. Not to get off on a tangent here, but the
telecommunications industry was already basing their cellular routing services
on an algorithm developed by studying the movement pattern of a flock of
starlings. Anyhow, when we positioned the camera to study traffic patterns in
one of the larger chambers of the mound, we generally pissed off the residents.
The workers would try and contain the damage and start repairs while the soldiers
would attack the camera lens. Eventually things would settle down and we’d get
a view inside the chamber. The camera that we used was not a typical video
camera; it was more like a surgical camera for medical procedures and was made
up of three small tubes; one of which held the camera lens in a fiber optic
cable, another one held an infrared light, and the third tube was what we
dubbed the ‘sucker.’ It was basically a hollow flexible line that we could
manipulate toward the lens or the light. The reason we needed it was because
the termites kept trying to cover those with cellulose.”


 


I took another look around the room and didn’t see
anybody with the ‘deer in headlights’ look, so I kept going. “Here’s what I’m
getting at—sorry for being wordy. When we first used the ‘tricamera’ as it was
called, the sucker tube was actually a blower tube. It was designed to get rid
of the dust on the lens and light, and it also worked for blowing termites off
the camera system. The problem was, when we knocked the worker off the camera
lens, it triggered an aggressive response that would spread throughout that
section of the mound. The next thing you know, we’d have soldier termites
swarming the tricam again. When we reversed the airflow, we were an able to
vacuum off the workers one by one when they started blocking the view . . .
without triggering an aggressive response. Everybody with me?”


 


Heads nodded all around.


 


I held up the suppressed Ruger .22. “I think the same
rules apply with this. Every time we’ve had to engage the infected with typical
weapons, we trigger some type of reaction that brings the whole pack down on
us. But when we’ve been able to use stealth and suppressed weapons, it’s almost
like we can take them out of the picture without causing a ‘swarm’ response
from the rest of the ghouls—even when we’re dropping them right in the middle
of the pack.”


 


“Interesting point,” Walter said.


 


“How many other silencers do we have?” Sam asked.


 


Walker exchanged a glance with Uncle Andy before
answering. “We have a grand total of two. The one on Eric’s .22, and the one that
came with the submachine gun we took from Ray . . . ahem, ‘officially.’”


 


“What do you mean?” Amy asked.


 


“He means,” Uncle Andy replied, “that before the crap
hit the fan, the only legal way you could possess a suppressor was by paying a
special tax and applying for a transfer with the ATF. After you were approved,
which usually took about four months, you’d get your silencer.”


 


“And . . .?” Amy threw a questioning look at my uncle.


 


“Well, Walter is quite the wizard with a metal lathe,
and I’m pretty sure he’s got the schematics and materials to build several
others.” Uncle Andy looked around the room with one eyebrow raised. “But of
course, there would have to be some type of change in the federal laws, or
maybe even, oh . . . I don’t know, a global catastrophe . . . before he would
consider doing that type of work illegally.”


 


“Yeah,” Walter nodded towards Uncle Andy, “what he
said. Plus, there are several other considerations that we’d need to factor in,
like the time required to build each one, as well as scrounging or reloading
subsonic ammunition.”


 


Sam grunted and looked at Amy. “We can talk more about
this later, but for now let’s file it under the ‘good idea’ heading and move
on.” He turned and nodded towards me. “You were saying?”


 


It took me a moment to gather my thoughts. “Where was
I?”


 


“Shooting ghouls and sucking termites.” Sam’s response
didn’t skip a beat.


 


“Right . . . so now let’s look at the ghouls. There’s
definitely some type of social structure that they’re operating under. I don’t
really understand it, but I can promise you it’s there. Another thing that
bothers me even more is how we’re starting to see examples of strategy and
cunning. Maybe I’m wrong here, but from everything I’ve heard and experienced,
I just can’t escape this creepy feeling in my gut that these things are
learning . . . adapting.”


 


Several murmurs and nodding heads were my answer.


 


“Now with that in mind, let me slip back to social
structure for a minute. As far as I can tell, your basic red eye ghoul, or
creep, or sicko—whatever you want to call it—is kind of like the worker
termite. They’ll respond with enough stimuli, but in general they don’t think
or act too well on their own. However . . . if you put them in a large group
and then add some soldier termites—or in our case, ferals—they become a
formidable force. Also, when ferals are added to the mix, we start to see a
more intense and organized response from the ghouls. An example of that would
be when I popped into the campground office. I was fifteen feet away from a
ghoul that didn’t immediately attack. As a matter of fact, it basically left me
alone until Michelle and Sam started firing outside, then, of course, the shit
hit the fan. You all know what happened in there.”


 


Estes raised his hand. “I don’t know what happened . .
. you mind filling me in?”


 


I spent a few minutes telling him about our search and
rescue mission at the campground, and our narrow escape by ditching the
Explorer in the lake. 


 


“I’ve got one last point to share, and then I’ll shut
up.” I stood and refilled my cup again, and then stayed upright and paced as I
went on. “Doc is much more versed in the medical field then I am, but there’s a
few things, well, a lot of things happening that to my understanding are
physiologically impossible. We’re all mammals. We’re warm blooded, live
bearing, milk producing creatures with hair. Our physical and mental
capabilities are regulated by our bodies’ complex and interconnected systems,
and they have to function within a very narrow range. If they get out of whack,
we get sick. Too far out of whack and we die. We gain our energy by our dietary
intake, and our body uses what it needs and gets rid of the rest. We sweat, we
spit, we poop. When we’re tired we sleep, and when we’re cold we put on winter
clothes or sit there shivering. If we don’t eat, we starve. What I’m trying to
say is that for whatever reason, we’re not seeing the infected follow the path
that all of our understanding tells us they should. It’s been below freezing
for several nights recently, and yet we’re still running into ghouls that are
walking around without shirts on. You’ve all heard about the horrific injuries
that some of them have sustained—and basically ignored. All of that bothers me
in ways that I can’t even begin to describe, but that’s not all. Do you
remember that first night down at the marina when we went to investigate the
ghoul standing by the road and ended up getting into a major firefight?”


 


“Kind of hard to forget,” Sam answered.


 


“I know, but what I’m saying is that when you ran the
spotlight along the edge of the lake so we could see what was down there, there
was a ball . . . a cluster . . . of infected. Something was driving them to
congregate together for warmth, and I’ll bet the reason that Scott was seeing
the ones by the road move in and out was because they were switching places
every so often to stay warm. That tells me that there is an instinct for self
preservation  . . . an awareness of self on some level, almost like a hive
mind. As a side note, some species of ants and termites have been known to form
massive clumps made up of thousands of individual workers and soldiers. The
whole swarm continues to move and shift, creating friction that keeps them
alive in cold weather. Honeybees do something similar as well. I know I said
this was the last thing I wanted to mention, but something else just came to my
mind.”


 


“More good news?” Walter voiced as he fired up his
pipe. 


 


“Not hardly.” I looked around the circle, stopping to
meet as many eyes as I could. “In the campground office, I would have sworn
that the pile of infected was just that—a pile of dead bodies. But the more I
think about it, the more it leads me to believe that these things are somehow
able to become dormant.”


 


“Like hibernation?” Michelle asked.


 


“Yeah, exactly like that. Now, even though a lot of
mammals do it, humans can’t. It’s not just as simple as a choice to sleep for
six months. It’s an actual biochemical process that enables it . . . and they
shouldn’t be able to do it.”


 


I sat back down and let them ponder my thoughts in the
silence of the tractor shed. After a few minutes I absentmindedly brought out
the sketch that Fred had created that morning. The tiny white spots in the eyes
seemed to draw my focus, and my mind flew back to the night in the barn when
she had turned those obsidian orbs toward me.


 


“What’s that? Amy asked.


 


“It’s a drawing that Fred did of the lady I saw in the
barn.”


 


“Can I see it?” she asked.


 


I shrugged and passed it towards her.


 


“Spooky,” she commented as she studied the pencil
drawing. When she was finished she passed it back to me, and then Dave held out
his hand for a look. I sat there quietly as Fred’s artwork made the complete
circuit, finally stopping at Sam who held it at arm’s length. A tiny tickle of
warning began to scratch at my gut as he looked from the drawing to me, and
then back again.


 


“Fred drew this?” he asked.


 


“Yeah . . . why?”


 


“And this is the lady you saw in the barn?”


 


“Yeah.” My hackles began to rise with the look on
Sam’s face, and I nodded towards him. “Why, does it remind you of the lady you
saw on the highway south of Fort Hammer?”


 


“No.”


 


“Well what then?”


 


His eyes lifted and locked onto my face. “No . . . you
don’t understand . . . it doesn’t remind me of her . . . it is her.”


 


Behind me, a leg bone shattered in the silence.











Chapter 97


 


“What?” I
asked as Sam tapped on the drawing in his hands.


 


“This girl . .
. the picture that Fred drew of the black-eyed lady you saw in the barn . . .
is exactly who I saw on the road that night. The same chick that I blew the
brains out of.”


 


“How can you
be sure?” Uncle Andy asked.


 


“Because I was
fifteen feet away when I pulled the trigger and turned her forehead into the
Holland tunnel.”


 


“Wasn’t it at
night?” Amy questioned hesitantly.


 


“Yeah, but I
had my flashlight blasting right at her. I know what this sounds like, but I’m
telling you . . . this girl right here,” he poked at the paper again, “is the
same girl that I deep-sixed on the highway that night.”


 


“Well that
about figures,” Doc sighed heavily. “The more we try and figure things out, the
deeper into the mud pile we get.”


 


I looked
across the hay table toward Estes. His face was still and neutral, but his dark
eyes were flickering with deep thoughts. “Captain, is there anything you can
add to this?”


 


Estes looked
over towards me and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen that
black-eyed lady, but after the chopper smashed into the school I was a little
busy trying to avoid barbecuing my ass.” 


 


Estes’ fingers
were drumming out a silent rhythm against the digital camouflage of his newly
washed and dried uniform, and I was just starting to consider another refill of
tea when he continued.


 


“Very few of
my guys made it out of the school. Perkins, Keene and I were already out in the
depot yard when the Black Hawk came down. Part of the wreckage hit the fuel
bladders, and all three of us would have been toast if we hadn’t dove into the M113. After the initial blast, I got on the horn and
tried again to get everybody to head to the trucks. If anybody heard, they
didn’t answer. It probably wouldn’t have made a difference anyhow, because
those things massed against the fence and just pushed it over. It was  . . .
gruesome. We made it out with one truck and one hummer, and over the next day
we lost about half of the people with us, most of them from injuries they’d
gotten in the escape. I lost several more just trying to get onto that damn
highway out there.”


 


“Captain,” I asked, “how many infected were in the
group that pushed through the fence?”


 


Estes shook his head. “I don’t know exact numbers, but
before the helo went down, its spotlight was showing a whole line of them.
Rough guess—maybe 300 plus.”


 


“That’s a lot. Michelle and I saw a group just a
little bit smaller near the bridge we crossed underneath heading towards
Pelican Lake, and Shawn had a group of about 2000 in sight at the Devil’s Lake
airport.”


 


“If that many show up here, we’re going to have a very
bad day,” Dave said.


 


“Yeah probably, but something else relating to that
has got me worried.”


 


“Explain,” my uncle said as he adjusted his wounded
leg.


 


I looked toward Amy. “Amy, if you were going to do
some type of semi-complicated team building exercise for a thousand people
crowded in an outdoor amphitheater, what are the odds that you’d only have to
give them the instructions once?”


 


She answered immediately. “Probably about zero. If you
take a crowd of a thousand people, even if you give them a base level command
like ‘stand on your left foot,’ only a small percentage will do it as you
envision.”


 


“As you envision? What do you mean?” Walter asked.


 


“You’ve got a thousand people. Your command is ‘stand
on your left foot.’ In most crowds, less than half are actually listening to
you, so now our rough potential is five hundred people. For easy math, let’s
break down those five hundred people into equal groups of one hundred each.
Call them groups A through E. Here’s what will happen. Groups A and B will just
stand there and look at each other for a second, and then ask each other for
some type of confirmation. ‘What did she just say?’ . . . ‘Which foot are we
supposed to stand on?’ Group C heard you clearly, but most of them will ignore
you. Group D will make halfhearted attempts to follow your command, but most
will quickly lose interest while they go back to thinking about whatever else
was a priority in their mind when you issued the command. And that brings us to
group E. They heard you, they’re interested, and they stand on their left foot.
But,” Amy shook a finger towards the ceiling for emphasis, “because your
command can be interpreted differently, roughly twenty-five of the people in
group E are not standing with their right foot off of the ground. What they’re
doing instead is standing with their right foot resting on top of their left
foot, because your command was ‘stand on your left foot.’”


 


“Yeah,” I nodded and stood. “Now think again about the
infected. Whether it’s been just a pair of them walking up Walter’s driveway,
or a few dozen that erupted from the campground office, or the hundreds that
busted through the fence at Fort Hammer . . . how often have you heard them
make any noise besides hissing or groaning?”


 


Nobody answered.


 


“And yet,” I continued, “in every instance that I can
recall, the ghouls have operated with a level of organization that goes far
beyond just a primal instinct.” I stopped and looked around the room. “So how
are they communicating?”


 


“That’s a good question,” Uncle Andy said.


 


“Yeah, but I don’t have any answers.”


 


“How do termites communicate?” Mike asked.


 


“I think it’s through a complex pheromone system, but
that brings us back to something else that would biologically violate
everything we know about human physiology.”


 


“Maybe that’s part of our problem,” Michelle
responded. “I mean seriously . . . we’ve got ghouls that can withstand insane
amounts of physical damage without slowing down. We’ve got ferals that can
vault six feet in the air. What else is it going to take before we get our
thumb out of our ass and realize that our preconceived notion about how these
things should act is going to get us killed.”


 


Across the room, Estes frowned and shook his head.
Apparently I wasn’t the only one to notice.


 


“What is it, Kevin?” my uncle asked him.


 


“Honestly, I feel like I’m 0-2.”


 


“About what?”


 


“I’ve had two opportunities to find out some
information about this infection, and both of them ended up with me walking
away carrying nothing but jack squat.”


 


“What do you mean?” Doc Collins said.


 


“Back at the school . . . just a few minutes before
everything turned to crap, I was sitting down talking with Major
Sullivan. He was one of the doctors in the med unit.”


 


“I remember
him,” Uncle Andy said.


 


“Yeah, I
figured you would. Anyhow, he was just starting to tell us about the infection
when we got the call that the Black Hawk was inbound.” 


 


“What did he
tell you?”


 


“Not much. He
got cooked in the explosion and died in the back of the truck a few miles
outside of town. All I can remember was that he asked me if I knew what was really
going on, and that his specialty was neuroimmunology. Anyway, that was one
chance that didn’t work out.”


 


“What’s the
other?” Dave and Mike asked at the same time.


 


“Oakley.”
Estes tilted his hand in the general direction of the marina.


 


“What about
Oakley?” I asked.


 


Estes took a
few minutes and filled us in about the conversation he’d had with Oakley in the
back of the cargo truck. “So now besides a dead doctor,” he continued, “I’ve
got a glorified nerd that could have helped us and would have
been able to explain the shit, except he doesn’t actually know anything.
0-2, like I said.”


 


“Hold up there, chief,” Uncle Andy cut in. “Exactly
what did Oakley say about why he didn’t know anything?”


 


“He said that he didn’t have the information yet. He
was supposed to review it before the conference they were flying to in Canada. 


 


“Were those his exact words?” my uncle asked.


 


“Uh . . . maybe . . . maybe not. It might have been
something similar. Why?”


 


“I’m just thinking that your little pet geek might
still be holding out on you.” The gray rubber crutch tip poked at Estes.
“Kevin, this might be really important. Take a minute and try to think of his
exact words. Did he really say that he didn’t have the information yet?”


 


I watched as the captain closed his eyes and rubbed
his forehead. After a moment his eyelids creaked open slowly, and then his
eyebrows furrowed in aggravation. “No, that’s not what he said. His actual
words were that he ‘hadn’t yet been able to access the information,’ and that
he ‘didn’t currently have access to the information.’”


 


“We need to get him up here pronto,” Uncle Andy said
coldly.


 


“Yeah, so I can kill him,” Estes hissed.


 


“Where’s he at right now?” Walter asked


 


“My sergeant has him down in that big warehouse where
we parked our vehicles. Sergeant Keene is pretty good with an engine, and he’s
going through the hummer and the A3 to make sure they’re not going to let us
down. He’s got Oakley with him for an extra pair of hands.”


 


“Eric, take Captain Estes down to the marina and fetch
the mysterious Mr. Oakley, would you?”


 


I stood and nodded. Estes followed my lead as I headed
toward the door.


 


“Low key . . . keep him friendly and unaware,” my
uncle’s voice chased us.


 


In less than ten minutes we were back in the tractor
shed, accompanied by Sergeant Keene and the mousy-haired Oakley.


 


I returned to my seat, but after whispering something
to his sergeant, Estes stood and glared at the scrawny man who sat nervously in
the center of the circle.


 


“Do you know why you’re here?” Uncle Andy asked.


 


“I can only assume that you want me to tell you what I
already told the captain.”


 


“No,” my uncle exhaled heavily, “not the whole thing,
just the ending.”


 


“The ending?”


 


“Yeah,” Estes barked, “tell me again why you’re
useless.”


 


Oakley gulped uneasily. “I’m sorry sir, I’d like to
help but I’ve already told you that I don’t currently have access to the
information you’re looking for.”


 


My uncle smiled and shook his head. “You see, Captain
Estes . . . it’s all about asking the right questions.”


 


I watched Uncle Andy grimace as he dropped his leg and
twisted towards Oakley. “Lieutenant, I know that your behavior has been drilled
into your head over and over again. I get that, and I understand the national
security implications that would have applied under different
circumstances—under normal circumstances. From all accounts you’re a pretty
sharp fellow, and I know you’re not blind to what’s going on. These are not
‘normal circumstances.’ You’ve got nothing left to lose, and no panels of
military brass to report to. It’s just us, of which you’re a part of, and
them—the infected. Do you understand that?”


 


He nodded slowly. “Yes sir, I understand.”


 


“Fair enough. With that understanding, let me rephrase
Captain Estes’ question. What I want to know is, ‘how can we get you access to
the information?’”


 


Oakley looked around the room. Eleven sets of eyes
bored into him. The twelfth set, golden with flecks of silver, also looked up
from the final shard of bone to join with the others. After another moment
consideration, Oakley dropped his head into his hands and mumbled. “We’re going
to need a pair of pliers and some rubbing alcohol.”











Chapter 98


 


“Arrrrr . . . uhhhh . . .”


 


The stainless steel dental pliers filled Oakley’s
mouth as Doc Collins gripped the lower left molar and began to rock it back and
forth. The lieutenant’s head was tilted back over the arm of the couch in
Walter’s basement, and several flashlights were substituting for the typical
swing-arm, tilting head procedure light found in most orthodontists’ offices. 


 


“Remember Doc,” Uncle Andy said from a chair on the
opposite side of the room, “once the tooth comes out, you’ve got less than
fifteen seconds to drop it in the alcohol.”


 


“I’m aware of the time constraints Andy, especially
since this is about the eighth time you’ve told me in the last two minutes.”
Doc’s mumbled voice bounced over top of Oakley’s discomfort.


 


I stood in the corner and watched the extraction taking
place in front of me. The heavy duty curved forceps held in Doc’s gloved hands
were barely visible from my angle, but the white plastic cup filled with
rubbing alcohol and sitting on the end table was fully in view. It was the
second half of the equation—the important half, according to Oakley. 


 


“I have an implant . . . a modified molar on the lower
left side. It contains a micro USB drive. I honestly don’t know what’s on it
right now. I never do until I look at it. It gets loaded with information
before each presentation that I make, and I normally have access to the data
for only about twelve hours before I’m expected to break it down into a format
that’s more easily understood by my audience.”


 


“What about levels of security . . . how many are
there?”


 


“Three of them,” Oakley responded, “although I’m not
sure if we’ll be able to overcome the third level. It will depend on whether
Major Larrabee changed his code.”


 


“Clarify that for me,” Uncle Andy said.


 


Oakley exhaled deeply and rubbed his eyes with weary
fingers. “Aside from the concealed nature of my implant, there are three
additional security precautions. The first one is a caustic coating that’s
triggered by exposure to oxygen. When you pull my implant out of the socket,
you’ll have less than fifteen seconds to submerge it in rubbing alcohol. If you
don’t, the coating will rapidly acidify and destroy the data on the drive. The
alcohol will safely dissolve the chemical and prevent that from happening. The
second problem that we’ll have is that any data contained on the drive cannot
be copied. There’s a very ‘black-ops, secret squirrel’ program embedded in the
drive that will instantly and securely delete every kilobyte of data if you
attempt, even accidentally, to copy, move, or modify any of the files. That
same program apparently contains an internal ‘data bomb’ that will render the drive
useless after a certain amount of time has passed once the tooth has been
removed. I don’t know what that time frame is, but like I said, they normally
gave me twelve hours to assemble a presentation, so I can assume it’s at least
that long.”


 


“And the third obstacle?”


 


“Encryption. I only have half of the encryption key
required to access the data. You have to understand, the information I worked
with came through people who don’t exist. These people could, and frequently
did, make liabilities—real or imagined—disappear. I’m talking with the touch of
a button or the nod of the head, and you’re gone. And these people that don’t
exist, they don’t trust anybody. If you saw some of the technology that I’ve
seen just in the last year, it would blow you away. Anyhow, what I’m getting at
is that the encryption key to access the data is 208 characters long. I’ve
memorized the first half—104 of them. The second half was supplied by my
handler . . . Major Larrabee. Here’s where our glitch may reveal itself. Major
Larrabee used the same 104 character code for the last two presentations I’ve
done. He dictated it to me and I entered it after my own. With that said, he
could have changed his code. If that happened, there’s no way we can get the
information contained on the drive. But there’s another problem.”


 


“And that is . . .?”


 


“You only get two chances to enter the code correctly.
If you fail, all of the data goes bye-bye, and therein lies our problem.”


 


“Explain.”


 


“Well, the reality of the situation is that you’re
asking me to remember the exact sequence of characters—104 of them consisting
of upper and lowercase letters, numbers, and special characters—that I’ve only
heard twice before.”


 


“Can you do it?”


 


Oakley looked around the room at the assembly. Every
eye was watching, and every breath was held awaiting his response. “I don’t
know . . . maybe.”


 


“Ouch!” Oakley yelped as the artificial, USB drive
containing tooth was released from the dental cement that held it in place.
With the smoothness born of countless repetitions in the surgical ward, Doc
Collins swiveled on the chair and plunked the tooth into the waiting cup
of alcohol.


 


“OK, that should do it,” Oakley mouthed as he rubbed
the side of his cheek. “Give it about five minutes to dissolve the chemical,
and then we’ll pull it out and let it dry for about thirty minutes.”


 


“Why can’t we hit it with some compressed air to speed
up the process?” Walter asked.


 


“I don’t know. That might work, but I’m just telling
you the way they’ve always done it before.”


 


“Well then,” my uncle replied, “what say we just keep
it that way. Besides, if were gonna be working all night, I’d like to get a
little bit of food in my belly.”


 


Walter picked up the radio. “Bernie, I can hear a
lot of commotion up there . . . how soon until supper is ready?”


 


In a few seconds the reply came back, but not through
the radio. Bernice’s scratchy voice echoed down the stairway. “If you’re too
lazy to walk up a dozen steps and ask me about supper instead of just
exercising your thumb and calling on the radio, then I don’t believe I got any
food for you. For the rest of you, supper’s ready.”


 


Walter grinned and gestured toward the stairs. “You
heard the lady . . . go eat.” 


 


We ate quickly—more rice, mixed vegetables that had
been home canned by Bernice, and a cup of thick, fish chowder with a tomato
base. It was hot and tasty, but I could see several grumbling faces as it was
portioned out. Most of those faces reversed course when Amy stood and made an
announcement.


 


“As you know, we’re trying to hold on to who we are—to
what we are—in the midst of this crisis. Tomorrow night if everything
goes well, we’re going to show a movie. Everybody who’s not assigned some type
of duty that takes them elsewhere is welcome to attend. For those who miss the
movie, it will be shown again the following afternoon.”


 


A round of cheers echoed in the room.


 


“Oh, but it gets better,” Amy beamed. She reached into
a large shoulder bag that dangled under her arm. “Through a monumental effort
of coordination, scavenging, and electronic wizardry— courtesy of Bucky, C.J.,
and your ever humble and slightly fantastic Jane of all trades . . . me—we now
have a few partially charged cell phones.”


 


Another cry of elation sounded in the living room as
Amy called out the owner’s name for each of the charged devices.


 


“We’ll try to finish the rest of them this evening.
Remember though, you’ll still need to conserve your battery.”


 


Amy sat down to another round of applause, and then
Walter took the floor. “As you’ve probably heard, there’s a chance that we
might be able to obtain some much needed information about the nature of what’s
happening to our world. Andy, Lieutenant Oakley, Captain Estes, Doc Collins,
and Sam Ironfeather are going to be sequestered in the basement overnight, so
we’re going to make temporary sleeping arrangements to keep that area clear.
The information that we might gain access to is time sensitive, and the
security on the data drive we’ve obtained prevents us from saving or copying
it. Even now the clock is ticking.”


 


I finished my fish chowder and sat quietly in the
corner. My internal clock was telling me that it would be dark soon, and I
closed my eyes and made a halfhearted attempt to sort through the jumble of
thoughts that ricocheted back and forth in my head. I wasn’t having much
success, and for a brief moment I considered trying to catch a little nap right
there in the corner. That thought was interrupted by a tiny bundle of curly red
hair that wormed her way against my chest.


 


“Hey tiger . . . did you get enough to eat?”


 


Faith nodded and pushed her cheek against mine. Her
arms wrapped around my neck and squeezed, and I returned the favor immediately.
Through the explosion of curls that half blocked my vision I caught a glimpse
of Michelle on the other side of the room. She had been talking to Sergeant
Keene and one of the other soldiers—Perkins I think—but now her attention was
directed straight towards me. The smile on her face was coming from more than
just her lips, and after nodding several times towards the soldiers, she turned
and stepped my way.


 


“Mind if I join?” Michelle whispered loudly as she
scooted down next to us.


 


“Well, I don’t know,” I said as I spun Faith around to
face Michelle, “you have to be pretty brave to be a member of our tiger club.” 


 


Faith reached out her arms toward Michelle. “Mommy is
brave,” she said.


 


My eyes widened and locked onto Michelle’s face as I
silently mouthed the word, “mommy?” For a moment, the thought that the two of
them had set this up as a joke crossed my mind, but the look on Michelle’s face
was both real and priceless. I returned her gesture from Devils Lake and mimicked
snapping a picture.


 


“Well thank you, Faith. I happen to think that you’re
just as brave as me,” Michelle managed to stumble out. 


 


The little girl squirmed in Michelle’s arms until she
was facing me again. “When can I play with the puppy?”


 


“Hopefully in the next couple of days. Max isn’t
really a puppy anymore, and we have to let him get used to you, but right now
he needs some time away from all these people.”


 


“Doesn’t he like people?” she asked innocently.


 


“Sometimes, but he likes to make sure that the people
he’s with will be his friends, so it takes a while for Max to get to know you.”


 


“I can be his friend.” The cherubic smile that
accompanied her statement beamed up at me. 


 


“Well I’ll bet he’d like to be your friend too. We’ll
see what we can do about it in the next few days, OK?”


 


Faith nodded, and then chased her nod with a wide
mouthed yawn.


 


“Someone is getting sleepy,” Michelle said. 


 


“Is Leah still OK with taking her until we can figure
out something else?” I asked.


 


“She said she’ll keep her for as long as we need.”


 


“Are you going to join me?”


 


“Where?” Michelle answered.


 


“I need to get Max away from the crowd. He’s been good
so far, but I can tell that he’s getting real antsy.”


 


“The cabin?”


 


I nodded. “Yeah, maybe for a few days. We can drive
back and forth if we need to, but if I don’t get him away, something bad might
happen.”


 


“OK, that actually sounds nice. I’ve got a couple of
things that I need to do before we go, though.”


 


“Me too, and I also want to see if they can get into that
drive before we leave.”


 


Michelle looked at her watch. “Say about 8:00 PM?”


 


“We can shoot for that,” I grumbled as I pushed my
still aching body into a standing position.


 


She nodded and stood up with Faith still wrapped in
her arms. “I’ll find you.”


 


I stepped into the kitchen where Walter, Uncle Andy,
and Doc were standing. It took less than a minute to tell them about my plan to
take Max to the cabin, and then Shawn walked over to us with Emily in tow.


 


“Emily has an idea that might help us out,” Shawn
started right in, “and I can’t think of any reason it wouldn’t work. But hey,”
he continued, “I’m just a country boy with bricks in my head, so I told her to
run it by you.”


 


We all swiveled to look at her, and Emily’s elfin face
took on a serious expression as she explained. “I was just talking to Shawn,
and he was telling me more about what Walter said—I’m talking about the data
not being able to be copied because of some high tech security program or
something.”


 


“That’s supposedly correct,” Uncle Andy replied.


 


“Well if high tech won’t do it, what about low tech?”
she asked.


 


“What are you referring to?” Walter replied.


 


“It’s simple, I would think,” Emily answered. “If you
can’t save or copy the information without it imploding because of some ultra
security protocol, why don’t you just clone the laptop display onto the movie
screen like you did when we watched the transmission that Samantha got from the
satellite. Then all you have to do is take pictures of the screen. Not with a
little utility on the laptop, I’m talking about actual digital pictures of the
big screen. You won’t get the resolution of the actual files, and it might not
work for everything, but it would certainly be a way to get around your
security problem and have a lot of the data still available after the rest of
it times out.”


 


“Do you know anybody that has a camera?” I tried to
keep a straight face.


 


“Young lady,” Uncle Andy said, “I think you’ve just
been drafted.”


 


Emily smiled and spun around. “I’ll go get my stuff,”
she said as she walked away.


 


Bernice clanged a pot in the kitchen sink, and that
noise attracted my attention to Oakley. He was sitting on a tall stool at the
kitchen island where the serving line had been, and he was staring down at a
small tablet in front of him. His right hand was slowly twirling a pencil, and
as I watched he dropped the eraser end to the tablet and scrubbed. After
blowing away particles of rubberized graphite, he flipped the point towards the
paper and scribbled a short series of characters, and then he sat back and
stared at the tablet again. An almost imperceptible shake of his head
accompanied the stare.


 


“Do you think he can remember the right code?” I asked
no one in particular.


 


“Some people have a mind for numbers. He’s sure that
his part of the code key is accurate,” my uncle answered, “and he said he’s
ninety-nine percent sure that he has Major Larrabee’s correct, but the one
percent that’s holding him up is the arrangement of a small section right in
the middle of the string.”


 


“I guess we’ll find out soon enough. I mean, look at
it this way,” Walter said, “if it falls through, we’re no further behind than
we were yesterday.”


 


“Yesterday sucked,” Uncle Andy said as he looked down
at his bandaged leg.











Chapter 99


 


“OK, we’re eighty-seven minutes post removal of my
tooth,” Oakley began as he studied the microscopic drive held in his
fingertips. “That gives us a little over ten hours . . . minimum . . . if we
can even access this little guy. The problem is that I’m pretty sure the midline
sequence of Major Larrabee’s code follows one of the potential strings that
I’ve written down. Unfortunately, I can’t decide between them, and we only get
two shots of this.”


 


“How many did you to narrow it down to?” Emily asked
as she finished setting up her tripod.


 


There was a space of silence, and then the lieutenant
gave the answer that I already knew.


 


“Seven,” he said.


 


“Well, if this doesn’t work out, I imagine we can all
play a few hands of gin rummy,” Sam answered.


 


We had taken several precautions to eliminate
potential Murphy’s Law scenarios. Samantha’s laptop was fully charged, and both
the laptop and projector were plugged into a battery backup system, which was
in turn fully charged and being powered by one of the inverter generator
outlets.


 


“One final thing,” Oakley said, “I have no way of
knowing how much data is on this drive until we get in. If we have the right
code, we may find that it’s a single document two pages long. On the other end
of the spectrum—again, assuming we can even get in—we might find gigabytes of
technical data, extrapolative assumptions, and a lot of other potential file
types—videos, spreadsheets . . . whatever. What I’m trying to say is to not get
your hopes up. However, if we can get in, and if it’s loaded with data, please
let me do my job. I process things differently than most people, and when I’m
digging through trying to organize the whole ball of wax in my own way, I won’t
be very receptive to questions, OK?”


 


“We’ll keep the interruptions to a minimum,” Doc
responded.


 


“Just make sure that you give Emily a chance to take
pictures before you switch pages,” Sam said.


 


“I will.” Oakley glanced at the miniature drive one
final time and then inserted it into the port on Samantha’s laptop. A few
seconds later the computer gave an audible beep and both the laptop’s display
and the projector screen turned dull yellow. I watched as a single flashing
cursor appeared on the field of yellow. Oakley’s fingers began to precisely tap
the keyboard, and with every peck the cursor jumped to a seemingly random part
of the screen.


 


“That’s my code. Now let’s try my top choice for Major
Larrabee’s.” He gazed at the tablet to his right, and then began to
methodically punch in a long series of characters. When he finished, his index
finger hovered above the enter key. “Here goes . . .”


 


With one tap, the screen fuzzed out for a long
heartbeat, and then fuzzed back in to the wall of yellow with the flashing
cursor.


 


“That wasn’t it,” Oakley mumbled as he studied the
tablet again. “We’ve got one more shot at this. Anybody feel lucky?”


 


“Which one feels right . . . of the ones that are
remaining, I mean,” Uncle Andy offered.


 


“I’ve listed them in what I felt was my priority to
try. I really thought that the first one was it.”


 


“Look at the next two . . . numbers two and three on
your list. Get rid of the other ones. Of those two, which one do you keep going
back to?”


 


Lieutenant Oakley looked up at my uncle and shrugged.
“I don’t know. The third one was originally my number one choice, but the more
I thought about it, the more I tried to remember . . . well, I ended up
switching it with the one that didn’t work.”


 


“Number three was originally your number one choice?”
Walter asked.


 


Oakley nodded.


 


“Use that one.” The reply came bluntly and quickly
from my uncle.


 


I followed Oakley as he swiveled his neck looking for
a consensus. Sam shrugged his shoulders, and Doc Collins raised his eyebrows
noncommittally. The rest of the small gathering nodded.


 


“Alright then, let’s see what’s behind door number
three,” Oakley mumbled as he turned to the keyboard. Once again the field of
yellow showed nothing more than a randomly appearing cursor as the lieutenant
entered the long series of the code. When his half was done, he began entering
the equally complex chain that occupied group three on the tablet. In a repeat
of the last attempt, his finger paused above the enter key. “Anybody want to
make a wish?”


 


His finger tapped the key, and just like before, the
yellow barrier pixilated away. I caught myself holding my breath, and then the
screen changed. Instead of a return to yellow, it now displayed a black
background with a single large, emerald shaped teardrop in the center.


 


“We’re in,” Oakley said.











Chapter 100


 


*click*


 


I’ll bet you didn’t expect to hear another recording
from me, did you? To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I’d make any more. I think the
last time was—no wait, it was . . . hmmm. I can’t remember. I know I recorded a
few things that night in the vet’s office, but I can’t remember if I recorded
something else after that. I guess it doesn’t really matter. I’m at the cabin.
Max is here with me, as well as Michelle. She just headed for what she called a
‘very, very long, and much deserved’ bath. It’s a little after 9:00 PM, and
I’ve got a new round of scratches—and probably bruises—from my latest wrestling
match with my brute of a puppy. It’s all good though, and I’m pretty sure that
both of us needed the bonding time. Speaking of Max, he’s outside on the front
porch. Probably crashed pretty hard after the wrestling and a huge bowl of dry
dog food. I’ve got the door shut and barred, but he knows to scratch if he
wants in. You’re probably not going to believe this, but even after all the
exertion of the past few days, I actually feel like going jogging. I figure
that I’ll take the Max on the ridge trail first thing in the morning, and then,
based on what we hear from the marina, we’ll probably head over there. I’m sure
that Max will want to stay here though. Let me see . . . oh yeah, the data
drive. I only stayed to see if they were able to get in. Apparently the code
worked. The first thing that came up was a giant, emerald green gem in the
shape of a teardrop. That blinked on the screen for almost a solid minute
before a little graphic started playing around the borders. It was a series of
translucent, tumbling rods, each containing a DNA helix. They circled the
display several times before spiraling inward and assembling themselves into
the silhouette of a bird. The entire image then solidified with a pulse of
violet light. Underneath the outline of the bird, a row of typewriter font
lettering appeared.


 


PROJECT FALCON


 


CLASSIFIED ABOVE TOP SECRET.


 


PRESIDENTIAL AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED TO VIEW.


 


I’ll admit I was intrigued, but the next page was an
abstract of the project that was so filled with techno-mumbo-jumbo that my head
was spinning before I finished the first paragraph, so I wished them well and
headed out the door. 


 


We got to the cabin about an hour ago, and I kind of
feel guilty for this, but I made a beeline to the cabinet where I happen to
know that an entire Tupperware container filled with hot chocolate packets
resided. I took out four packets just for me. While I’m making a confession, I
might as well tell you that I’m thawing a moose steak for Michelle and I to
split at breakfast. I also pulled out another venison roast that had been in
the deep freeze for almost three years. When I opened it, I could see a layer
of freezer burn, but once I trim that off it should make several good meals for
Max. Michelle has her smart phone charging on the battery bank, but I can’t
seem to locate mine. I also can’t recall the last time I saw it. It probably
doesn’t matter anyhow since it was just a basic flip phone with no other bells
and whistles, almost like the one that I found on the dead girl at the vet
office. Bad memory there—gonna trade it in on something better. Something like
a short trip down the hallway to the bathroom. Maybe somebody wants their back
scrubbed. Bye.


 


*click*


It’s a little after midnight. I’m down in the basement
adding a few pieces of wood to the fire. I’m not sure if I’ll have the energy
for a jog in the morning. Michelle did want her back scrubbed. And her
sides. And her front . . .











Chapter 101


 


The rusted metal of the barge’s hull was unaffected by
the slapping waves that occasionally worked themselves into a drumming harmonic
as they beat against the unyielding surface. Sporadically, the drumbeat was
returned from somewhere below deck with the hollow pounding of a fist. On top
of the deck, several crouching figures huddled together around the remains of
the captain. One of them—an amber-eyed man that by all normal accounts would have
been considered borderline geriatric, but now moved with the grace and
athleticism of a teenager—scuttled over to the wheelhouse. The heavy wooden
door was splintered, and despite the recent downpour, still ran with streaks of
red and brown. Keen vision was not needed to see the fragments of bone still
embedded in the splinters. The feral creature stepped inside and stared at the
objects within. One of the weak lay on the floor. It had the same skin, but it
didn’t survive the transformation. It wouldn’t be eaten, either. Yellow eyes
looked with a distant, fleeting memory at the objects surrounding it. Several
blinking lights were pulsing, but they meant nothing to the creature. The low
rumble of the fuel starving diesel engines idling in neutral carried their
faint vibrations through the decking, and the creature shifted its stance and
stared through the weather shield of the wheelhouse. The crimson smudges where
the captain’s head had been softened still marred the glass, but beyond the
haze something else began to appear in the gathering dusk. Moving with an
agility that it had never possessed before, even in the long ago prime of its
life, the creature stalked out of the wheelhouse and towards the front of the
barge. Citrine orbs focused across the grey chop to the distant shoreline. Somewhere
ahead was the missing piece. The emptiness in his gut that called out, but
couldn’t be sated with mere flesh. The queen. He clenched his teeth;
momentarily pausing again in surprise as his tongue encountered the new growth
of multiple objects that had been removed decades ago. The coppery taste of
blood still seeped through their crevices and registered on his tongue. There
were others like him on board. He could feel them below. Many of the mindless
were here as well. Waiting. They would all wait until he called them. Until it
was time to feed. Until it was time to find the master and become complete. 


 


Underneath the creature’s feet, the rusty shell of the
logging barge drifted with the wind and current. Its course had taken it
gradually southeast until a change in the weather pattern pushed it back
towards the center of the deep lake. For almost two days it had been caught in
the still waters of a slowly circling eddy. Last night’s storm had finally
broken it free from its spiraling prison and gently guided it into the natural
current that led almost due south. As dusk turned to darkness, the creature
called to the others. One by one they responded and joined him at the metal
railing. Standing this close together, he became keenly aware of each one. Their
injuries were his. Their hunger, or lack of it became his own. Raising an arm
that seven days ago had been punctured with IV lines from his ambulance journey
to the hospital, the old/young creature pointed towards the jagged silhouette
of the distant, sloping shoreline. A hissing gurgle escaped its throat, but
each of the almost forty, yellow-eyed warriors became instantly aware of his
message. There was food there, and after the food they would merge with the
master.


 


The last fading reflection of daylight finally
succumbed to the overcast clouds of what promised to be a dark night. Drifting
slowly, the hulking behemoth that had spent decades laboring under heavy loads
of hardwood, coal—and as it turned out, smuggled human souls—began to shudder
as the scant remaining drops of its precious diesel fuel bled into the engine.
In the darkened wheelhouse, a pair of amber caution lights flickered to life.
The warning buzzer that would have accompanied their status had long ago
stopped working, but silent or not, the message was the same. Death was coming.











Chapter 102


 


“Enjoy your run?” Michelle asked as she dropped the
almost one inch thick slab of meat into a bath of marinade that she had
concocted. I looked on the counter and identified at least seven different jars
of ingredients, one of which was the bottle of peach schnapps that we had taken
with us several nights ago. It had been returned unopened, but a single glance
now confirmed that the seal had been broken.


 


“Interesting choice of marinade components,” I said.


 


“Who said anything about using it on the moose? I've
been told that the more alcohol you drink, the better my cooking tastes.”


 


I chuckled and shook my head. Michelle was an
excellent cook, and I could personally attest to that fact. Behind me, Max's
panting face poked through the open door.


 


“Why is he so winded?” Michelle asked curiously. “I'm
sure you didn't run him that much.”


 


“No, but he's been cooped up for so long that he's
literally been running circles around me the entire time . . . and get
this—when we were upon the ridge top, we saw another wolf.”


 


“Was it alone?”


 


“I don't know, but we only saw one. It crossed the
logging road about 300 yards ahead of us. You should've seen Max's tail move
when we got up there and he caught the scent.”


 


“Do you blame him?” Michelle smirked in my direction.
“Of the three of us, he's the only one that didn't get lucky last night.”


 


I took a step backwards and dropped to the ground with
my arm around Max. Both of us looked up at Michelle. Her waist length reddish
blond hair was cascading over the loose folds of a tee shirt that she was
wearing. One of my tee shirts. She wore nothing else but a smile.


 


“What do you think boy?” I asked Max. “Wouldn't it be
great if we could find you a girlfriend that’s as beautiful as Michelle? Maybe
she'll even have red hair.”


 


Michelle flipped the steak over in the marinade,
replying as she did. “Yes Max, and while your redheaded girl wolf did all the
work to feed you and clean up after you, you could just sit there on the floor
and be lazy like Eric.”


 


I creaked to my feet with a laugh, and then walked up
behind Michelle. My arms draped around her, and I squeezed against her sides as
I planted a series of kisses and nibbles on the back of her neck.


 


“I'm sorry . . . I'll get busy and set the table.”


 


“It's already done.”


 


“Then I'll make the bed.”


 


“That’s done too.”


 


“Well then, how may I be of service, ma’am?”


 


“Why don’t you trim the freezer burn off the venison
roast, and then slice up the good stuff so it will cook faster.”


 


I replied with another kiss, this time accompanied by
a wink and a halfhearted "yes ma'am" before getting busy.


 


A little bit after 8:15 AM, we were sitting on the
front porch of the cabin on a bench that my uncle had built out of steam bent
willow limbs. Both of our stomachs were full, and we were quietly watching a
flock of about seventy Canada geese that had landed on Uncle Andy’s lake. I was
about to suggest a little bit of fishing when the radio broke the stillness of
the morning.


 


“This is marina calling cabin, do you copy?” It was Amy’s voice.


 


Michelle was closer, and she picked up the radio and
responded. “Go ahead marina.”


 


“Hey Michelle, the crew here want to try and schedule
a lunchtime meeting to go over what they found on the drive. Can you and Eric
be here?”


 


“Yeah. Do you mind asking Walter, Andy, and Bernice if
we need to bring anything from the cabin.”


 


“OK, hold on a minute.”


 


Michelle pointed toward the geese and echoed my
thought. “Nice day to drown a few worms.”


 


Before I could reply, Amy’s voice returned. “OK,
you had to ask. Do you have a paper and pencil handy?”


 


By the time we were done filling the list it was
almost lunchtime, and we hopped in my truck and headed down the dirt road. Max
had taken over our place on the willow bench.


 


Lunch was served by Bernice and Lynn. It was bow tie
pasta with a light coating of vinegar and olive oil. Canned peppers and
tomatoes were drizzle on top, and parmesan cheese was available to sprinkle for
those who wanted. Everybody also got a multivitamin. I located the plastic cup
that I had autographed, and filled it with water from the cooler before sitting
down in the living room. Someone, probably several ‘someones’ actually, had
decided before we got there that this was going to be an adults only meeting,
so Leah had volunteered to take the children downstairs to play games. Glenda
had whipped up a batch of very tasty chocolate chip cookies as an enticement
for the children, and after that they had no problem heading to the basement.
As I sat down next to Michelle, a look of pure, unadulterated bliss was spread
across her face. At first I assumed it was from her memories of last night, but
then I caught a whiff of the cowboy coffee brewed by Bucky that filled her cup.
I was about to comment on the situation when Sam cleared his throat and got the
crowd’s attention. “OK folks, let’s pipe down a bit and focus this way.”


 


There was palpable tension in the air as Uncle Andy
stood with crutches next to Sam. It reminded me of the morning before report
cards were issued in grade school. Not that I had anything to worry about,
though. Well, not much. 


 


“Ladies . . . gentlemen . . . before I cede the floor
to Lieutenant Oakley, I want to make a few announcements. The first thing, as
most of you know anyhow, is that we’re going to be continually moving people,
assignments, shifts, and job duties until we come up with a workable daily
schedule. Sam and Amy are your contact points for the civilians here, and
Sergeant Keene is the contact point for military personnel until further
notice. Any suggestions or difficulties you have should be routed through
them.” He cleared his throat and tore open a foil wrapped candy before
continuing. “Sorry, I’m a little dry.” I watched as he popped the candy in his
mouth and swirled it around. “The second announcement applies to
everybody—military or civilian. Leonard,” he pointed toward the chubby man in
the far corner, “is your point of contact for this. “We need you to come up
with a written list of items. For simplicity, split the list into three parts.
Part one are items that you really, really think that you need. Part two
are items that in your opinion would benefit either you personally, or us as a
group. Part three are items that you’d like to have access to for either
sanity, sustenance, or entertainment, but that you can live without for
extended periods if you had to. Anything that you list in part one, please be
able to explain the urgency. The reason we’re doing this is because at some
point in the future were going to need to go on a resupply mission, most likely
to Richland. My third announcement is that this very morning, a good sized deer
wandered into Walter’s backyard, and by some miracle as yet unexplainable by
modern science, Walter managed to down the critter. I’m of the belief that the
sight of Walter in his threadbare, trapdoor pajamas was what done the creature
in, but Mr. Sheldon swears that he actually pulled a trigger. In any event,
I’ve been told to announce that the wonderful smell of homemade bread should be
hitting your noses around 3:00 PM, and that sometime around supper, you should
each expect a monster sized venison burger.”


 


Almost two minutes of applause, catcalls, and whistles
sounded throughout the upstairs living room. Uncle Andy finally waved them back
under control for his final announcement.


 


“Lastly, the reason we sent the children downstairs is
that some of what you’re about to see, and most of what you’re about to hear
can be pretty graphic.”


 


Uncle Andy stepped aside and motioned towards Oakley.
The lieutenant moved up to the table where Samantha’s laptop had been
positioned. He used the small remote to activate the projector.


 


“Ladies and gentlemen, normally I wouldn’t be standing
in front of a video screen pointing to pictures, but thanks to the creative use
of a camera by Emily, we’ve been able to capture roughly seventy percent of the
accessible data on the drive. Now, I know that you’re going to have a lot of
questions, but if you’re patient I’ll probably answer most of them in the
course of my explanation, OK?”


 


Several people nodded their head silently. I was one
of them.


 


“Great, now it’s time for some of my disclaimers,”
Oakley said. “I’m not going to pull any punches or try to sugarcoat things. All
I’m really doing is making the information more ‘user friendly’ for the
audience—you. And I’m not here to recommend a course of action, although I
imagine that at some point in the future, after further study of the
information available, I may be able to contribute to that conversation. So
with that said, let me take a step backwards and explain something that, by the
looks in some of your eyes when I mentioned it, you’ve already keyed in on.
We’ve been able to duplicate via photography about seventy percent of the accessible
data on the micro drive. What that means is that we ran into an issue where a
large part of the data inside the drive was further encrypted. I’ve never
encountered that before in any of the presentations I’ve done, and all I can
tell you is that the file name that we can’t access is called Crystal Wind. That
still leaves us with a substantial chunk of information that we didn’t have
before, and with all of that out of the way, ladies and gentlemen,” Oakley
thumbed the remote and brought the projector screen to life, “I give you
FALCON.”


 


The image on the screen was a remarkably clear
microscopic view—I was guessing electron microscope—of a vaguely bird-shaped
squiggly blob.


 


“This little guy,” Oakley said, “is the culprit in our
current dilemma.”


 


My natural impulse to ask questions was already lining
up several thousand, but I bit my tongue and kept my hand around my drink. My
other hand was around Michelle.


 


“In in order for me to tell you what this thing is,
it’s actually easier for me to tell you what it’s not. It’s not a bacteria. All
the antibiotics in the world won’t touch this critter. It’s not a fungus. It’s
not a disease. And, there’s even some speculation on whether or not FALCON is
truly alive, at least as we understand it. So, let’s move on to what it is.” He
switched to the next screen. “FALCON stands for . . . First strike weaponized,
Atmospheric enabled, Low survivability, Command level, Organic, Nanotechnology.
And believe it or not, that’s pretty much exactly what it is. Let me briefly
dissect that.” 


 


Oakley took a sip from the cup next to the laptop
before continuing. “First strike weaponized—simply put, this is not a natural
phenomena, it’s a weapon. Like most biological weapons, its roots reach back
into the natural world, but this particular one has been tinkered and tampered
with on levels that would make Einstein cringe. Atmospheric enabled—this does
not only mean that it’s able to be dropped on an enemy via an airplane or
something similar. It also means that it’s transmissible through non-direct
contact. In other words, one of the ways it’s contagious is through airborne
vectors. Low survivability—this means it’s fatal to about ninety-eight percent
of the people it’s able to infect. There is a caveat here that we’ll get into
later, though. Command level—this is a national security marker that probably
less than 200 people globally would qualify for. We’re talking the president,
vice president, the heads of our various intelligence agencies, top military
brass . . . those kinds of people. In other words, not us. Well, I guess we’ve all
been promoted. And that brings us to the last two; the two that really define
what we’re up against. I’m going to be jumping back and forth between them to
better explain. Organic nanotechnology.” Oakley flipped slowly through several
screens, finally stopping at a picture of an obviously dead, human female
strapped to a medical procedure table. The picture was black and white, but
even so we could recognize the grayish cast to the skin.


 


“You’re looking at ‘Betty’ . . . which is what the
researchers apparently called the first successful clinical trial of FALCON.
Who says that evil scientists don’t have a sense of humor. She was the first,
or the Alpha test subject, and somebody propagated that word further into
Alpha-bet. That, of course, morphed into Betty.” He turned and looked at the
audience. “When you think of nanotechnology, what comes to mind?”


 


Mr. Lee raised his hand. “Tiny little robots.”


 


“Yes, that is exactly correct. Keep that thought in
mind.” The view screen moved to another microscopic image. “Nanotechnology, to
most people, is the science of using microscopic machines to accomplish a
desired task. The potential applications are mind-blowing, but so are the
technological hurdles that are in the way. Again, I’m going to try and keep
this on a very basic level. To be a successful ‘little machine’ you have to be
small enough, you have to be powered somehow, and you have to be able to work
both individually as well as with other little machines. There’s also something
else that most scientists consider the holy grail of nano-design—self
replication. In other words, how can we get the little machines to make more
identical little machines? Fortunately, nature has already answered these
questions.”


 


The image on the screen showed a snakelike tube with a
twisting, curled end. “What you’re looking at, for all intents and purposes, is
nanotechnology. It’s not made out of metal, it doesn’t have a little battery
pack, but it’s small, active towards its specific purpose, and it can replicate
itself. This is a virus. This particular one has been in the news for several
decades. You’ve heard of it, it’s Ebola.” He flipped through several more
images. “Here we have the influenza virus, and this next one is hepatitis.
Whatever the case, they all share some similar traits. Each of them contain
some DNA or RNA, a layer of protein to protect that genetic material, and some
of them have a covering of lipids. Viruses are basically tiny, self
replicating, organic machines.”


 


“So FALCON is a virus?” Crowbar Mike asked.


 


“No, but I need everybody to understand a little
microbiology before I move on.” He clicked at the screen, and the original
FALCON image appeared again. “FALCON, like I said, is not a bacteria, or
fungus, or even a virus. It’s a weaponized prion.”


 


“A what?” Lynn asked.


 


“Bear with me people . . . give me a chance to explain
and we’ll get to your questions after. FALCON is a prion. Prions are still
somewhat of a medical mystery, because they don’t follow a lot of the rules
that we’ve come to understand about how things are supposed to work
biologically. They do not contain any genetic material. No DNA or RNA. They are
a protein, and we believe they replicate by basically folding themselves and
causing other nearby proteins to follow suit. Now again, I don’t want to get
too detailed or bury you in nonessential techno-crap. What you need to
understand is that this particular little nasty has been altered on a nano
level by people whose names probably never appeared in any journals of
medicine. Even with the technology that I’ve been exposed to, the scope of this
thing boggles my mind.” He took another sip from this cup and then turned to
face Lynn. “Believe it or not, you’ve all heard about prion infections. The
most commonly heard are Bovine spongiform encephalopathy—BSE—also known
as mad cow disease. There’s also CWD—chronic wasting disease—which you hear
about in the deer and elk populations.”


 


I traded looks with Michelle. Anybody who works in the
natural resources management knows about CWD.


 


“So now you know on a base level what’s causing this
epidemic . . . let’s move ahead and I’ll show you how.” He flipped through
several more slides of microscopic views before stopping at the image of a
child practically eaten up with open sores. “You’re looking at a picture of a
young man from the Philippines. The wounds that you see were caused by an
infection of smallpox. The WHO, or World Health Organization, has practically
eradicated smallpox through an intensive vaccination process. We’ve all been
vaccinated against a variety of different pathogens. Diphtheria, polio,
measles, hepatitis . . . from birth they stick us with needles, and because of
that, hundreds of millions of lives have been saved. Diseases that used to run
rampant are now held in check. Emergency bio-response teams are continually
watching for isolated outbreaks, and then they quarantine and treat the
affected. Is everybody with me?”


 


I saw all
several heads nod around the room.


 


“OK, because
now it’s time to give you a little lesson on immune response. Keep in mind this
is going to be very basic. The way the immune system works is beautifully
simple, and at the same time, incredibly complex. Let’s create an imaginary
viral pathogen. We’ll call it FLU 7. If you become infected with FLU 7, you
develop a fever and chest congestion, and just for kicks we’ll add in some
oozing sores. Obviously, it’s nothing you want to be spreading around at work.
So, to prevent you from becoming infected in the first place, you go to your
doctor and he gives you a shot—a vaccination—against FLU 7. Usually,
vaccinations are made with a modified or neutralized pathogen. In other words,
the shot he gives you actually has the FLU 7 virus in it, but it’s been
rendered non-infectious. Here’s where our amazing immune system kicks in. Our
body recognizes that FLU 7 is not a natural part of our biology, so it begins
to activate an immune response that either learns how to kill the FLU 7 virus,
or surrounds it and prevents it from infecting other tissue. There’s a lot of
other things that go on in that process, but one of the important things is
that our body remembers the specific pattern that made up FLU 7, and anytime in
the future that we’re exposed again, it already has the cure, or at least the
battle plan on hand to fight it. Still with me?” 


 


We were. This
was basic health 101.


 


“One of the
most infectious diseases of all time is measles. Highly transmissible,
airborne, and incredibly contagious. Measles has also been practically
eliminated in developed nations due to an aggressive vaccination schedule.
Outbreaks in third world countries are even becoming rare. It’s estimated that
ninety-eight percent of the world’s population has been vaccinated against
measles. That means that ninety-eight percent of the world’s population has an
immune system circulating through their body that specifically remembers the
measles pathogen in its memory cells.” Oakley stepped to the side of the screen
and cycled through about a dozen images that showed humans in various stages of
measles infection. “Now, here’s where some of the impossible magic takes place
with FALCON. When it enters a body, it’s been
bioengineered to trigger a response from the memory cells associated with
measles. Only it doesn’t trigger an aggressive reaction; it somehow uses the
immune system’s response to trigger a self-replication process while it seeks a
favorable location to take up residence. In FALCON’s case, that’s brain tissue
and the salivary gland. Once there, a whole myriad of biochemical changes begin
to take place, producing as an end result what you’ve been calling ghouls. So
let me a restate this even simpler. FALCON can only infect somebody whose body
has memory cells associated with measles. Unfortunately, that’s just about
everybody on the planet thanks to vaccinations. Once inside your body, this
little engineered gem uses the immune response to actually begin replication,
and then it sets up shop in your brain and saliva. Got it? Good, because now
it’s a little bit more complicated. This was designed as a weapon. The ultimate
weapon is, of course, one that will kill your enemy but not you. I don’t know
what the larger picture was, but as you surmised already, it was designed to be
the most infectious towards those with the O blood type. I could tell you how
it accomplished that, but the honest truth is that it doesn’t really matter.
What you need to understand is that people with blood type O are highly
susceptible to infection from FALCON, and as a matter of fact, they’re the only
ones that can acquire this pathogen through airborne transmission. Basically,
they’re hypersensitive to FALCON. With that said, you need to understand that
nobody is immune. No matter what your blood type.”


 


Most of the people in the room began to fidget with
the news of their vulnerability.


 


“However,” Oakley continued, “there are some bright
spots on the horizon. FALCON’s prionic load, like I said, is concentrated in
brain tissue and saliva. Your unbroken skin is an effective barrier.
Biologically speaking, most prions are exceedingly difficult to render
innocuous, meaning they’re very tough to sterilize without destruction of the
tissue, or in some cases the material they’re on. FALCON, on the other hand, is
relatively fragile. It’s not very susceptible to alcohol based cleaners
though—in other words, hand sanitizer isn’t very effective against it. Chlorine
based chemicals such as bleach solutions are effective, at least somewhat, but
the real weakness of FALCON is its susceptibility to UV light. Casual contact
with an infected person’s blood should not cause you to become infected unless
it gains direct access to your body through an open wound. Even then you would
have to be exposed to a substantial amount. How much, I really can’t say.
Remember, FALCON doesn’t really like to reside in blood, and the data we found
indicates that it ‘pools’ or ‘concentrates’ in other areas, which brings us to
my next point. In the unlikely event that brain tissue enters your body, you’re
almost guaranteed to become infected. Almost as dangerous are the levels of
infected material in the saliva, and that brings us to the most likely route of
transmission for people without blood type O—salivary vectors. Now, I’m about
to let you in on one of FALCON’s dirtiest little secrets, but before I do, I
need to give you a refresher on bloodborne pathogens. Back in the real world of
yesterday, you’ve all probably sat through those boring, yet required ‘safety
training’ lectures at whatever job you did. More than likely they also included
precautions against bloodborne pathogens. Normally, they focused on the top
three that you’re most likely to encounter in everyday life. HIV, hepatitis B,
and hepatitis C. If you were to accidentally get stuck with an infected needle,
your chances of contracting HIV are only about zero point three percent. For
hepatitis C, it’s about one point eight percent. On the other hand, hepatitis B
has anywhere from about a seven to thirty percent chance of infecting you from
a single needle stick. Now let’s take a look at the infection rate for the
FALCON prion, again, using a needle stick as the means of transmission. From
infected brain tissue, it’s about eighty-two percent. For saliva exposure the
chances are about fifty-fifty that you’ll become infected. Here’s where one of
the glitches come in to play. Obviously, if you get bit by one of these ghouls,
you’re going to receive a whole lot more infectious material than from a single
needle stick, and your odds of becoming infected run close to one hundred
percent. But what if, hypothetically, we were able to take the amount of
infectious material on a single needle and reduce it by a factor of ten. Let’s
call that a blue needle. Your odds that used to be around fifty percent of
becoming infected are now reduced to only five percent from a blue needle
stick. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


 


I did, and a quick look around the room didn’t reveal
any confused faces.


 


“Good,” Oakley continued, “because remember, this relates
to a vicious little surprise that was engineered into FALCON. In our example
where we reduced the infectious material on the blue needles, we brought our
chances of fatal contamination down to about five percent. Like I’ve mentioned
already, FALCON is fragile, and it only has a window of about seven hours post
exposure to get a foothold in your body. If it fails, it’s flushed harmlessly
out of your system through the normal process. But what if, instead of a single
blue needle stick, we jabbed you with five different blue needles at the same
time. For simple math, your chances of now becoming infected with the FALCON
pathogen sometime in the next seven or so hours are about twenty-five percent.
Five blue needles times five percent each equals twenty-five percent, right?”


 


It was easy enough to follow, and we nodded our heads
again.


 


Oakley thumbed the remote and switched to a new image.
It was a color picture of a human male crouched in a corner. Spewing in a mass
over his chin, neck, and chest was a frothy accumulation of thick drool. When I
saw the image, my mind immediately filled in with the scent of rotten fruit.


 


“Can everybody see this?” Oakley asked.


 


When we replied to the affirmative, he moved in front
of the projector, blocking our view of the screen momentarily as he switched
slides. “Let’s look closer. Actually, let me clarify that. This is a closer
view, but it’s also about an hour later.”


 


I squinted at the picture. Aside from a slightly
zoomed view, the only difference that I could spot was a minor darkening of the
drool.


 


“And now take another look,” Oakley said, “only this
one is even closer and a few hours further down the road.”


 


A close-up of the ghoul’s face showed on the screen.
The pinkish-white froth of drool was now almost uniformly brown. Oakley pointed
at the screen. “Can you see it?”


 


Several people were shifting their necks back and
forth, trying to bring the image into clarity and comprehension.


 


“One final time, only this one,” Oakley said, “is a
macro shot.”


 


The next picture that flipped onto the screen brought
a hollow pit to my stomach. Judging from the gasps that echoed around the room,
others were able to connect the dots as well. The image, like Oakley had
hinted, was an extreme close-up of the drool, and the brown layer was now
easily discernible as a thick covering of mosquitoes.


 


The lieutenant spoke in his neutral, friendly tone as
he inclined his head towards the movie screen. “One of the ways that FALCON can
spread is by a mosquito vector. Think of the piercing mouthpart of a mosquito
as a tiny blue needle. The data indicates that each bite from an infected
mosquito carries a prionic load that correlates to an approximate zero point
four chance of infection. In other words, just slightly higher than the
percentage of contracting HIV from a needle stick. However,” Oakley
emphasized the word strongly, “remember what I told you about the effects being
cumulative over short period of time. If you’re somehow swarmed and bitten by
dozens of recently infected mosquitoes, the odds are that you’ll succumb to the
pathogen, and the drool that some of the ghouls secrete is highly attractive to
mosquitoes.”


 


My mind raced back to the tree stand in the swamp
during the Pickle Barrel hunt. Using Oakley’s math, I probably would have
become infected in less than two minutes.


 


“FALCON,” Oakley continued, “was designed as a first
strike bioweapon. The idea was to infect a host, or group of hosts, and then
basically sit back and monitor the progression until the infection ran its
course. Yes, you heard that correctly. Originally, FALCON was designed to be a
self-limiting pathogen.”


 


“Originally?” Callie asked.


 


Oakley nodded his head enthusiastically. “Yes,
originally.” He paced through another half dozen images of drooling, mosquito
covered ghouls before stopping at the shadowy image of a humanoid form inside a
thick-barred cage. Judging from bits of reflection around the outside of the
image, the metal lattice of the cage was further enclosed by some type of glass
wall. “Approximately seven years ago, something went very wrong in the FALCON
project. They began to experience what they termed an ‘unforeseeable shift in
hybridization and control loss of test subjects.’ What you’re looking at here,
I believe, is the first feral. There were deaths involved—apparently a
substantial number of them in a very short time—including most of the
development team.” The lieutenant flicked through several more images of the
cage, finally stopping at one that was similar to the first, but at an angle
slightly to the right. In this image, the combination of perspective and light
revealed a set of sickly yellow eyes staring out of the darkness of the cage. 


 


“The data that we have for after that event is pretty
thin, because a short time later the entire project was shut down and
classified above top secret with the code name GREEN TEARDROP.”


 


“And what’s that?” Bucky asked.


 


“We know very little about GREEN TEARDROP, but what we
do know isn’t very encouraging. GREEN TEARDROP is the code name for a plan of
action that deals with the eventual escape of the FALCON prion. Let me say it
another way—it’s not a plan that’s supposed to be put into effect if
FALCON ever escaped. What it is, quite simply, is a pre-positioning of assets,
intelligence, and contingencies for when FALCON escaped. In other words,
they knew that it was just a matter of time before their corrupt child came
back and paid them a visit, so a strategy was developed to safeguard the
critical infrastructures of our government and our society. Billions . . . yes,
with a ‘B’ . . . of dollars have been covertly poured into GREEN TEARDROP since
the FALCON project was shut down.”


 


The lieutenant refilled his cup with water and then
turned back to face us. “In a nutshell, that’s the relevant information that
we’ve obtained from the data drive. I plan on taking another look through the
files that we’ve been able to photograph, and there’s a good chance that more
information will be forthcoming. For now, I’ll be happy to try and answer some
questions.”


 


I caught the motion of Glenda raising her hand from
the corner.


 


“Yes ma’am?” Oakley nodded towards her.


 


“That seven hour time frame—does it mean that if you
don’t become one of those things in less than seven hours you’ll be OK?”


 


“Great question,” Oakley answered. “Unfortunately, the
answer is no. The data indicates that approximately seven hours is the maximum
time frame that FALCON has to take hold on your system. Depending on the
circumstances surrounding your potential exposure, that event could happen in
just minutes—for example if you get a massive dose of infected saliva into your
circulatory system. Now, once FALCON is locked on, it migrates to your brain
and salivary glands and begins to make biochemical changes to your system. That
process can take as long as seventy-two hours, although depending on a myriad
of factors, it can—and usually does—happen much more quickly. About thirty
percent of infected people don’t survive the transformation process, and for
those who do, the data seems to indicate that the average length of time from
infection to active transformation is roughly thirteen hours. For some people
it’s longer . . . others jump from exposure to active transformation relatively
quickly. A lot of that has to do with the amount of pathogen that’s been
introduced to your body.” Oakley’s eyebrows arched as he looked out over the
crowd. “Blood type O victims can go from a non-infected status to full blown,
active transformation in less than four minutes.”


 


Doc Collins raised a finger. “Lieutenant, tell them
about the children.”


 


Oakley nodded. “As some of you have observed, there
seems to be a skewed ratio between the number of adults who are infected vs.
the number of adolescents or children who succumb to FALCON. This is correlated
directly to the time frame of their vaccination against measles. Simply put,
younger people with recent vaccinations respond to the infection more rapidly,
and are more likely to make the jump to infected status.”


 


I raised my hand and Oakley nodded in my direction.
“Two questions,” I said, “the first is about mosquitoes. Do we have any data to
indicate how long mosquitoes remain infectious after they feed on the ghoul
saliva?”


 


“Excellent question Officer Coleman. Mosquitoes are
only a carrier agent for the FALCON prion. They don’t actually become infected
themselves. The data we have seems to indicate a post feeding infectious window
that falls within a relatively narrow band, with the average being about twelve
hours. That time frame can be much shorter if the mosquitoes are exposed to UV
light.”


 


“OK, good to know. My second question has to do with
cross species infection. Most of you know about Max, so my question relates to
the possibility of him becoming infected and potentially spreading it to one of
us.”


 


Oakley shook his head. “No, FALCON was engineered to
be infectious to humans only. Other species cannot naturally harbor or become
infected with the pathogen, but don’t forget about short term contamination. If
Max tears out the throat of an infected ghoul, I probably wouldn’t let him lick
my eyeballs right away.”


 


C.J. stood and ran his hand down the long gray beard
that hung from his chin. “I want to know who the hell is responsible for
creating this little monster. Was it us? . . . Russia? . . . China? Who do we
have to thank for screwing the world over?”


 


Oakley shrugged. “It’s ours.”


 


The room went silent at Oakley’s two words. In the
stillness that followed, the shrieking laughter of the children playing
downstairs carried faintly into the living room. My uncle stood up, balancing
on the crutches for stability as he scanned the crowd. “Do you hear that? Those
children, and hopefully others as time passes, are both our future and our
legacy. We—each and every one of us—have one job left to do. We have to
survive.”


 


The beginnings of yeasty aromas trickled out from the
kitchen, but even that welcome smell did little to alter the mood in the room.
I felt Michelle’s hand stiffen against my ribs as she edged closer, and I
squeezed her tight as my eyes sought out Uncle Andy. From across the room his
steely gaze marched straight towards me. In the brief glance that we traded the
message was crystal clear—there was something else. Something that they weren’t
sharing. I gave a bare nod, and then turned to whisper in Michelle’s ear. A
deep exhale accompanied the sag of her shoulders.


 


Amy broke the silence by clearing her throat as she
stood. “We all have a lot of thinking to do. Part of those thoughts should be
about how we can bravely step towards tomorrow without losing sight of who we
are today . . . and yesterday . . . and the day before that. What I’m saying is
that everybody here is valuable. Everybody has skills, talents, and areas of
knowledge that are priceless—not only to you personally, but to everybody in
this room—and we’re going to be counting on you to contribute those abilities
to our merry little band of survivors.” She made a small circle through the
crowded floor as she continued. “I’m not a soldier like Captain Estes or
Private Thompson. I don’t have the medical knowledge that Doctor Collins or
Callie possess. Heck, if you stuffed me in the kitchen with unlimited
ingredients and a library of cookbooks, I might eventually come out with
something semi-edible, but it sure wouldn’t be with the efficiency or taste of
Bernice’s culinary skills. Now, with that said, it doesn’t mean that I’ll never
be standing guard somewhere with a rifle in my hands, or stirring a big pot of
stew, or changing bandages the next time Andy gets shot.” A string of quiet
laughter began to loop the room.


 


“Hey now . . .” Uncle Andy cut in.


 


“We’re just kidding Andy,” Amy teased.


 


“Yeah,” Walter added, “the next time it’ll probably be
a stab wound.”


 


A few more chuckles added their strength to the mental
ice picks chipping away at the heavy, frozen gloom from Oakley’s report, and I
even managed to add my own grin to the effort.


 


“What you need to walk away from this meeting with,”
Amy finished as she returned to her seat, “is the assurance that today and in
the days to come, you are not alone.” She turned towards Preacher Dave. “I’m
not the authority on religious matters either,” Amy said, “but somewhere in the
bible it says that ‘a cord of three strands is not easily broken.’ That was
good advice then, and it’s still true today.”


 


“Amen,” Dave echoed from somewhere to my left.


 


“Oh,” Amy added as she half stood, “I almost forgot.
By the time the bread comes out of the oven, all of your cell phones should be
fully charged. We’ll hand them out with the butter.”


 


Several cheers accompanied her announcement, and then
Walter stood and waved the audience to silence one final time. “Bernice has
just informed me that supper is going to be a little bit earlier today.
Probably around 4:00 PM. We’ve got some beautiful weather, and since the
mosquitoes in North Dakota don’t usually show up for another few weeks, we’re
going to grill out on the deck.”


 


This time the applause was sincere, and I added my own
in an attempt to cover up the growing apprehension that I was feeling. With the
meeting now adjourned, the crowd began to stand and mingle as Amy read job
assignments for the rest of the day. I barely registered her voice through the
dense fuzz of my own thoughts, and I’d probably still be sitting there if Sam
hadn’t nudged me with his boot.


 


“Eric, can you and Michelle take a quick trip up to
the tractor shed? There something I’d like you to take a look at.”


 


“Yeah . . . when?” I asked.


 


“Now is good if you’ve got the time.”


 


I got to my feet and offered a hand to Michelle. She
took it and I pulled her up. “Let’s go.”











Chapter 103


 


The familiar scent of hay bales offered a slight
counterbalance of comfort to the unease that permeated the gathering. In
addition to Michelle and I, Sam, Estes, and Uncle Andy were seated around the
circle. Nobody spoke. After a few more seconds of impatient waiting, I flipped
my palms upside down. “What?”


 


Sam nodded my way. “Do you remember Wayne King, the
fire chief from Richland?”


 


“Yeah . . . why?”


 


“Last night, Walter and Rebecca were in the sewing
room fiddling with the different radios and watching the security camera video.
About 10:00 PM, Scott and Mr. Lee—they were on the roof of the store—called in
a contact. It was the fire chief. He was riding an old motorcycle down the
highway.”


 


“Did we add another mouth to feed? Is that what you
want to tell me?” I asked.


 


“No,” Sam chuckled. “Walter, Mike, and Shawn took the
Mule down to the marina to chat with Wayne, but he wasn’t in a very good mood.”


 


“Why . . . because of the people who lost their lives
when they attacked us?”


 


“No.”


 


My eyes narrowed and I waited. I didn’t have to wait
long before Sam replied.


 


“Shelter Yellow was overrun. It’s gone.”


 


“What? . . . How? . . . I thought there were heavy
steel doors at the shelter,” I asked.


 


My uncle shrugged. “It happened yesterday just before
evening. The fire chief was about a quarter mile away from the shelter on a
scouting trip. He had climbed up a low antenna tower to get a better view of
the terrain and he noticed three different lines of ghouls weaving their way
through the city and heading for the shelter.”


 


“Did he call it in on his radio?” I asked.


 


“He said he tried but didn’t get any response.”


 


“How many ghouls were there?” Michelle asked.


 


Estes spoke. “According to what the fire chief said,
each of the lines had several thousand in it.”


 


“Thousand?” I asked. 


 


“Yeah, ‘thousand.’”


 


“There’s no way we’re going to Richland on a rescue
mission.” My interruption was cold and hard and honest.


 


Sam held up a hand. “Hold on Eric, that’s not what
we’re saying.”


 


My eyes narrowed with annoyance. I hated guessing
games, especially because lately it seemed like every one of them resulted in my
ass being dropped in the fire. I pressed my lips together and waited.


 


“Wayne took the bike up the narrow trail at the back
of the shelter, and by the time he got there it was over. The entire swath—the
wide roadway that led through the quarry and down into the shelter—was nothing
but a sea of ghouls, and the blast door was hanging wide open.”


 


I tried to recall the number of people that Ray Ingram
had said were at the shelter. It was around 250 I thought. The loss of that
many lives a few months ago would have circled the global news services in just
seconds. Right now, it was just another muted slap against our already numbed
cheeks. I was about to comment when I caught a shifting of eyes between my
uncle and Sam. My mood was rapidly dropping to somewhere between foul and grim,
and I sat up straight and stared at my uncle. “What the hell are you not
telling me?”


 


Uncle Andy motioned to the laptop computer sitting on
the hay table that used to serve as my bed. A screensaver of three dimensional
bubbles bouncing from edge to edge was playing, and he pointed a finger at the
computer. “The fire chief had a camera with him. I guess it was one of those
expensive jobbers with a big telephoto lens. Anyhow, he snapped a few pictures
of the swarm. Before he took off down the road last night, he pulled out the
memory card and gave it to Walter.”


 


Michelle and I both stood and walked toward my uncle
for a better view of the screen.


 


“Before we show you the pictures he took, we’d like
you to meet somebody,” Sam interjected.


 


My patience was very nearly expired, and I bit back an
angry comment and pressed my lips together as my uncle entered the laptop’s
password.


 


“This is one of the personnel files from the FALCON
project. Dr. Kenneth North,” the image of a wispy haired man with a graying
goatee popped onto the screen, “was the chief pathologist and second in command
of the FALCON program. The next one you’re going to see is Dr. Susan
Andrews-Wickham. She was the lead developer for the FALCON research team, and
also the chief of operations for the entire project. Her specialty is
nano-biology.”


 


The image that took the place of the goateed Dr. North
gapped my mouth like a carp too long out of water. If you took away the lab
coat and frameless half glasses, and then unrolled the clump of dark hair
pinned in a swirling bun, the beautiful face that would be revealed was one
that I had seen before. With the exception of hazel eyes, it was identical to
the drawing in my pocket.


 


“What the . . .” I trailed off confusion.


 


“Yeah, that’s what I said too,” Sam added, “but just
wait a minute . . . it gets better.”


 


My uncle’s fingertips danced across the touchpad and a
series of picture icons appeared. “These are the pictures that Wayne took from
the gravel hill behind the shelter.” He double clicked on the first one, and
thousands of gray faces filled almost every square inch of the slope that led
down to the entrance of shelter Yellow. Several more wide angle shots followed
the first, and each one added another chill to my gut as I contemplated facing
that many infected.


 


“Do you see anything odd about these pictures . . .
specifically the ghouls?” Uncle Andy asked.


 


“Show me again,” I said, and the images were replayed
slowly.


 


Michelle's long finger darted towards the screen at the
same time that I saw it. “It looks like there’s a space—a gap here and
here—that separates the mob of infected. Like an invisible wall that’s dividing
the ghouls into thirds.”


 


Uncle Andy cleared his throat and zoomed in on the
image. “You’re correct ‘Chelle. There is a narrow but definite ‘no contact’
line dividing the three groups, although it’s not equally balanced. The center
group has about twice as many as the two side groups. The point is, we’re
talking over 5000 people—I mean infected people—crowded in to a relatively
constricted area, and yet somehow their entire mob is able to divide and
maintain itself into three separate . . . ‘hordes.’”


 


The question that popped to my mind was echoed by
Michelle as soon as it erupted from my mouth. “And what is at the front of
those hordes?”


 


I noticed Estes clench slightly at my words, and the
edge of tension in the room was substantial as my uncle replied.


 


“Not at the front. It’s the back of the horde we need
to focus on.” He returned to the thumbnail pictures and scrolled several rows
down before highlighting one. “This is near the rear of the central—the
largest—group of infected.” A double click of his finger brought the image of a
beautiful, naked woman with ebony black eyes standing at the center of an
oblong ring of ferals. She was covered with bite marks, but she was
unmistakable. Dr. Susan Andrews-Wickham  . . . the black-eyed lady from that
night in the barn . . . the dark angel.


 


“Look familiar?” Sam asked.


 


“Yeah.”


 


“To me too,” he added.


 


“Now take a look at the back of the left hand section
of the horde,” my uncle continued. 


 


I nosed closer to the screen as he brought up the next
image. The picture that was now displayed on the laptop triggered a hesitant,
halting shift of my neck towards Sam and my uncle, as well as a burst of
disbelieving half curses from Michelle. It showed another ring of ferals
surrounding a partly clothed beautiful woman with long, dark hair and obsidian
eyes. Her facial features were identical to the one behind the central section.


 


“Wait a minute . . .” I began.


 


“Hold on, there’s something else.” My uncle held up a
finger towards me while he used his other hand on the touchpad. “This,” his
voice was low and curiously intense, “is at the back of the right hand section.”
The picture was remarkably clear, and the circle of guards were easily
recognizable as amber-eyed feral ghouls. It was the central figure they were
surrounding that grabbed—and held—my attention. Dread black eyes dripping with
malice looked straight into the camera, and my skin began to crawl as I focused
on the unmistakable image staring back. 


 


It was me.


 


…to be concluded in book three of the Fade to Grey
trilogy, Black Eyes, White Light.


 


Did you enjoy Darkness Ascending? If so, please take a
minute and leave a good review. Click the link below (or copy and paste) and
let me …and others… know that you liked this book. 


http://www.amazon.com/Darkness-Ascending-Fade-Grey-trilogy-ebook/dp/B017JVP43U/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1446648891&sr=8-2&keywords=darkness+ascending


 


Thank you!


Brian











Contact the author


 


Questions or comments for the author? 


fadetogreybooks@gmail.com


https://www.facebook.com/Fade-to-Grey-428819853895599/


Want to help
speed up the release of Black Eyes, White Light, the final book in the Fade
to Grey trilogy? All you have to do is spread the word. Send out a tweet,
post a link to the series on your facebook page or instagram…get the word out!
I appreciate it!











Dictionary


 


10/22    A .22
caliber, semiautomatic rifle made by Ruger. Shipped from the factory with a 10
round magazine, the gun is available in multiple finishes. Aftermarket items
are extremely prevalent for this well liked rimfire weapon. Folding stocks,
extended capacity magazines, custom triggers, barrels and much more are
manufactured specifically for this firearm. Extremely durable and field tested
for many years, it is probably the most popular semiautomatic .22 in the world.



 


11-87   Semiautomatic
shotgun manufactured by Remington. Available in a wide range of configurations
and gauges, it is exceedingly popular with American sportsman.


 


AED    Automatic
External Defibrillator. Small, portable heart defibrillator designed to analyze
irregular heart rhythms in cardiac patients, providing an electric shock to
correct them in many cases.


 


ACOG  Advanced
Combat Optical Gun Sight. Internally illuminated telescopic sight often used on
top of military rifles. Manufactured in the United States by Trijicon.


 


            Aguila SSS ammunition  Specialty subsonic
ammunition for .22 caliber firearms. It features a 60 grain bullet and requires
a faster rifling twist rate to stabilize properly.  


 


AK-47  Soviet
bloc main battle rifle. 7.62 mm. The AK-47 was the primary rifle issued to
communist forces throughout its history. Military versions are generally
selective fire weapons, capable of fully automatic functioning if required.
Civilian versions are usually semiautomatic capable only. The AK-47 is
legendary for its durability.


 


AO  Area of
Operations.


 


APC  Armored
Personnel Carrier. Military vehicles designed primarily to safely transport
infantry in combat conditions. Manufactured in a bewildering variety of
configurations. The American M113 and its variants are currently in service
worldwide. Most versions are equipped with a light machine gun for defense.


 


AR 15  Civilian
version of the M4. Mistakenly called “assault rifles”, they are limited to
semiautomatic firing only. Highly popular for competition shooting.
Manufactured by many different companies. A wide variety of aftermarket
components and upgrades are available for the AR 15.


 


ATN ARES 2-3P 
Generation 3 night vision scope. It features all weather capability, 2x
magnification, and runs on a single AA battery. Due to the total darkness
infrared system incorporated into the 2-3P, it still retains functionality even
in complete darkness.


 


BOB  A small,
backpack type survival kit usually containing enough food, water and basic
supplies that would enable someone to survive for a short period in emergency
situations. BOB stands for “bug out bag.” Several other acronyms are equally
applied. GHB, “get home bag,” and GOOD, “get out of dodge,” are two of the more
common.


 


BRADLEY  American
made infantry fighting vehicle. Lightly armored and modular in design, it is
capable of being equipped in both anti-personnel and anti-armor rolls.  Most
versions carry a crew of three, and up to six fully outfitted soldiers. The
M2A3 Bradley is the most recent variant


 


CDC  Center
for Disease Control and Prevention. United States federal agency located in
Atlanta, Georgia that is dedicated to protecting public health and safety. The
CDC is heavily involved in research on pathogens that can possibly affect the
public health sector.


 


Colt Mustang  
A scaled down version of the classic 1911 45 caliber GI semiautomatic handgun.
Available in 380 caliber, its small size makes it a favorite for concealed
carry.


 


CZ  Initials
given to a line of weapons produced by Česká Zbrojovka, a manufacturer
located in the Czech Republic. Renowned for their accuracy and durability, CZ
firearms are extremely popular in many parts of the world. Eric’s duty weapon
is a CZ-75 SP01 tactical model chambered for 9mm.


 


DHS  Department
of Homeland Security. Federal Agency created in response to the 9-11 terrorist
attacks. Broad reaching powers and limited governmental oversight have enabled
the DHS to virtually take over many agencies and systems whenever they desire.


 


DOD  Department
of Defense. Headquartered at the Pentagon, the Department of Defense is
responsible for coordinating all agencies of the United States government
dealing with national defense.


 


DMZ  Demilitarized
Zone. A narrow strip of land separating North and South Korea. Approximately
160 miles long and 2 miles wide, its name is a misnomer as it has one of the
highest concentrations of military buildup in the world.


 


Gator  Utility
vehicle manufactured by John Deere. Constructed in both gas and diesel models,
two and four wheel drive, and available with either four or six wheels. Most
models have a cargo bed for hauling loads.


 


            Ghillie suit  Camouflage clothing
generally designed with a three dimensional aspect to further break up a
person's outline. Netting, leaves, moss, strips of cloth. etc. are incorporated
into the material either during manufacture or in the field.


 


GMRS  General
Mobile Radio Service. U. H.F., (ultra high frequency) FM (frequency modulation)
radio service primarily used for short range two way communications. Line of
sight usually limits transmission ranges to under three miles in flat terrain,
usually much less in hilly or mountainous areas. Elevated antennas and
repeaters can increase ranges to over thirty miles in certain situations.


 


Glock  Polymer
framed semiautomatic pistols designed in Austria. In use worldwide as the
primary sidearm for many police officers and military personnel. Famous for
their reliability, they are available in many common handgun calibers.


 


HS  Homeland
Security. Abbreviated acronym for DHS.


 


            Lake
City XM855  5.56x45 ammunition loaded to NATO specifications. Currently in
service with the United States military, it features a steel penetrator tipped,
full metal jacketed lead core bullet.


 


M 240  7.62
caliber belt-fed gas operated machine gun. Heavily used by infantry forces, it
is also highly adaptable for mounting on different platforms. Currently
manufactured for U.S. forces by FN Manufacturing.


 


M35A3  A
medium duty military truck in the 2½ ton weight class, often referred to by its
derived nickname as the "deuce and a half." Capable of serving in
many different roles, the M35A3 is the newest incarnation of the classic troop
truck.


 


M4  A gas
operated, select fire weapon currently issued to United States and other
countries’ military forces as a main battle rifle. 5.56 caliber, it is a
direct, and refined descendant of the Vietnam era M16.


 


Mossberg 590  A
12 gauge pump action shotgun capable of holding up to nine rounds. Frequently
used by law enforcement or special forces teams for close quarters combat.
Available in a wide variety of configurations and finishes.


 


NATO  North
Atlantic Treaty Organization. International alliance of 28 member states based
in Brussels, Belgium. Members agree to a collaboration of military defense if
outside forces attack. Recent worldwide political upheaval has resulted in
accusations that NATO forces are being transitioned to a role of global police.


 


NBC  Nuclear,
Biological, Chemical.


 


Quark AA  High
quality LED flashlight power by two AA batteries. Waterproof and shockproof,
this small light is machined out of aircraft grade aluminum. Fully adjustable
in intensity, it can produce up to 210 lumens of light at its max setting.


 


Remington 870 
A pump action shotgun available in many different gauges and styles. Popular
for hunting, trap shooting and other sporting uses, they are also offered in
designs geared for home defense or law enforcement purposes.


 


RTB  Return To
Base.


 


Ruger Mark III 
22 caliber, 10 shot semiautomatic pistol produced by Ruger. Renowned for
accuracy and durability, these pistols are often used in competition.


 


SIG  Acronym
for Schweizerische Industriegesellschaft or Swiss Industrial Company.
SIG Sauer is a manufacturer of firearms with German and Swiss origins. The
United States division is located in New Hampshire, and produces many varieties
of rifles and pistols, primarily used by military special forces and law
enforcement agencies. Records indicate approximately one third of United States
local, regional, state and federal police departments are equiped with SIG manufactured
sidearms.  


 


Smith and
Wesson M&P  A line of weapons manufactured by Smith and Wesson originally
designed for use by “Military” units and “Police” departments in the United
States. Available in both rifle and pistol configurations and a wide variety of
calibers. 


 


            Sparrow  High end sound
suppressor manufactured by SilencerCo. Common threading allows it to be used on
a variety of rimfire weapons. This unit is user serviceable for cleaning, and
rated for full auto fire.


 


Springfield
Armory  A large firearm manufacturer located in Illinois. They produce many
different types of weapons, including custom built models. 


 


TOPO  Topographical
maps, usually provided by the USGS (United States Geological Survey) that show
terrain and elevation changes. Previously available in paper copy only, they’re
now commonly found downloadable in electronic formats.


 


UPS  Uninterruptible
Power Supply. Battery backup power often used on computers and other sensitive
electronic equipment to allow safe shutdown in the event of a power failure.
Larger capacity UPS’s can provide for extended run times when no AC Power is
present.


 


USAMRIID  United
States Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases. Military
facility located at Fort Dietrich in Frederick, Maryland. Dedicated to research
for defense against biological warfare threats, it has often been speculated
that they are involved in the creation of biological weapons as well.


 


USFW  United
States Fish and Wildlife.


 


WCO  Wildlife
Conservation Officer. Locally known as game wardens, wildlife officers,
wildlife troopers or conservation officers.


 


Winchester
model 70  Bolt action rifle manufactured in New Haven, Connecticut, primarily
by the Winchester Repeating Arms Company. Exceedingly popular with sportsman,
the model 70 has been chambered in over two dozen different calibers. Models
produced before 1964 have a higher collector value due to perceived
manufacturing quality.
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