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  For George and John.

  You guys were right.

  They’re all messed up.


  
     
  


   


   


  
    The world’s gone mad, he thought. The dead walk about and I think nothing of it. The return of corpses has become trivial in import. How quickly one accepts the incredible if only one sees it enough!


    “Oh, Robert,” she said then, “it’s so unfair. So unfair. Why are we still alive? Why aren’t we all dead? It would be better if we were all dead.”


     


    — Richard Matheson, I Am Legend
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  Not all draggers want to eat your flesh. Some want revenge.


  This was what went through my head as I lay frozen in the corner of a cold storage area, my body halfway to dead and my breath like a broken concertina. The pounding on the metal door was deafening. The wailing of the undead tore at my brain like a glass dagger. It was a matter of time before they got in. I might be able to take out one or two—even without a weapon—but in the end they’d finish me.


  I couldn’t get my mind clear. I thought I heard automatic gunfire and the sound of people screaming. How had the draggers broken in? Wasn’t anyone defending the doors? Maybe my captors were passed-out drunk.


  It would’ve been so much better for me had I done the same. I wouldn’t feel anything as I was ripped to pieces by animal-like claws and razor-sharp teeth that reeked of carrion, the filmy grey eyes unseeing and unfeeling.


  In my delirium I prayed Holly and Griffin made it to the Arkon building and under the protection of Warnick and his men. There was no way for me to check. My cell phone was busted. I hadn’t slept for days. I was hurt. Bad. Surrounded by huge aluminum tanks of ice-cold beer waiting to be tapped. Nice touch, Lord. Back atcha.


  Through the pounding and the screaming I wondered if my friend Jim was outside with the others, trying to claw his way in and shred me up out of hate for what happened to him. It wasn’t my fault he turned. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.


  In the days preceding this—I don’t remember when—I saw a horde tear a guy apart. Big as he was, he was no match for them. In a matter of seconds they had him on the ground as they ripped his belly open, exposing the soft, pulsating organs. They cored him like an apple, from bottom to top. His head was the last to die, I remember, his eyes frozen in the terror of seeing his own hollowed-out body shudder into stillness. I wished I had a gun.


  But it was the screaming. I’d never heard a man scream like that before. Was I capable of making that sound?


  I stared at the door, wondering if it would hold. There was no way to lock it from the inside. Besides, I was too weak. The nailheads had left me in here and were planning to kill me according to the one they called Ulie. It didn’t matter that I’d agreed to join their insane movement. Or the draggers would find me instead. You ’member that guy Dave Pulaski? Whatever happened to him? Oh yeah, he’s dead. Just like all the others.


  So far the horde was unable to pull the door open. I needed a beer bad.


  I thought of Black Dragon and the Red Militia. Both proved to be false remedies in these delirious times. The soldiers—private military contractors really—were overwhelmed. And the militia, which started out as a movement to “save” people, turned into ravening chaos and violence. They fought Black Dragon, they fought civilians and they fought themselves, all at the behest of their insane leader, Ormand Ferry, with his dream of a new order, which was disintegrating into a long, debauched night of madness here in this out-of-the-way brewery.


  I didn’t know which was worse—the draggers or Ormand Ferry. Either way you were dead.
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  It was so cold in here as I sat there thinking about these last weeks—about Holly, Jim and Missy. Everything went wrong after that night—that lost night. And what about me? I was a good person—I am. Used to be … I don’t know. But it was after that monstrous night when everything went sideways and Hell came looking for the good people of Tres Marias.
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  I remember. It was July 5—the night when Jim got shitfaced and found his way to my house in the dark. He must’ve fallen, because when I answered the door well past ten, his upper lip was bleeding and one of his teeth was chipped.


  “Got any beer?” he said through blood and saliva.


  “You know I don’t.”


  “Communist.”


  Tres Marias was one of those towns in Northern California you passed through on your way to something better. There was nothing to do here except get drunk. Since high school that’s pretty much what Jim and I did. Before that I used to play hockey, and when I wasn’t on the ice I devoured books like a glutton. My favorites were by Faulkner, Steinbeck, Vonnegut and Dick. Somewhere along the line I decided beer was better. There was no reason for it other than it tasted good and got me high. What followed were no college and no high-paying job far away from the stink hole I called home. Instead of promise, every day I looked forward to low wages and getting lit.


  Then I met Holly. I don’t know why she spent two minutes on me. As we lay in bed the first time she said, “I can’t wait for you to become the man I will make you.” Any other guy would’ve walked. I stayed.


  I attended AA meetings and took community-college classes. Poor Jim kept on going the way he was going. Though he was still my friend, it got harder to see him. Because when I was with him, I saw myself—my old self. And I didn’t like it.


  Holly padded down the stairs and stood behind me, her arms folded. I knew she was mad. She told me she disapproved of Jim, fearing he’d get me drinking again. But I knew better. I’d changed my ways for good.


  “What do you want, Jim?” she said in that short tone of hers—the same tone she used when I forgot to take out the trash.


  Holly was a knockout of a girl with a high-school education. Smarter than most people I knew. Her all-time favorite movie was The Notebook. Though she was a head shorter than me, when she got into her power stance, her fine blonde hair hanging over her shoulders and those huge green eyes boring into you like some kind of industrial laser, she was scary.


  Jim opened his mouth to say something and threw up on the star jasmine.


  “Oh, for—Dave, get him out of here. Puh-leeeez.”


  “I’ll drive him home,” I said, getting my wallet and keys.


  Jim lived way out up the 5 at the edge of town near the national forest, in the house his father built. Both his parents were dead—like mine. He used to have a dog named Perro, but he went missing a few weeks back. He’d been following Jim on one of his drunken nighttime hikes along the 299 when an eighteen-wheeler almost ran them over. I always thought the tractor-trailer was meant for Jim and the dog sacrificed himself. But the dog had disappeared. Once I read a story about a dog that saved his owner’s life in a house fire and later died from smoke inhalation. It was the romantic in me, I guess.


  “So what happened?” I said as we glided along the dark highway, not a car in sight.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why did you go on another bender?”


  “Thinking about the old days, I guess.”


  Jim Stanley and I used to be best friends, as close as any two brothers. We went to high school together. Got summer jobs together. Celebrated twenty-one together by driving up to the Point and drinking enough beer and vodka to bring down a moose. We passed out up there too. It was December and we almost died of the cold. When we woke, it was in the twenties and we both had hypothermia. Ended up in the hospital. Still, it was the best birthday ever.


  We liked pretending we were badasses, but we never did any real harm. My mom—sick as she was—kept me in line, and whenever Jim came over to hang out and eat, which was much of the time, she went to work on him too. When it came to advice, Jim always did have a tin ear though.


  “Jim, I keep telling you. Those days are gone.” I smelled the beer and puke on his breath, and I was glad we were no longer hanging out. I don’t know how I made it to twenty-four. Holly had everything to do with it, I guess.


  I met her working at Staples, where I managed the copy center. Two years younger than me, she was the new cashier and seemed to have her eye on me from Day One. I don’t think a week had gone by when she invited me to dinner at her mom’s up in Mt. Shasta. Then we went back to her little apartment. She was all over me in bed, but right before anything happened she laid it on the line. I’d have to stop drinking—that was the deal. No sobriety, no Holly. I saw the determination in her eyes—it was like she was on a mission from God. And it made me even hotter for her. So I signed on.


  After Holly and I married, Jim came around less and less. I’d see him downtown sometimes on my lunch break, but mostly he was out of my life. Things changed forever the night he showed up again.


  “Why don’t we hang out anymore?” Jim said. He sounded like a hurt child.


  “Aw, come on, man. Don’t do this.”


  “What?”


  “Lay the guilt on me. I’m married. I have responsibilities.”


  “She’s nothing but a piece—”


  “She’s my wife, asshole.”


  I looked over to see if he was crying and found him trying to pull his lower lip up over his nose.


  “So?” he said. “What about a boys’ night out once in a while?”


  “Next you’ll be wanting a sleepover.”


  “Shit, let’s do it.”


  “No.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  “Because I don’t have time for this anymore, Jim. Why don’t you grow up?”


  I didn’t mean for it to come out like that, but I was pissed off. And it’s not like Jim didn’t know the score.


  The silence carried us for another mile. He started singing the sappy chorus from “Someone Like You.” I don’t know what made me angrier—him knowing this song always brought tears to Holly’s eyes or what he might be insinuating. I smacked him hard across the ear. When I turned back, I saw something in the road coming at us and swerved to avoid it.


  It was Jim’s dog—I could swear it!


  After that I don’t know what happened. I couldn’t get on top of the situation. Next thing, we were going over the embankment, headed for the trees. Neither of us made a sound. It was at this moment I regretted never having fixed the passenger air bag.


  A hundred-year-old pine stood in front of us. We hit it hard. My air bag stopped me, thank God. Jim wasn’t wearing his seat belt, and his head went through the windshield with a sickening crunch. Then everything got quiet and my eyes closed.
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  When I woke up I was alone. Beads of glass were everywhere. I looked over and saw a large hole in the windshield, dripping with blood, bits of flesh still hanging from the jagged edges. The passenger door was open.


  I saw raccoons vaguely in the glare of the headlights, their eyes shiny and hungry with anticipation. I knew as soon as I got out they’d be all over the windshield.


  It was hard to move—I was jammed pretty good against the steering wheel. I inched sideways and, feeling intense pain from my neck down, forced the driver’s-side door open and fell out onto the dry pine needles. I heard an owl hooting and the sound of the wind through the trees.


  As I searched for my friend, I called out but got no answer. “Jim! Come on, man, this isn’t funny.”


  It took me almost half an hour to get back up the embankment. I’d get a good start, but there was so much pain in my neck, back and legs. I kept slipping on those damned pine needles and gravel and sliding down to the bottom. Cursing, I’d go at it again, but I needed to rest after each attempt.


  At last I reached the top, and lay there on my side till I could catch my breath. I couldn’t see Jim anywhere. He had to be in pretty bad shape. He might be lying out there in the darkness somewhere nearby, bleeding to death.


  “Jim? Where are you?”


  I was in the middle of nowhere surrounded by silence. I dug into my jeans pocket for my phone and realized I’d forgotten it at home. It was a long walk back. I took one last look at my car down below. A gaze of raccoons pawed at the windshield. I hoped they didn’t cut themselves on the sharp, bloody glass.


  As I started down the road, I saw Perro again. The dog stared at me in the moonlight. There was something odd about him. His head was low, his body expanding and contracting like a bellows. I realized he was panting. Though it was dark, the animal’s eyes seemed to glow hot and red. Then he came after me, snapping and snarling.


  I turned and ran, but I couldn’t move very fast. And I couldn’t turn my head because of the pain. I had no idea if he was gaining on me.


  Blue-white headlights came up behind me. A horn blasted, and I heard a meaty thud followed by a grisly yelp. I stopped running. A white van with a logo I didn’t recognize was stopped in the middle of the road, the engine still idling. The blinding headlight beams illuminated the dog, which had been thrown several feet.


  I heard a car door open and saw the dark shape of a man getting out. He approached the softly panting animal.


  “Be careful,” I said. “I think he’s rabid.”


  “You okay?”


  “I could use a ride. Did you see anybody else on the road?”


  “Like who?”


  “My friend Jim. We were in a car accident. I need to find him.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t see anybody.”


  The dog howled suddenly and we backed off. The man ran back to his van and got a catch pole, but by the time he returned, Perro had limped off down the embankment and into the woods.


  “Shit,” he said.


  “Are you animal control?”


  The man looked at me. Then he said, “Come on, I’ll give you a lift.”


  As I climbed in I was able to read the side of the van. ROBBIN-SEAR INDUSTRIES, OLD ORCHARD ROAD, TRES MARIAS, CA. Both the name and address were unfamiliar to me.


  The Good Samaritan looked to be in his early thirties. He was dressed like an academic, wearing a sport jacket and jeans. Pale, with curly black hair and horn-rimmed glasses. A thin scar went from his upper lip to his nostril, and I realized he’d been born with a cleft palate. He said his name was Bob Creasy.


  “Good thing you stopped,” I said.


  He didn’t say anything. He seemed to be distracted and kept checking the rearview mirror. I must’ve looked pretty bad, because even though he tried to be helpful, he insisted on driving me to the police station rather than my house.


  “Did you get bit?” he said.


  “What? No, but if you hadn’t come along, it would’ve been over.”


  “You sure you weren’t bit?”


  “I’m sure.”


  A noise coming from the back of the van startled me. It sounded like growling. “What was that?”


  “Lot of injured animals on the road tonight,” he said.


  He didn’t seem to want to talk, preferring instead to fool with the car radio. At the police station he looked like he was in a hurry for me to get out.


  “Take care, buddy,” he said.


  I watched as he shot away, almost taking out a parked patrol car. Then I went inside to call Holly.


  She never said so, but I knew she was upset. We stopped at the emergency room even though I insisted I was fine. Good thing. The X-rays came back showing there was spinal damage at C3 and C4. They made me put on a neck brace. Said I was lucky I wasn’t paralyzed.


  While we waited, a man with a goiter came in, complaining about a kid in the park who had bitten him.


  On the way home, Holly and I “talked.”


  “So were you drinking?” she said. That was always her first question whenever I screwed up. If I broke a glass washing the dishes, she’d ask me where I’d gotten the beer.


  “No,” I said. “Holly, how long is it going to take before you trust me?”


  “Well, let’s see. You stopped going to AA three months ago.”


  “It was two months. And anyway, I don’t need those people telling me I have no power over alcohol. I do and I’m fine, FYI.”


  “Then why did you lose control of the car?”


  “I swerved to avoid a dog, okay? Smell my breath.”


  “Never mind,” she said. Great, now she was getting weepy. “I was worried.”


  That was the thing with her. She acted all hard on the outside, but inside she was like a marshmallow. I knew I was supposed to be the man, but I was still pissed off. So I let her stew in it. We drove on in silence. I closed my eyes and let myself drift.


  The ER doctor had prescribed Vicodin for the pain, but I asked for Motrin instead. When we got home, I was so sore I couldn’t make it up the stairs. Apparently over her hissy fit, Holly kissed me and made me a bed on the sofa in the TV room.


  “I need to find Jim,” I said.


  “Dave, you need to rest. Come on, let me help you.”


  I lay down, and a few minutes later I was gone.


  In my dream I woke up in daylight. Jim was standing there wearing a curious expression, a dark red gash ringing his neck like a twisted reddish lei. I tried screaming, but when I opened my mouth, blood gushed out. Gallons of it, running down the sofa and spreading like a lake on the oval area rug and covering the hardwood floor. Shiny parasitic things that looked like kidney worms writhed and convulsed in the blood. Had I coughed them up too?


  Someone touched my shoulder and I opened my eyes. It was night, and Holly was standing there in the Giants jersey I’d bought her the previous summer. She looked so good, I wasn’t mad anymore. I took her hand.


  “You were moaning,” she said.


  “Bad dream. What do you think happened to Jim?”


  “I don’t know. He’s prob’ly back at his house, sleeping it off.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “You’re right. He was pretty damn drunk.”
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  I stayed home for a few days, in too much pain to work. I felt bad about not looking for Jim, but since I’d filed a missing person report, I figured the cops could take care of it. Because someone had been injured and was now missing, they impounded what was left of my car as evidence. A Detective Van Gundy called later to say he’d taken a ride out to Jim’s house. He didn’t find anyone.


  At work I felt like a spaz wearing the neck brace. But Holly insisted and I owed her for looking after me. Besides, she’d know if I took it off. I practiced turning with my whole body—I was like a robot. And I got headaches from the pressure on my jaw. There was an upside, though. Holly tied my shoes for me, which even in my compromised state turned me on.


  At lunch I took a walk outside, hoping to see Jim. Everything looked normal. Cars went in and out of the parking lot, mothers pushed children in strollers. Some girl dressed as the Statue of Liberty hawked cheap prepaid cell phones. One or two stew bums hung out under a tree, their short dogs tucked inside wrinkled brown paper bags. Some things never changed.


  As I said, Tres Marias had always been a strange little backwater town. But over the next few days, things got even weirder. On the local news, reporters described people acting “erratically” in public. Then I saw one for myself—a pizza delivery guy. The halting steps, the strange glazed-over look, the difficulty putting words together. The sports guy on the local TV station dubbed the condition “the jimmies.”


  At first it was funny to see how these people acted. Then we saw them urinating and defecating in public. Later we heard stories of healthy people and animals being attacked, and it wasn’t funny anymore.


  While I was outside, I saw the guy from the emergency room who’d been bitten, the one with the goiter. His gait was halting and strange—the jimmies. Kids on skateboards hounded him, some following behind and imitating his walk, others laughing cruelly and calling him a tard. If it had been me, I would’ve kicked their middle-school asses. This poor guy kept lurching down the sidewalk, oblivious.


  Across the street a crowd gathered in front of city hall, which in true Tres Marias fashion was an old saloon that had been converted into an office building and stood next to a Dunkin’ Donuts. A man dressed in a crisp brown suit and red pocket handkerchief stood on the steps with a megaphone. It was Ormand Ferry, self-appointed leader of a “charitable organization” known as the Red Militia. Behind him were what I supposed were his lieutenants. One of them I recognized as Travis Golightly, owner of the Beehive, the bar Jim and I used to hang out at in the old days. Travis was a bully and a racist, but we never paid much attention because the beer was so cheap.


  As his followers collected donations, Ormand spoke passionately of “the blood of our countrymen” and the coming apocalypse. Some in the crowd chortled, but I found his manner disturbing. He was slender and tan, with blonde hair cut short like a Marine and wearing thick, round glasses that glinted whenever he moved his head. And he wasn’t stupid. He made every effort to sound reasonable. He talked about the charitable work his group was doing, feeding families in need and giving the homeless a place to sleep.


  I recalled something I’d read a long time ago about Satan. When he appeared, it wouldn’t be as a demon but as an ordinary-looking guy with a convincing message of peace. As I walked past the crowd, one of the volunteers handed me a pamphlet. There on the cover was an image of a black wolf with bright red eyes, slavering and feverish with disease. And at the top a single word in large red print—Prepare
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  After two weeks, the neck brace came off. A new set of X-rays showed that my vertebrae were fine. Jim never did reappear, and the cops didn’t seem interested in finding him. Everyone thought he’d wandered into the forest and died. A search party turned up nothing.


  Something was weird. Over the same period people’s pets went missing. Then a hunter found a deer that had been gored. It was hardly breathing when the hunter sent a bullet through its brain. That was all anybody wanted to talk about at Staples. People coming down with the jimmies and animal mutilations.


  “It’s nothing,” the store manager, Fred Lumpkin, said. “Probably rabid bats or something.”


  Fred was a pudgy, likable guy who was not quite thirty and who had a weakness for Baby Ruths and Diet Coke. He never got mad and was always good for an advance if someone found themselves short. Holly didn’t like anyone taking advantage of Fred. I guess she was protective of him.


  Fred always saw the bright side, even when the evidence irrefutably pointed towards the book of Revelation. I didn’t know if he’d suffered a breakdown at one time and this was the only way he knew to cope. I imagined him losing it one day and chopping everyone up with the fireman’s axe we kept in the back. Or maybe he was a nice guy. And there was no one better in the world than Fred to talk you off the ledge. Nevertheless, I always thought he was full of it.


  In the middle of all this strangeness, Holly announced at dinner one night she was going off the pill. I kind of freaked at first, but once she explained reasonably how bad she wanted to start a family, I warmed to the idea. We were young, but wasn’t this how it’s supposed to be for married couples? Especially since she was a practicing Catholic, though I was so very out of practice.


  “Are you sure?” I said.


  “I’m sure.” She punched me in the arm. “Well, come on. I want to hear what you think.”


  “Holly, I don’t know. I’m scared, I guess.”


  “Okay.”


  I took her hand. “I never thought about me as a dad. Are you sure?”


  “You asked me that already, Dave.” She was laughing.


  Then it hit me. I realized for the first time in our relationship she trusted me. She believed I had gotten control of my disease and would make a suitable father. I guess I was the man she made me—or at least within spitting distance.


  “Yes, I want to,” I said and kissed her.


  This was the happiest time of my life. I was sober and I had a beautiful young wife. My Camry was totaled in the wreck, and I used the insurance money to buy a new black Dodge truck. I had a job. I had my books. I was on top of the world.


  But you know happiness is temporary, right?
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  Panic tore at my center and numbed my extremities.


  When can I see you?


  The text message on my cell phone glowed as I woke in the morning to the faint sound of the television downstairs. I’m not a brave man. In fact, I’m a wuss when it comes to trouble. Holly could have seen the message. I recalled hearing my cell phone ding through a pasty fog of sleep. Looking over, I realized I was alone. She must be in the kitchen.


  I dressed in a hurry, jammed the phone into my jeans and headed for the stairs. I passed the spare bedroom and saw Holly sitting on the floor, wearing her work clothes and facing the windows. Blue light streamed in, illuminating her hair. She looked like an angel, and I smiled as I walked in.


  “What’re you doing?”


  “Just imagining,” she said, and kissed me. “Once I’m pregnant we’re going shopping for baby furniture. I already know what I want.”


  I kissed her head. “I need to shower.”


  “It’s your day off. What’s the hurry? I’ll be leaving soon.”


  “I want to get started. Got a lot of random stuff to do.”


  I kept my phone with me in the bathroom. After a quick shower, I went downstairs and grabbed coffee and a bowl of cereal. Holly had the morning news on. A local woman was missing, last seen going for a run.


  I got the sense Holly was watching me, but I think it was my imagination. As I ate, she kept her eyes on the TV.


  “We know her, right?” I said.


  “Yeah.”


  “I hope they find her.” I got up.


  “Why are you so busy?”


  The way she looked at me, I felt she knew what was going on. Just my imagination. That and deafening guilt.


  “I’m going out for a while,” I said.


  She pulled out her phone and snapped a pic as I rinsed off the dishes in the sink. “There. The perfect husband.”


  I felt around for my keys and kissed her. “Have fun at work.”


  “Oh, sure. I hear we’re getting in a pallet of red Swingline staplers. Whoo-hoo!”


  “Say hi to Fred.” I gave her a thumbs-up and ran out the door.
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  There was a Starbucks up the 5 in Redding. A lot of tourists stopped there on their way to Mt. Shasta. We’d decided to meet there to avoid seeing anyone we knew in Tres Marias. When I walked in, she was already sipping tea out of a huge blue cup and reading something on her phone. I looked around the store, found nothing but strangers and took a seat across from her.


  When she saw me, she smiled in a sad kind of way. She looked amazing, her straight, shiny dark brown hair pulled back, huge dark eyes and full lips. Everything about her was hungry for my company. She wore a white V-neck T-shirt cut way low and denim shorts that showed off most of her tanned legs. I smelled the perfume I’d bought her when we visited a Sephora one time. If things had been different, I might have ended up—


  “Hey,” she said.


  “Hey.” I spoke in as neutral a voice as possible. “So why did you text me?”


  “Do you want a coffee or …”


  “No.”


  I was somewhere between angry and turned-on. It had been two months since Missy Soldado and I last saw each other—way before any of the current craziness in Tres Marias started. Towards the end I was going over to her house two or three times a week. I blamed it on the fact that I was struggling to stay sober and needed a distraction. But I think it was because I was getting ready to end it and I wanted as much of Missy as I could get before she was out of my life for good.


  I’d planned to go to her house one last time and break it off clean, but ended up having sex—the best sex I ever had with her in the six weeks we were together. Then I left. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since.


  “Why did you text me?” I said.


  “I had to see you again. I’ve been thinking a lot about us. I drove over to Staples the other day and saw you inside talking to Holly. I almost went in.”


  “Missy, you need to let this go.”


  “I know, but I can’t.”


  “You knew how things were. I never lied to you about my situation.”


  “People split up all the time.”


  “Well, I’m not doing that.”


  “So you feel some kind of obligation to Holly? What was she, your high-school sweetheart?”


  “Lower your voice. No, I feel love for her.”


  “You felt love for me once. You can’t be in love with two women, Dave.”


  “You’re right, I can’t. Look, I don’t want to make a scene. Please try to understand. We’ve been together for three years. I love Holly. We’re planning to start a family.”


  She stirred her tea and avoided my eyes for a long time. “I don’t believe you. You just don’t have the cojones to get out of a dead relationship.”


  Disgusted, I got up and looked around the store. A family of four was ordering the works. Some businessman with a laptop and earbuds was on a call. At another table some sincere-looking guy was trying to sell a middle-aged woman life insurance. Across from them several baby-faced religion students argued about Corinthians and Saint Paul’s views on marriage. At that moment I would have given my soul to be any one of those people.


  “What did you even see in me anyway?” I said. “Was it the fact that I was married? Is that it? Was it a big thrill for you? You could have any guy you want. Go find somebody who’s single.”


  “I don’t want somebody else.” She was crying.


  “Don’t contact me anymore,” I said. “I mean it.”


  She shook her head and smiled bitterly. “No, this isn’t over. I’ll do what I have to.”


  I grabbed my chair and slammed it down next to her, startling the people around us and giving Missy a scare. Did I mention I have a temper?


  “What exactly does that mean?” I said.


  She looked up at me, her eyes defiant. “It means I love you and I’m not giving up on us.”


  I hated her and wanted out. This wasn’t fair. She needed to understand that what happened, happened. It was nice, but it was over. Time to move on. Did she think she was going to talk me into leaving Holly for her?


  I moved my chair next to hers and sat. “Now listen carefully, Missy. I’m going to say this once. There is no ‘us.’ There is you with your life and me with mine.”


  “I have no life, Dave!” People were looking at us again, and she lowered her voice. “Not without you.”


  I saw those around us getting uncomfortable. One of the baristas whispered something to, I assumed, the manager. I knew what came next—seen it a thousand times at the Beehive. First they would ask us to leave, then they would call the cops.


  Missy felt the same awkwardness and laughed. “You’re so funny,” she said, touching my face.


  I snatched her wrist, making her wince, and placed her arm on the table. When I released it, I saw the reddish outline of my fingers. Without another word I left, nearly colliding with a toddler who had wandered away from his mother’s side.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  A commotion in the street prevented me from getting out of the tiny parking lot. Sirens wailed, and when I did pull out, I saw a car wrapped around a streetlight and the female driver sitting on the curb, bloody and surrounded by onlookers. As I waited at the light, I heard voices saying something about the jimmies and the woman losing control of the car. There was no denying that the sickness was spreading.


  I needed to think. Wandering the aisles at Home Depot always seemed to calm me. It had to be the orange aprons. I had a lot to do around the house and figured I’d take the day to get everything done. On the way over there, I thought about Missy.


  We’d met when I started going to the gym. At first we’d acknowledge each other on the treadmills. After a while, I stopped watching television with my earbuds and we talked the whole time. I’d always found her attractive, but I never thought about doing anything.


  One night she told me someone tried to break into her house and she was scared. She asked me to follow her home to make sure no one was waiting for her. As I said, I’m a coward by nature. But being the awesome gentleman I was too, I did just that. I sat in my car as she parked in the driveway, went to the door, looked back at me for the longest time, then went inside.


  The next time she said she wanted to thank me for helping her out. She offered to buy me a drink afterwards. When I told her about my history, she suggested Starbucks.


  The truth is, I knew what I was doing. I fooled myself into thinking the whole thing was innocent and nothing was going to happen. When I walked her to her car, she grabbed my face and kissed me hard on the mouth. I didn’t pull away. She pressed into me and I was gone.


  After that episode I didn’t need to be talked into following her home. Here’s the irony. It was Holly’s idea for me to get exercise. Part of her master plan to change me. Not that I blame her for Missy. That was all me.


  Maybe Missy was bluffing. The girl was twenty and emotional. She needed time.


  I felt my phone vibrate. Digging into my pocket, I pulled it out and stared at the text message. We’re not done. TTY soon.


  Real panic set in. I looked up and slammed on my brakes at a red light where tourists were crossing. What if she planned to confront Holly? I knew my wife, and if she ever found out, she’d leave me cold. I couldn’t allow that to happen. I didn’t deserve this. I made a mistake and I fixed it. Everything was supposed to be normal. I was supposed to be happy—supposed to make Holly happy.


  Something would have to be done.
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  The afternoon dragged on, and I spent the remaining hours organizing the basement, all the time worrying that Missy would show up. When I came into the kitchen after five, Holly was chopping onions for dinner, still wearing her work clothes. The TV was on. I did my best to hide my uneasiness.


  “How was work?”


  “They still haven’t found that missing woman.” She nodded towards the TV.


  We watched footage of police and community volunteers combing the forest with dogs.


  “You must be tired,” I said.


  “Just my feet. What have you been up to?”


  “Fixing stuff. The toilet upstairs doesn’t leak anymore.”


  “Wait a sec, I need to call my mother and gloat.”


  I kissed Holly’s neck and turned her around. Her eyes were red-rimmed from the onions. “Let me buy you dinner,” I said.


  “Did something happen?” I felt her body tensing up.


  “Why would you ask that?”


  “You didn’t wreck the new truck already?”


  “No. Can’t a guy want to take his wife out to dinner?”


  “Okay, sorry. Clam down.”


  Holly had a charming habit of inverting the letters in certain words at inappropriate times. She was my own Mrs. Malaprop. She’d gotten it from her father, who was a career salesman and used the technique to break the ice with new clients.


  She scooped the onions into a plastic container and took off her apron. As she did this, an overwhelming feeling came over me. I reached around and touched her breasts.


  “I thought we were going to dinner,” she said, slapping my hands away.


  “We will, I promise.”


  “Why don’t I believe you?” She was laughing.


  “No, really. Let me take care of something real quick and …” I turned her around and pulled her towards me, guessing she was enjoying the attention.


  “Dave, why is there a road flare in your pants?”


  I was so hot I picked her up and carried her upstairs. I was a caveman, and all I wanted was to have my way with her. I almost didn’t recognize myself. She was the same woman, but she wasn’t. I can’t explain, but it was like I was seeing her for the first time. And I adored everything I saw.


  “I thought we agreed no animals in the house,” she said.


  I let out a growl. As we reached the top of the stairs, the doorbell rang.


  “Aw, man.”


  “Let’s pretend we’re not home,” I said.


  “Both cars are in the driveway.”


  I set her down, sighed theatrically and limped downstairs to open the front door. It was Detective Van Gundy.


  “Oh, hi,” I said. I’d forgotten how huge he was. He was easily six feet eight, with dark brown wavy hair and a worried brow, smelling of cigarettes.


  “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Pulaski. Can I come in for a minute?”


  “Sure.” I stepped back and let him into the foyer.


  This guy was a humorless bag of nothing but. His being here made me nervous as I led him into the living room.


  “What can I do for you?” I said. “Any leads on Jim?”


  He sat on the floral sofa, pushing his tree-trunk legs out in front of him. His shoes must’ve been size sixteen. This guy was frickin’ Herman Munster.


  “Play any basketball?” I said.


  “No. Heart condition.” He turned as Holly walked in wearing a loose-fitting summer dress. She was gorgeous. The detective got to his feet.


  “What’s going on?” she said.


  “Detective Van Gundy wanted to give us an update on Jim.”


  “Oh?”


  I sat opposite the policeman, and she leaned against the arm of the leather chair. I could smell her perfume. We reached for each other’s hands.


  “I can see you’re going out,” the detective said. “I’ll make it quick. We haven’t located your friend, but we are investigating a number of animal mutilations in the area near where he lives.”


  “I read something about that in the paper,” Holly said. “You don’t think Jim had anything to do with it?”


  “We’re still looking into it. Would you describe Jim Stanley as a violent person?”


  “No,” I said. “He drinks, though. But I’ve never known him to harm anyone, even when he was hammered.”


  “How long have you known him?”


  “Since high school.”


  “And you, Mrs. Pulaski?”


  “Three years,” she said. “Detective, you’re not asking these questions because of some missing pets.”


  Detective Van Gundy looked down at his enormous Frankenstein shoes. “No. This morning a jogger found a body in the woods.”


  “Oh no,” Holly said and squeezed my hand.


  “It was pretty messed up.”


  “Was it the missing woman?” I said. “We saw a news report that said they’re still looking for her.”


  “We’re not allowed to say until the family is notified.” He went to the front door. “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t ruin your evening.”


  “It’s okay,” Holly said. “I’m so sorry. I agree with Dave, though. I don’t think Jim could’ve done that.”


  “Please let me know if you hear from him,” the detective said.


  “We will,” I said and took his card.


  “Listen, I have to ask. Are you sure he hasn’t tried to contact you?”


  “No. Why?”


  “Sometimes well-meaning people think they’re protecting their friend by … holding back.”


  “Honestly, we haven’t seen him.”


  “Okay, but you let me know if he shows.”


  “We will.”


  When the detective was gone, I put my arms around Holly and kissed her nose. I could always tell when she was upset—and this news had gotten to her.


  “It’s that woman—I know it is,” she said. “Whoever did that is still wandering around Tres Marias.”


  “Let’s forget about it for now. I want us to have a good time, okay?”


  “I’m not sure I feel like it.”


  “Please, honey. It’s got nothing to do with us. Let’s just be together, okay?”


  “Dave.”


  “Please?”


  “Fine. Let me get my purse.”


  I took Holly to one of our favorite Mexican restaurants, a place called La Adelita. They had the best carne asada in the area.


  “That detective thought we were lying about Jim,” she said.


  We were both drinking iced tea, but I craved a beer. It didn’t help that people all around us were celebrating with oversize margaritas and beer by the pitcher.


  “Don’t you think?” she said.


  “What?”


  “Dave, are you even listening to me?”


  “Sorry, I got distracted. Look, he’s a cop. He’s asking routine questions.”


  “Would you tell me the truth if you’d seen Jim?”


  “What? Of course. Why lie about something like that?”


  “I don’t know. I guess things have gotten strange the last few weeks.”
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  There must’ve been a power outage, because many of the streetlights were out as we made our way home. Holly decided it was a good idea to massage my thigh while I drove.


  “I hope this is going somewhere.”


  “Could be. We’ll see when we get home.”


  Up ahead, I spotted a dark figure on the side of the road, tottering towards us, his head down. I slowed and went around. As my headlight beams shone on him, he looked up at us. His eyes were vacant. The way he moved, I could see he had the jimmies.


  “See, this is why I don’t drink anymore,” I said.


  My joke fell flat. The sight of this guy chilled us both, and we rode the rest of the way in silence. I kept thinking about how this thing was spreading. Could Holly or I come down with the sickness?


  At home in familiar surroundings we couldn’t wait to get into bed. It felt like when we were first dating. All my senses were aroused. I smelled her hair and got lost in it.


  “We’re good together, aren’t we?” I said.


  “Like fleas and parrots.”


  I kissed her perfect fingers, then her wedding ring. She was everything I wanted. And I would do anything to protect her. Anything.


  I pulled her close and kissed her. “I love you so much, Holly.”


  “You butter,” she said and pushed me onto my back.
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  We read the disturbing headline in the paper—MAN SEES BODY OF MISSING WOMAN. A local hunter told reporters he found the body of the missing woman, a local named Sarah Champion, in the woods. She’d been eviscerated. He went to get help, but when he returned with the police, the body was gone. The only things left were blood, hair, bits of clothing and a finger.


  Sarah was a writer in her forties who loved to run. Holly and I had seen her many times in the early morning on our way to work. She left behind a husband and two young sons. The hapless hunter was not considered a suspect.


  Holly and I carpooled whenever we had the same work schedule. With the news of Sarah’s slaying, fear had taken over our lives. Fear of the forest, fear of the night and fear of other people. I thought about buying a gun.


  Everyone at work talked about the killing. Some believed the hunter had murdered Sarah himself, hidden the body and gone to the police to taunt them. Those people watched too much cable television.


  “It had to be a drifter,” Fred said. He was incapable of believing anyone in Tres Marias would commit such an atrocity. “A psycho from across the border.”


  “And by ‘border’ you mean Oregon?” I said.


  “Exactly. Or farther north even. Remember the Green River Killer?”


  “How do you explain the animal mutilations?” someone else said. It was Zach, the wiseass kid who spent all his time in the alley smoking dope when he wasn’t stocking inventory.


  Fred regarded him like a patient teacher. “I told you, Zach. There’s a rabid bear or something out there.”


  “Or maybe one of those freaks with the jimmies did it.”


  “Why don’t you unpack those fax machines.”


  “I’m tellin’ ya, man …”


  Zach was the one person Fred ordered around. The rest of us knew our jobs and did them without being asked. I often wondered why Fred didn’t fire him. I suppose it had something to do with the fact that Fred was the one who had hired him. He saw himself as a good judge of character.


  “Zach’s just rough around the edges,” he said one time.
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  At Subway, Holly and I tried to keep the conversation light, but it always came back to the weird events that consumed our lives. In my head I saw Missy everywhere, and I was terrified she would confront me in front of my wife.


  “Don’t you like your sandwich?” Holly said.


  “Not that hungry, I guess.”


  “I like the way you held me this morning.”


  I tried ignoring the pain in my gut as my hand found hers.
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  When we got home in the late afternoon, I fell asleep on the sofa in the TV room. Holly insisted on going to the grocery store even though I’d promised to go later.


  Something woke me. When I opened my eyes, Jim was standing there. Terrified, I rolled off the sofa and scrambled to my feet. He was gone. Had I dreamt this? I looked at the carpet and saw dirty footprints.


  When Holly returned, she found me in the kitchen. If there was ever a time that demanded a drink, this was it. Instead I made a pot of strong black coffee.


  “I suppose you expect me to clean up that mess?” she said.


  “I didn’t do it.”


  She must have seen my hand trembling as I struggled to bring the coffee to my lips. “What happened, Dave?”


  “I saw Jim.”


  “What? Are you serious?”


  “He was standing next to me when I woke up. Then he was gone.”


  “No, it had to be a dream.”


  “Dreams don’t leave footprints.”


  “Well, how did he get in?”


  “You must’ve left the front door unlocked when you went out.”


  “Oh God, Dave! What if he’s still in here?”


  We never considered Jim a threat before. Holly stayed in the kitchen clutching a carving knife while I locked all the doors and searched the house. There were no other footprints—nothing. I began to doubt Jim had ever been there. I went back and checked the TV room. Nothing was different—other than the footprints—yet something was different.


  “Holly, can you come in here a sec?”


  “What is it?”


  “There’s something about this room. I can’t …”


  “I don’t see—” She reached up towards a shelf on the wall near the TV. “Dave, look at this.”


  I saw where she was pointing. The shelf was dusty, but there was a spot which was dust-free.


  “There used to be a picture here, right?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “It was of you and Jim.”


  “I remember. We were showing off the fish we caught at Shasta Lake. Right before you and I got married.”


  Jim might have recalled that as a fun time, but I remember it as tense and awkward. It was our last trip together. He spent the whole time drunk, and it was hard for me not to join in. I kept thinking of my future together with Holly and refused to take part. A tourist happened to catch us in a good mood and snapped the pic. After that I didn’t want to hang out with my friend anymore.


  “That was a great trip,” I said.
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  Over dinner we tried to take our minds off what had happened and made plans for an imaginary baby girl named Jade. So far we had her graduating from Berkeley and going into a graduate program at Stanford. Then the subject of Jim came up again.


  “He could’ve been disoriented for a long time, then found his way out of the woods,” I said.


  “Dave, he knows those woods. He would’ve made it home in no time. How did he look?”


  “Like he was hurt bad. I’m going to take a ride out there.”


  “Tonight?” I heard the scared in her voice.


  “I need to see if he ever made it home.” I rinsed off the dishes and put them in the dishwasher.


  “What if he’s not … normal?”


  “Jim was never normal.”


  “You know what I mean. What if he’s—”


  “Dangerous?” She nodded. “You mean as in he killed Sarah Champion? Then I’ll hit him with a shovel and call 911.”


  This didn’t make Holly feel any better, but it eased the tension. Trying not to think too much, I headed out.


  “Lock everything up tight,” I said. When I kissed her, I knew she sensed how afraid I was.


  “Dave? Make sure you’re not being followed, okay?”


  “Good point.”


  I walked to my truck without looking back. The last thing I needed was that dour detective on my ass.


  The moon was huge and bright through the trees. Though it was summer, the air was crisp and smelled of pine. When I was younger, I used to want to get away from this place. Move to San Francisco or LA. After I met Holly, I saw the beauty around me—the trees, the fresh air, the quiet—and I understood why my parents had settled here.


  Checking the rearview mirror, I made sure I wasn’t being followed. A colony of bats swooped out of the forest into the night. You can never tell with bats, whether they’re scared or out on a joyride. A lot of times they carried disease—primarily rabies. I wondered if that’s what caused the recent rash of people with the jimmies.


  An owl hooted somewhere nearby. I heard a shriek and my heart thudded. I pulled over, rolled down the window and listened. Nothing but the wind.


  “Mountain lion,” I said.


  When I arrived at Jim’s house, everything was dark. I grabbed a flashlight from the glove compartment and got out to investigate. I stepped on something soft. It made a crunching noise, and when I shone the flashlight, I found an orange house cat that looked like it had been gored with a screwdriver.


  I jumped away from the rotting carcass, wiped my shoe on some grass and shone the flashlight all around the front yard. There were dead animals everywhere—hundreds of them. Most were dogs and cats. As I moved towards the house I saw a raccoon and what was left of a weasel.


  For a second I caught myself thinking this was like one of those horror movies where the audience is screaming “Get out of there now!” No one would be stupid enough to enter the house in real life. Yet here I was, and I believed it made sense. I had to find out what happened to my friend.


  The front door was unlocked. Jim never locked his doors because he didn’t think he owned anything worth stealing. Being familiar with the sparse furniture and lack of refinement, I had to agree.


  I tried the lights—they came on. I expected to see the walls smeared with the words Helter Skelter in blood, but what I saw shocked me all the same. A huge sculpture of green longneck beer bottles rose from floor to ceiling, suspended by iron rebars that had been fashioned into a massive wall with a hole in the center. When had Jim built this?


  I stepped on an orange tail that must’ve belonged to the cat from outside. I stood in the living room for a time, admiring the work and remembering all those nights we drank ourselves stupid. There were so many times I woke up in the morning on Jim’s floor. I tried picturing myself there and wondered to the depths of my soul what in God’s name I had thought I was accomplishing. We’d spent so much time here, and I couldn’t remember a single intelligent conversation.


  Much as I’d done at home, I did a careful check of the house, calling out Jim’s name. After fifteen minutes of searching, I took a seat in the kitchen. It was painted avocado green. The used aluminum table and chairs looked like they had come from a condemned diner. Jim had sold off his parents’ furniture long ago.


  The refrigerator still worked. It was one of those old round-cornered Frigidaire jobs that might’ve looked good in the 1950s. I opened it and found what I expected. Nothing but beer. With the stress of these last few weeks, I craved that wicked drink. All those shiny bottles dusted with condensation waiting for someone to twist off the tops and try to quench a thirst that could never be satisfied. Catching myself, I slammed the refrigerator door shut and choked on a scream.


  Jim was standing there, watching me with a birdlike curiosity.


  His clothes were a mess, caked with mud and what looked like dried blood. His sandy hair was matted with dirt. His eyes were like two wafers of slate, grey and lifeless. His eyelids were rimmed with red. A whitish goo had formed near the tear ducts. His mouth was filthy with old blood.


  I don’t know if it was the fluorescent lights or I was tired, but he looked livid. The gash ringing his neck was dark and ragged. His skin was a kind of greyish and his fingernails were a blackish purple. And here was the weird part. Although he seemed to be alive and aware, there was no indication he was breathing.


  Instead of panicking, I sat back on the chair and sighed. “Been watching me long?”


  A riverless silence made the air heavy. I thought he hadn’t heard me, but when I looked over at him, I could see he was trying to form words but nothing came out. He moved towards me stiffly and I got to my feet. Why in hell hadn’t I brought the shovel?


  “Jim, what’re you—”


  He brushed past me and went to the refrigerator. I smelled excrement and saw he’d shitted himself. He grabbed a beer and tried to twist the top off. His fingers were stiff, the tips doughy, and he couldn’t manage it. This was the worst I’d ever seen him. I took the bottle and opened it for him. He stared at it for the longest time like he didn’t know what it was for. Then he drank.


  As bad off as he was, I envied him because of the beer. I kept thinking about all those other bottles in the refrigerator. Why shouldn’t I join him for one last round?


  The sound of him drinking was indescribable—like dirty runoff down a storm drain. He didn’t even swallow. He let gravity pull the beer down into his gut. I expected liquid to come squirting out of the gash in his neck.


  Jim could finish a beer faster than anyone I knew. We used to have contests, and I always lost. It was the same now. The bottle was empty in a couple of seconds. He always belched afterwards. This time, he gawped at me stupidly.


  “Where have you been all this time?” He stared at me through dead eyes and tried to form a crooked smile. “We had the whole town out looking for you.” I kept talking, more to keep myself calm than anything. “I think you might need a doctor. Can I have a look at your neck?”


  I kept my palms open and in front of me. He smelled of rotting meat, and I had to fight to keep my gorge down. His dull eyes followed my hands as I examined his neck.


  I didn’t see any recent bleeding, thank God. Using my finger, I felt the tear. I reached the left side, where a large flap of mortified skin—dried out and crispy at the edges—lay loose over the shiny dark red muscle. As I lifted it, something fell out, which sounded like a pebble when it hit the floor. I glanced down. It was a glass bead from my car’s windshield. Jim looked at it too and groaned, as if remembering the accident all over again.


  Suddenly the flap moved by itself, and my stomach lurched.


  At first I thought I imagined it. When I lifted up the skin, a fat kidney worm dripping with gore raised its bald, blind head and glared at me. Hearing its silent scream in my head, I shouted and fell backwards against the gas range. I didn’t know I was still holding the flap of skin, and I pulled Jim with me. His head slammed into the range hood, making a dull, squishy sound.


  Enraged, he stood straight and bared his teeth, which were covered in half-eaten animal sweetbreads and fur. I tried scrambling away but got pinned in a corner of the kitchen. As he hovered over me, I tried to calm him down.


  “Jim, I’m sorry! It was an accident!”


  He grabbed for my legs, pincer-like, and I had to kick him away, which made him even angrier. I caught him in the nose with my boot and heard the crunch of bone and cartilage. It didn’t stop him.


  “Jim, you need a doctor. Let me drive you to the hospital.”


  He stopped and straightened up like he’d heard something outside. I expected his nose to be gushing blood, but there was nothing. Though it was bent to one side, it didn’t seem to bother him. He craned his neck around, and I heard the faint sound of stretching tendons and cracking bones. As he backed away from me, I got to my feet and scooted towards the door.


  “I’m calling an ambulance,” I said.


  I turned, and he was in front of a cupboard. He opened the door and reached inside. I fumbled for my cell phone to dial 911. I didn’t notice he had turned to face me. Before I could call, he brought his hands up and showed me what he was holding.


  It was the photo of us at Shasta Lake, bloodstained and filthy.


  Jim stared at me with those cold, crazy eyes, which seemed to look through me. Feeling my heart exploding, I ran out of there, got into my truck and drove off over dozens of dead animals. After a mile or so, I calmed myself and tried to think. I remembered the missing pets, the mutilated deer. And now the dead runner. I considered the fact that Jim no longer spoke.


  I thought about all the townspeople with the jimmies. No one had any idea of how the condition spread so quickly. I was scared because I’d touched Jim—touched his blood. I needed to see a doctor as soon as possible.


  I was about to call 911 when a text came through. I thought it was Holly. I’m outside your house. Where’s your truck? Should I knock?


  It was Missy. I didn’t answer. I was dirty and scared. I needed a doctor. Didn’t I have enough on my plate? I told myself I was a good person, I didn’t deserve this. But I couldn’t ignore her—I had to do something. And what about Jim? He’d have to wait. I decided to go to Missy’s house to have a talk.


  By the time I got there, she was waiting at the door, barefoot, legs shaved, dressed in tight cotton shorts and a soft V-neck T-shirt with no bra. She knew how to get me to come to her. I was like a trained dog. She played me with a bad hand, and I fell for it every time.


  “I was at your house, you know,” she said as I came up the walk. “Want to come in?”


  I stood at the front door, glaring at her. Something made me want to hit her, but I knew if I resorted to violence she might go to Holly right away. She smelled so good.


  “You need to stop this.”


  “It’s like I told you, Dave. I’m fighting for us.”


  My anger seethed as she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me, pressing her warm, luscious body close.


  “Ew, what do you smell like?”


  She turned her head and took a deep breath. Then she rubbed up against me again. I was still attracted to her and I felt myself getting aroused—I’m sure she felt it too because she rubbed harder. And that made me even angrier. I pulled her arms off me and stepped back.


  “I know you still want me, Dave,” she said.


  “I’m not leaving Holly.”


  “Is that what you came here to tell me?”


  “Yes.”


  She pulled her T-shirt up, revealing her firm breasts. I tried not to look at them.


  “Still not leaving her?” she said.


  I reached over and pulled her shirt down. “Stop it, Missy.”


  At first she looked hurt. Then her face turned angry, and she raked her nails across my face. I backed away, holding my cheek. It stung. I felt the wet, sticky blood.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  She stood there, defiant, as I headed for my truck. “Say hi to Holly for me.”


  I didn’t look back.
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  “Did you find him?” Holly said when I got home.


  “No. I checked his house and everything. It looks like he hasn’t been there for a long time.”


  “How did you get so dirty? And what happened to your face?”


  “It was dark. I fell.”


  She came up to give me a kiss, but I motioned for her to stay back.


  “Sorry, I don’t smell too good. I need to shower. There were a lot of dead animals.”


  “Animals?”


  “I think he’s been eating them.”


  “Oh no. That poor man.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Guess his luck ran out.”
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  I sat in the small plastic chair rather than on the examination table with the white butcher paper when the doctor walked in.


  “Hey, Isaac.”


  “Dave, what’s this all about? I don’t have time to visit. There are a lot of actual sick patients.”


  “I know, I saw your waiting room.”


  Dr. Isaac Fallow was a medical examiner but still had an internal-medicine practice in town. He was a genial man, somewhere in his sixties. He’d been our family physician, and I’d known him since I was little. It was Holly’s day off, and to avoid suspicion I had made a lunchtime appointment.


  Isaac motioned for me to take a seat on the examination table, stuck a thermometer in my mouth, checked my blood pressure and took my pulse.


  “I’m worried about this thing spreading through the town,” I said.


  “So am I.” He checked my eyes, ears and throat. “Be still.” He listened to my heart, then checked my breathing. “You seem fine. Want a sucker?”


  “The other day one of those sick people came into the store. I think I might have been exposed to something.”


  “Well, we don’t know how this thing spreads, but what I’ve noticed is that in each case the person was either bitten or infected with the blood of another sick person. Did the customer bite you?”


  “No. I think I might have touched something that had their saliva on it, though.”


  “I see.” He put his things away. “Well, did you wash your hands right away?”


  “I used hand sanitizer.”


  “Soap and hot water is still the best. But I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”


  “Great. Do you know what this thing is?”


  “No, but it seems to act like a virus. Might be related to the flu. We just don’t know yet.”


  “I’ve noticed it changes people’s mood.”


  “Yes, I’ve seen that too. There’s a rage factor in some cases.” He was halfway out the door.


  “Any advice?”


  “Don’t piss anyone off. See you, Dave.”
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  Here was the Missy problem. Did I tell Holly everything and hope she could forgive me? Or did I try to stop Missy before Holly found out?


  Like I said, I’m a wuss and I avoid confrontation. I didn’t want to tell Holly the truth. Sure, I was scared she’d get mad—but I was more afraid of her leaving me. That might sound stupid coming from a guy who spent six years of his young life getting drunk. I’d already proven I didn’t give a rat’s fart about things like marriage and family and living a good life. Shit, who knows—maybe I’d changed.


  All I wanted was to protect what I had. But I knew confronting Missy again would piss her off and make her blow the whole thing up. So I had no choice but to confess. Next to quitting drinking, it was the hardest thing I ever did. It meant telling the actual truth. I went all in.


  It was getting dark outside. A hot wind blew, rattling the windows. In the distance, sirens wailed. Holly sat across from me at the kitchen table. It was hard to read her expression, but it looked like shock.


  “Say something,” I said.


  “Why?”


  I saw a hurt that would never heal—not in a lifetime of good deeds. If I became a missionary and spent the rest of my miserable, groveling existence ministering to lepers, it wouldn’t matter. Nothing would take away the pain I saw in her eyes.


  “I don’t know what made me get mixed up with her. No idea.”


  “Where …” She poured herself more tea. Stood by the stove and looked at her quivering hands. “Where did you meet her?” Her voice was small and distant, like she’d already left the room.


  “The gym. It started out as talking. Just talking. There was never any discussion of … They were conversations to pass the time.”


  “Yeah, I can see how that could lead to sex.”


  “She asked me to follow her home because she was scared of a break-in.”


  “So you were being noble. Did she ask you inside? Did you look under her bed? Did you role-play?”


  “I left. But after that one time I don’t know what happened. It’s all mixed up in my head. I let myself get sucked in.”


  “Those nights you were gone.” She was crying and holding herself. “You said you were with Jim. And I thought you’d started drinking again. What a relief.”


  “I broke it off. That night I went to find Jim I went to her house afterwards and told her. I never wanted you to know. She thinks we were meant to be together. She said she wouldn’t stop till we were.”


  “And what did you say, Dave?”


  “I told her to forget it. Look, I never wanted you to know. She’s crazy. I just want to protect us.”


  “Oh. I guess you’re forgiven then.”


  We sat for a long time. A faraway, bone-chilling shriek tore the silence. I told myself it was a mountain lion. I had no idea what was going through Holly’s mind.


  “What’re you going to do?” she said.


  “Tell her that you already know. That I don’t care what she does. I’m hoping she’ll come to her senses and leave us alone.”


  “But you said she’s crazy.”


  “Crazy, confused …”


  “Will she try to hurt us?”


  “No. Maybe—I don’t know. I don’t know what else to do.”


  “Do what you need to. I can’t be around you right now.” She put her cup in the sink and walked out.


  Despite the pain in my gut, I felt the worst was over. Things would be rocky for a while, but I could see Holly forgiving me. I’d gone to her with the truth. I wanted her—not Missy.


  Sometimes we lie to ourselves to get through the next five minutes.
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  The next day was Saturday. I had slept on the couch in the TV room. Holly went out early—I don’t know where. After I showered and dressed, I called Missy and told her I wanted to meet. I heard her excitement and wished I could avoid seeing her.


  When I arrived, she was waiting on the porch, ready for action. I’d already been through hell with Holly. Now it was Missy’s turn. There’s nothing worse than delivering bad news to women. I hoped I wouldn’t get good at it.


  “Want to come inside?” she said.


  “Let’s take a walk.”


  Her house stood at the edge of the forest. Though it was after nine, the air was already hot and sticky. We walked behind her house and found a trail that led into the woods.


  “I told Holly everything.” I looked straight ahead as we walked. A deer cut across the path in front of us. Squirrels scampered around in the pine needles.


  “Oh.”


  “So now you know I was serious when I said this is over.”


  She took my hand and we stopped. “But it’s not over.”


  “Missy, Holly knows everything. There’s nothing you can do to us.”


  “I never wanted to do anything to you, Dave. I want us to be together.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Do you think this is a game? That you can just … be with me for a little while, then go back to your life?” Her hand was clutching mine hard—it hurt.


  “I don’t love you.”


  The words stopped her cold. She released my hand and backed away like I’d slapped her. Behind her, Jim staggered towards us from the shadows.


  He looked crazy, with what was left of his clothes draped over his bony, putrefying frame. Most of his hair had fallen out and his eyes were scaled over. All of the flesh around his neck had slid away, exposing dry, dark red muscle and a grey esophagus. He moved towards Missy, his head twitching.


  “Missy!”


  “What? You want to apologize?”


  “Missy, run!”


  She turned too late. Shrieking, Jim grabbed her, his vise-like jaws snapping at her face. She screamed and writhed, trying to get away from his teeth. I ran to her and took her arm. Elbowing my friend in the face, I pulled her away. We ran.


  Why is it when you’re scared you lose all sense of direction? Instead of running towards Missy’s house, we headed deeper into the forest. In my mind I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t stop.


  Then I was alone. I looked back—Missy had fallen. Jim came towards her fast, his movements like those of an enraged animal.


  “Missy, get up!”


  She looked back as Jim grabbed her foot. Kicking at him with the other foot, she scrambled away.


  I didn’t wait for her.


  Up ahead, I found a small ranger station built out of flagstone and heavy wood beams. Standing under a cool canopy of pine trees, it had a slanted roof and a single door I prayed was open.


  “Help! Somebody help!”


  No one came out. I ran to the door. Glancing sideways, I saw a large cord of wood and an axe. I pounded on the door.


  “Please! Someone! Help us!”


  Missy was still far away, with Jim right behind her. She screamed the whole way. “Dave!”


  I tried the door handle. Unlocked. I fell inside, and without hesitation I locked the door.


  Even now I can’t describe the fear that contaminated my blood like black ink. My heart raced, and I tasted copper. I couldn’t think, couldn’t reason. All I could do was focus on survival.


  “Dave!”


  Missy was getting closer, but I knew Jim was out there too, no longer my friend but a demon. If I opened the door to let her in, I might die. I knew what Jim had done to those animals. And I guessed he was the one who’d torn Sarah Champion to pieces in the forest.


  “Dave! Please!”


  Missy beat her fists on the door. My lungs were on fire from running and my eyes were blinded by tears of shame. My hands shook, and no matter how much I wanted to save Missy, I couldn’t open the door.


  Outside, Missy sobbed, scraping the door with her fingernails and calling my name. I pressed my head against the rough wood and closed my eyes. “Sorry.”


  Then I heard the most horrific sounds of fighting and tearing and screaming. After what seemed like forever, I heard a dull crack, then a groan.


  Then silence.


  I didn’t move for a long time. Eventually, I wiped my eyes on my sleeve and opened the door.


  Jim’s body lay sprawled at an angle on the ground, his head split in two. His arms and legs twitched for a second, then he was still. A dark stream of infectious black brain blood leaked into the earth. The greasy axe lay next to him. Bloody footprints led away into the forest.


  Missy was gone.


  I felt a lunatic’s laugh welling up inside me. This was perfect. Somehow Missy had gotten the better of the situation and killed my friend, who I knew was already dead. She’d stop at nothing to get me—and Holly too.


  I ran back to Missy’s house. Her front door was unlocked, and I went inside. “Missy?”


  I checked the entire house. She’d disappeared.


  My heart still pumping hard, I walked towards my truck, and before getting in I vomited on the ground.


  Once I was on the road, I checked my cell phone. There was one voice mail. It was Holly wondering where I was. I called her back, trying to make my voice sound calm.


  “Where’ve you been?”


  “I went to see Missy.”


  A long silence. “Will you be home soon?”


  “On my way.”


  After I hung up, a text message appeared. I almost crashed as I read it. You shouldn’t have done that, Dave.


  This was it—I was screwed. Missy would call the police and report me. Is there a law against not helping someone in danger? I could see the cops thinking I’d planned the whole thing to get rid of her. Holly and I had no money for an attorney, so I’d end up with some lame-ass public defender with bad breath and dandruff. I’d be convicted for sure, with Holly left on her own while I rotted in prison.
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  “They found Jim,” Holly said as I walked in the front door.


  “What? Who?”


  “It’s pretty bad. Come into the kitchen. You smell like Death.”


  I took a chair at the table and rubbed my eyes, trying to suppress a giggle. I felt like I was in a long, dark drainage pipe and Holly was at the other end, leaning in and trying to get my attention. When I looked up, I saw she’d turned off the kettle and poured out two cups of tea. I had trouble holding my cup without spilling anything.


  “Detective Van Gundy called,” she said. “They found Jim’s body at a ranger station. A neighbor reported hearing screams and called 911.”


  I sipped at my tea and burned my tongue.


  “Someone killed him. And you know Van Gundy—he won’t say any more. Since Jim had no family, they want you to go down and identify the body.”


  “What? Now?”


  She looked away, pretending she heard something. “So what happened over there?”


  “I ended it,” I said.


  Things would have to play out. I was a spectator who had gotten free admission to a freak show. I stood to get more tea and heard myself saying, “I ended it.” A picture of Missy bringing down the axe on Jim left me weak. I knew she was coming for Holly and me.


  My legs gave out, and I crumpled to the floor.


  “Dave,” I heard Holly say. “Listen to me. You have to get it together.”


  “I’m okay,” I said. Holly helped me to my feet, and I sat. “Jim must’ve gone crazy. But now he’s dead. It’s over.”


  I was sick to my stomach and pushed my tea away. Holly turned on the TV, which was already tuned to the local news. We watched footage showing the front of Missy’s house. There was police tape everywhere, and cops trying to keep everyone back. A local reporter named Evie Champagne kept trying to jam her microphone into Detective Van Gundy’s face. It was pissing him off.


  “Detective, can you confirm that this is the home of Melyssa Soldado?”


  “Not confirming or denying anything. We have to notify the family—”


  “Didn’t you find the entire inside of the house drenched in blood?”


  “Where do you people come up with this—”


  “Where is Ms. Soldado, Detective? Is her body still inside the house?”


  “No. We have officers looking for the missing woman right now.”


  “And the attacker? Who is he?”


  Detective Van Gundy hesitated. “John Doe,” he said.


  “Excuse me, but isn’t the man you found Jim Stanley? Isn’t he the missing accident victim you’ve been looking for?”


  “You’re unbelievable. No more questions.” He pushed his way off camera.


  Evie spoke into the camera. “There you have it. Police neither confirming nor denying the identities of the attacker and his female victim. This is Evie Champagne. Back to you, Felix.”


  I turned off the TV and took Holly’s hands in mine. My legs felt like cooked spaghetti. A searing pain shot through the core of my head. My neck hurt again, and I felt woozy. My plan had disintegrated—and me along with it.


  Holly stared at me. “So you were there.”


  “I need to tell you what happened,” I said, unable to block the sound of Missy’s screaming in my head.


  “Please, no more of your confessions, Dave.”


  I went to the sink for no reason. The faucet was dripping, and I made a mental note to replace the washers. I felt woozy.


  “Yes, I was there.”


  “Please, just stop—”


  “You need to hear this. I was at the ranger station. I was there when it happened.”


  “What did you do?” She stood next to me.


  “It’s what I didn’t do.” I turned to her, my whole body hard with tiredness and regret. “I didn’t help her.”


  “What?”


  “We were walking in the woods near her house. I was trying to convince her it was over. Then Jim showed up. But it wasn’t Jim. He was like a … some kind of monster full of rage. I tried to get Missy to run, but she fell. I ran and hid in the ranger station.”


  “You didn’t go back for her?”


  “No, I was too scared.”


  “Then you killed him, right?”


  “No, I stayed inside.”


  “You left her out there with that thing?”


  “I guess.”


  Holly moved away from me and walked in circles. It was like she was playing the scene in her head over and over. She grabbed her teacup and threw it at me. I blocked it, and it bounced off my forearm and shattered on the floor.


  “You left her!” Holly’s voice was shrill.


  “I don’t care about her, I care about us. Why aren’t you happy that it’s still us?”


  “Because what you did was evil,” she said. I heard the disgust in her voice. “You don’t leave someone to die.”


  “But she didn’t die. She got away.”


  “It doesn’t matter. You wanted her to die.”


  “I wanted her out of our lives.” I made a move towards her, but she backed away. I thought she was scared of me. “It wasn’t my fault. She split his head with an axe. I’m sorry.” I was blind with anger and frustration and didn’t notice she’d taken a seat at the table. “Holly?”


  “Shut up, Dave. I need to think.”


  She sat with her hands folded in front of her, staring straight ahead. I wanted a drink bad. I imagined going to Jim’s house and emptying out his refrigerator one bottle at a time. How long could I survive on beer and dead animals? Instead I refilled my cup. The tea had cooled, tasting like pond water.


  “I was almost going to forgive you for what you did,” she said. “It was a lapse, I know. And I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t do it again.”


  “Never.”


  “But to stand by when someone is being attacked. What in hell were you thinking? What if it had been me?”


  “It wasn’t.”


  I needed something to do, so I went to the hall closet to get a broom and a dustpan. Her face was expressionless as I swept up the broken cup and threw the pieces into the trash. The tea set had been a wedding present from her mother.


  “Is she crazy?” Holly said.


  “What do you mean?” I felt tired. All I wanted was to sleep.


  “I mean, genius, whadda you think she’ll do next?”


  “Come after me probably. She’s a vindictive—”


  “Great. Well, we can’t stay here—we have to leave.”


  “We?”


  “You’re not off the hook.” She buried her face in her hands. “You stupid, stupid bastard.”


  “What about our jobs?”


  She looked at me like I was some kind of imbecile. “We have to get out of here, Dave. At least until the police find her and we can, I don’t know, get a restraining order or something.”


  Holly had always been smarter than me. More practical. More focused. Especially when it came to solving difficult problems. She was right. We’d have to leave town.


  “There’s one other thing,” I said.


  “You started drinking again.” She wanted to hurt me, and this was the best she could do. I let it go.


  “No,” I said. “It’s about Jim. He … When I saw him, I don’t think he was alive.”


  “Was that before or after the axe to the head?”


  “Before. It was like he was decomposing or something. He wasn’t even breathing.”


  “That’s crazy, he was sick. Like all these other people wandering around. It’s a virus.”


  “Maybe.” I thought of the kidney worms and the maggots. No. He was sure as shit dead already. “Are you going to leave me?” I said.


  She didn’t answer for a long time. “I need time to think,” she said, and got up. At the door, she stopped. “You’re a real prick, you know that?”


  Guilty as charged.
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  I was still upset over the fight with Holly as I rode the elevator down to the morgue, where Detective Van Gundy was already waiting. In the movies these places are always creepy. But this room was clean and pleasant, with comfortable chairs and bright artificial plants in the waiting area. The magazines on the side tables had nothing to do with Death. No Morticians Monthly—just Us, People and Cosmopolitan.


  Detective Van Gundy led me into the viewing room. A few minutes later a morgue attendant brought Jim in on a stainless-steel table with wheels. The body was covered in a white paper shroud. As the attendant pulled back the paper, I told myself it wasn’t Jim anymore—it was a piece of meat. I moved closer and gritted my teeth.


  His head had been pushed back together and secured with surgical staples. I turned to the policeman, reminding myself I was never there. “What happened to his head?”


  “We think Ms. Soldado split it with the axe we found. It’s how he was killed.”


  I still couldn’t believe she was capable of that kind of violence. The same could be said about my own cowardice.


  They’d gotten rid of the maggots and the kidney worms. There was a surprising lack of blood. Other than the reddish seam running down the middle of his face and neck, he looked the same.


  “For the record, can you identify the body?” Detective Van Gundy said.


  “Yes. It’s Jim Stanley.”


  For what seemed like a long time I stood there, trying in my mind to picture Jim alive again. Then I turned away and threw up in my mouth. When I recovered, I heard a loud banging coming from another room. Another attendant ran in and said to the first, “One of them’s alive!”


  They both hurried out of the room, leaving the detective and me alone with Jim’s body.


  “I wonder how often that happens,” I said. No one laughed.


  Sitting in the hospital lobby with Detective Van Gundy, I thought about how long it would be before they connected me to Jim’s death. I knew Missy hadn’t contacted the police—otherwise, why hadn’t the cops arrested me already? And other than the one text, I hadn’t heard from her again. What was she waiting for?


  Revenge.


  “Do you know if Mr. Stanley knew his attacker?” the policeman said.


  “What?”


  “Ms. Soldado. Did Mr. Stanley know her?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “So this was random?”


  “I guess—I wasn’t there. I’m sorry, I don’t feel well.” I headed for the exit. Detective Van Gundy followed me.


  “I understand,” he said. “I’ve got more questions, but they can wait.”


  “What about the woman?”


  “We’re obtaining her cell records. That should tell us something.”


  “Right,” I said, trying to mask the dread that chewed at my guts. “See you.”


  As I walked off, the detective called to me.


  “Yeah?”


  “Seeing as Mr. Stanley had no next of kin, were you planning on handling the burial arrangements? The hospital said to ask you.”


  I hadn’t even thought of that. It was true, Jim had no one. “Yeah, I’ll take care of it.” I didn’t know where the money would come from, but it was the least I could do for my friend.


  I left the cop and found my truck. I couldn’t shake the feeling he was watching me the whole way. Like he knew what had happened and was waiting for me to slip up. Even if this was all in my head, it was a matter of time anyway. Once they went through Missy’s cell phone records and saw all the calls and texts to me, it was over. Now would be a brilliant time to get my affairs in order.


  As I left the parking lot, a naked woman with greyish skin and red eyes staggered in front of me. She looked like a mean drunk. Her abdomen was cut open, and I saw a piece of white plastic tubing protruding from the incision. I think it was a Lap-Band. Her hands sliced the air as she bared pin-like teeth. I thought she was a patient—till I saw the toe tag.


  I slammed on the brakes as the two morgue attendants and an orderly came out and grabbed her. Shrieking, she pivoted and sunk her teeth into the orderly’s face. He screamed as she ripped away his ear and part of his cheek. The attendants backed off, looking confused and terrified.


  I couldn’t move. There was a crowd of people behind my truck, and in front of me, the woman. She waved her arms like windmills, gibbering and drooling. Then she stared at me through the windshield, her metallic eyes cold and dead. I recognized that look.


  Detective Van Gundy appeared, his gun drawn. He pushed the wounded orderly away and waved the others back. I saw the fear on his face as he took aim.


  “Lie down on the ground! Now!” the policeman said.


  She ignored him. He shot her twice in the chest. I saw two holes in her the size of quarters but no blood. She kept coming. The detective wiped his face with his coat sleeve, took careful aim and fired point-blank at her head.


  The bullet tore through her forehead and exited out the back of her head, leaving a huge hole and shattering the windshield of a nearby car. As the car alarm went off, the woman dropped to her knees, her tongue lolling in her bloody mouth like a writhing red eel, and she fell face first onto the pavement, motionless.


  I shut off my engine and got out as the cop closed in, his gun still drawn. People all around stared. The two attendants helped the wailing orderly, his face covered in gore, back into the hospital.


  Still shaking, Detective Van Gundy holstered his gun and turned to me with haunted eyes. “Eighth one this week,” he said.


  
     
  


  [image: Chapter Six, This Isn’t Happening]


  I didn’t think I could drive, so I sat in my truck and stared at nothing. My cell phone rang. Holly. Her heaving voice came loud and close through the truck’s speakers. I tried to get out of her what had happened.


  “She was here! She—”


  “What? Who?”


  “That girl! Missy!”


  I looked to see if Detective Van Gundy was anywhere nearby. “Are you okay?”


  “I don’t know—I guess. She tried breaking into the house.”


  “Okay, hang on.”


  Steeling myself, I started the engine and maneuvered out of the parking lot, past the police who had cordoned off the area where the crazy woman had been shot. “I’m coming home. Are you somewhere safe?”


  “I’m in the basement. I don’t know if she found a way in. Dave, I’m scared.” Her breath came out in short, choppy bursts. There was a tremolo in her voice—she was hysterical.


  I tried to concentrate. The cops in Tres Marias were notorious. I had to make sure they didn’t catch me speeding. I wanted so much to be with Holly. My chest was tight and it was hard to breathe.


  “I called 911, but they kept me on hold forever. On the news they said there’s trouble all over town. What’s happening?”


  “I don’t know, babe.”


  I was happy no cops were available. How do you explain a woman you’ve never met attacking your wife? I drove the rest of the way, comforting Holly and telling her how much I loved her. Though they were heartfelt words, to my own ears they sounded thin and tinny.


  Sirens blared from every direction. It was like the whole town had erupted. I thought of Jim and that crazed Lap-Band woman at the hospital, and I wondered if more of these undead—what else could you call them?—were attacking innocent people.


  “I’m in front of the house,” I said. “Hanging up.”


  “Okay.” Holly’s voice sounded weak and far away.


  I found a tire iron in the back of my truck, and when I got to the front door, I saw scratches on the casing and the door itself. It looked like someone had tried to claw their way in. I grabbed the door handle. Locked.


  Raising the tire iron, I inched past the front windows—they weren’t broken—all the way to the back gate. It was partway open. I pushed the gate and entered the backyard. The glass door leading to the kitchen wasn’t broken. I tried it. Also locked. I checked everywhere else outside the house, and then using my key, I let myself in the front door.


  Trotting down to the basement, I called Holly’s name. I heard scraping noises and the sound of the door unlocking. When I entered, I found my wife clutching a baseball bat. The room was cold, damp and still. Only the sound of her anxious breathing broke the silence.


  Bare incandescent lights hanging from the ceiling illuminated the basement. They cast harsh shadows, making the atmosphere more unnerving. The only things down there were the washer and dryer, the water heater, an old sofa and boxes of books and other stuff. It looked like Holly had dragged stacks of boxes to the door and covered the narrow windows with newspaper.


  I pushed past the boxes and went to her. She dropped the bat and fell into my arms.


  “Oh, Dave, I was so scared.”


  I kissed her head and held her tight. “I’m here. Let’s get upstairs.”


  Scratching noises from the windows chiseled away the silence. Holly almost screamed, then covered her mouth.


  “Get upstairs,” I said. “It’s okay, everything’s locked.”


  As I handed her the bat, I saw a strange look in her eyes. I heard her footsteps trotting up the stairs, and holding the tire iron close, I slid towards the window and listened. Nothing. Reaching up, I pulled back part of the newspaper.


  Missy glared at me, her unblinking eyes grey and dead. Her mouth was raw and bloody from a recent kill. An ear-piercing shriek assaulted my eardrums, and I fell backwards onto the floor. When I got to my feet, she was gone.
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  Holly sat at the kitchen table clutching the bat while I made tea. I didn’t tell her what I’d seen in the basement.


  “There was something weird about her,” she said. “I saw her through the front windows—not close. I dunno, it was like she couldn’t control her muscles. Like the jimmies, only worse.”


  It was all clear to me. The virus had mutated and people were changing faster. Soon everyone in Tres Marias would be infected.


  I handed Holly a cup of tea. “Did she say anything?”


  “That’s just it. She tried to. But she couldn’t form any words. And that made her even madder.”


  I thought of Jim and how he’d tried to communicate with me when I found him that first time. What was happening to these people who were turning into monsters?


  “Was she injured?”


  “I … I don’t—yes. Her arm. There was this huge gash like it had been ripped open.”


  I sat next to Holly. “You were right. We need to get out of here.”


  “I’m sorry I called 911. I didn’t think. Now they’re going to find out about you and that devil woman.”


  “My God, Holly, don’t apologize. This is all my fault. The important thing is for us to get away from here.” She became cool and didn’t say anything. “Did you ask your mom if we can stay with her? Holly?”


  She pursed her lips, and I knew something bad was coming.


  “I’ve decided to drive to Mt. Shasta by myself. I’ll call Fred to let him know I quit once I’m up there.”


  Her face told me everything. She hated me for what happened. Cheating on her was one thing, but Missy tried to kill her. I brought this evil down on both of us. And what I feared most came true. My wife was leaving me.


  “Okay,” I said.


  We sat there for a long time, galaxies apart. I listened to the ticking of the singing-bird clock I’d bought her for our first anniversary. Any minute birdsong would startle us rather than comfort.


  “I’ll follow you to your mom’s to make sure you get there safe,” I said. “Then I guess I’ll come back here.”


  “You should find some other place to stay. For your own safety.”


  I touched her warm hand, but she withdrew it.


  I wondered if I’d ever see her again. I wanted Holly more than anything in life. She was all I cared about. I’d do anything to protect her from Missy—or anyone else who tried to harm her. But it was what I’d done that put her in danger in the first place. I lost her that first time I climbed into Missy’s bed, the day I condemned myself to Hell.


  What’s that saying—bad things happen to good people? But it’s not true. It’s bad people doing bad things to themselves and others. Or people who are more stupid than bad doing bad things. Me, I was somewhere in the middle. I didn’t think I was bad, just stupid. What scared me was the belief that bad people can become good if they want to, but stupid people can’t become smart. They continue living out their pathetic lives, hurting more people along the way till they either are killed or die off.


  “I’ll gas up your car,” I said, and left the room.
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  It was an hour to Holly’s mom’s house in Mt. Shasta. As I got on the freeway, I saw a military-looking helicopter zooming overhead. All the way up I followed Holly’s blue Prius. She had tried again to go by herself, but I refused to let her. I wanted to keep her safe.


  After Holly’s dad died, her mom sold her home in Tres Marias and bought a cabin not far from the lake. They called them cabins, but they were townhomes in a community called Shasta Heights. Thirty had been built when the builder went bankrupt. Holly’s mom got hers at a bank auction and paid cash.


  I saw the lake shimmering through the trees. The last time I was here was with Jim. It was warm, and there were a lot of boats pulling people on water skis. It seemed idyllic.


  Holly didn’t tell her mother what I’d done. She said there was a wave of violence tearing through the town and I felt she was safer up here. Her mom seemed to buy it. She was a simple woman who’d worked hard all her life and took things at face value. I don’t think she had the capacity to recognize intrigue.


  “Nice to see you, Dave,” her mom said when I came through the front door with the bags.


  She never liked me all that much because of the drinking, I guess. But I saw she was making an effort. Sometimes it was hard to understand her, because most of her teeth were missing. Holly told me once that, when a tooth fell out, her mother would toss it into a mason jar with the others. She used the jar more or less to keep track of her age.


  “Good to see you too, Mrs. Mitchell,” I said.


  “Irene.”


  “Right.”


  I planned to return home, knowing Holly didn’t want me around. But she informed me that, for appearance’s sake, I’d better stay till morning.


  “I didn’t bring any other clothes.”


  “Just do it, Dave. After Mom goes to bed, you can sleep in the living room.”


  There’s no better way for a woman to punish a man than to make him sleep away from her. I tried to look on the bright side. At least we were under the same roof.


  “What’s this I hear about gangs and violence?” Irene said at dinner.


  “Mom, I never said—”


  “It’s not like that,” I said. “It’s these random incidents. No one knows what’s causing them.”


  “Well, according to Evie Champagne, things have gotten awfully strange. Tres Marias was always such a nice little town. Seems like nothing is nice anymore.”


  “You shouldn’t believe what you hear on TV,” Holly said.


  “I like Evie Champagne,” Irene said. “She seems honest.”


  We played Scrabble for a while like a normal family, then Holly’s mom went to bed. Holly and I stayed up watching Mrs. Doubtfire on satellite TV. Neither of us wanted to talk about what lay ahead. So we sat at opposite ends of the sofa, pretending to laugh as Robin Williams bounced frantically between two tables in a restaurant.


  “Do you hate me?” I said when the movie was over.


  “Yes.”


  “I love you, Holly. I’m so sorry—”


  “Don’t, Dave.”


  She opened the French doors leading to the small balcony and went outside. I followed her. I could see a full moon through the trees. A cool breeze blew in from the lake, bringing the smell of pine and lilac. Owls hooted in the nearby trees. In any other circumstance this would’ve been a perfect night.


  Seeing the stars in the black-velvet sky, I wanted so much to hold Holly’s hand, but I didn’t dare make a move.


  “I wish …” she said. “I wish you’d never told me.” She turned to me, and I saw tears glistening in the moonlight. “I wish you would’ve kept it as your dirty secret. And we’d raise our children and grow old together, and I could die believing that you’d been faithful to me. That’s the life I wanted, you being faithful.”


  “Holly.”


  “But I can’t have it now because you killed it. I gave up so much for you. I thought if I loved you enough I could change you. I was so stupid. I thought it was the drinking that’s the problem. I didn’t know it was something deeper.”


  “I don’t want to lose you,” I said.


  “You can go to Hell.”


  I saw what was coming and let it happen. She slapped me hard, then went to bed. My face stinging, I heard her crying. I’m pretty sure her mother heard it too.


  I stayed outside for a time, thinking about everything I’d done wrong. And I kept trying to figure out a way to fix it. There had to be something I could do. I needed to redeem myself. I needed forgiveness. There had to be a way to get Holly back.


  A piercing shriek shredded the blackness of the night like a chain saw. Feeling cold, I came inside and tried to sleep. A voice in my head told me that sleep was for babies and old people.


  “And the dead,” I said to the walls.
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  I left early, having gotten little rest. All night I waited for a call from the police saying I needed to tell them where I was because they had implicated me in Jim’s death. And I waited for a text from Missy. Neither came.


  As I got ready to leave, Holly came to the front door and put something I recognized in my hand. It was the gold crucifix she’d received on her First Communion, which she had worn since I met her. As I said, I’m not the religious type—eight years of Catholic school had seen to that—but Holly still believed in the power of prayer.


  “Keep it,” I said. “I’m going to Hell, remember?”


  “Take it.”


  “Why?”


  “Protection.”


  “In case something bad happens?”


  “Yeah. And you might wanna start praying. And go to Confession. Sorry I slapped you.”


  I saw in her a friend who was trying to give another friend some good advice. I thought she’d let me kiss her, but she walked away.


  “I’ll text you when I get back,” I said, not sure if she heard me.


  Her mother was in the kitchen, cleaning up the breakfast dishes. She looked at me in the strangest way, like she knew. I wasn’t surprised. Everything anyone needed to know was on my face.


  On the way back, shrill sirens forced me to pull over. Police cars, an ambulance and a fire truck sped past towards the lake. I assumed it was a boating accident.
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  I decided to get off the 5 and take a scenic route through the forest. I knew I was delaying my arrival in Tres Marias, but I didn’t have to be at work till ten. There was still enough time to shower and change clothes.


  Up ahead, an old bridge road spanned across a dry creek bed. The day was already warm, and I had my window rolled down. Partway across, I noticed some guy running on the dry, dusty rocks. Scared, he wore hiking shorts and a straw hat and had a camera slung across his chest. Tourist. I pulled over and climbed out to get a better look. It was hard to tell his age, but he wasn’t in any kind of shape. At one point he tripped and did a face plant, screaming and swearing.


  Then I saw them.


  A group of around eight men and women charged after the man, arms outstretched like he’d stolen their wallets. They moved fast, but their bodies didn’t look right. They screeched like some kind of deranged birds. It was the most awful sound I’d ever heard—the same sound Missy had made. They were getting closer.


  “Hey, get up!” I said. “Come on!”


  He looked at me, then back at the mob. Adrenaline must’ve helped him, because like a torsion spring he shot to his feet and took off running towards the bridge, blood and sweat streaming down his face.


  I got into my truck, drove to the end of the bridge, jumped out and waited with the engine running.


  He was at the bottom of the bank. He tried scrambling up the side but kept slipping on the thin, dry grass and loose gravel. The mob was gaining on him.


  “Try over there!” I said, pointing to a beaten path through the weeds.


  He went down a ways and climbed. One of those crazies was on him now—a woman who looked to be in her fifties, with short grey hair, swollen ankles and JCPenney summer clothes. Talking gibberish, she grabbed his foot and tried dragging him down the side. He screamed. I slid down halfway and reached out to take his wrist. Others came and pulled him like lions bringing down a wildebeest.


  They wanted to eat him.


  Horrified, I watched as they tore at his eyes, tongue and any other soft, juicy parts. It was incredible how they moved as one. Their fingers were like razors ripping through his clothes to get to his swollen, hairy abdomen. I stood frozen on that dirt path, unable to comprehend what was happening. When his intestines spilled out, I scrambled up the path, got into my truck and shot down the road, narrowly avoiding a boulder.


  “God, God!”


  Crazy with adrenaline, I made a U-turn and headed back over the bridge towards the freeway. There was little left of the man, and the mob was already dispersing. As I came out of the forest, I heard someone blast their horn. Another car swerved towards me from the driver’s side. Thinking fast, I floored it. The car missed me by inches and hit a tree. I slammed on the brakes.


  Shaken but unhurt, I looked to see what had happened. A man lay semiconscious behind the wheel of a black Lexus SUV. The air bag had deployed, reminding me of my own car accident. I got out and went to see if I could help.


  Through the window I saw blood streaming from the man’s forehead. He appeared to be in his sixties. It was Isaac Fallow.


  “Hey, can you move?” He nodded.


  After several tries, I was able to get his door open. I undid his seat belt and helped him into the passenger side of my truck, then got behind the wheel.


  “Dave, my medical kit. It’s in the trunk.”


  I ran back to the car, popped the trunk and found a large black plastic tub among old newspapers, file folders and crushed soda cans. As I placed it in the back of my truck, I heard the terrifying shrieking again.


  “Hurry!” Isaac said from inside the truck.


  I saw the mob coming towards us, as hungry as before, and climbed into the truck and took off. Something stepped into the road—a man. I couldn’t swerve. I hit him full on, flattening his body under my truck. A few feet ahead, I slammed on the brakes and looked in amazement in the rearview mirror as the victim sat up. His legs crushed, he tried crawling towards us.


  Isaac saw him too. “Just drive,” he said. His voice was calm.


  “But he’s hurt.”


  “Drive. He’s already dead.”


  We jumped onto the freeway and headed towards Tres Marias.


  “What about your car?” I said.


  “It’s not important.”


  “Isaac, what were you doing in the forest?”


  “Trying to prove that this isn’t happening.”


  “What is happening?”


  “I don’t know.” I looked at him and saw that he had the same haunted look as Detective Van Gundy back at the hospital. “But the gates of Hell have opened.”
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  While I waited in the emergency room, I texted Holly to let her know I was back. I didn’t say anything about the forest. She replied with a single letter—K.


  I realized there was no way I was going to make it to work in time, so I called Fred. I told him I wasn’t feeling well and would have to come in later. Other than the accident, I hadn’t taken a sick day since I started there. He knew it and didn’t argue.


  A couple of hours later Isaac came out, wearing a large white adhesive bandage on his forehead. Other than some bruised ribs and a sore neck, he was fine.


  We drove over to the Tip Top Café to get some coffee. This place had become a refuge of mine since I stopped drinking. It was two doors down from the Beehive. Though this created a temptation the AA people wouldn’t approve of, it gave me a strange comfort—knowing I could be so close to that den of pain, yet never allowing myself to set foot in there again.


  The Tip Top was old-school. It had opened in the early sixties, before the British Invasion. The booths were made of red leather. The menus were trifold and laminated. It was a great place to get a burger and shake. A soda fountain featured banana splits and fresh cherry pie. There was a jukebox, and for a quarter you could still hear Bobby Darrin singing “Beyond the Sea.”


  For a long time Isaac and I sat staring out at the world through a plate-glass window. Everything here looked normal. Cars drove by. A mother walked past, holding a child by the hand and laughing. A postal worker delivered mail to the local merchants. A teenage boy kissed his girlfriend leaning against a streetlight. There was nothing out of the ordinary.


  “That guy in the forest,” I said, “the one I hit. What did you mean, he was already dead?”


  “I mean you didn’t kill anyone—not a person anyway.”


  “And what about Jim Stanley?”


  I already knew the answer. It’s what I suspected. Like everyone else in town, Jim had also been Isaac’s patient. He told me about the autopsy. People were dying, but they weren’t staying dead. He finished his coffee, set the cup on the saucer and wept into his hands. I didn’t know what to do.


  A clueless server came over with a glass coffeepot in each hand, one decaf and the other regular. “Anyone need a refill?” she said.


  I titled my head towards Isaac. She left and said something to one of the other servers.


  “Sorry I almost crashed into you,” he said.


  “Don’t worry about it. I was pretty messed up myself. I saw a bunch of those crazies attack a man near the bridge. What do you think is causing people to act this way?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you think it has anything to do with all those other people we’ve been seeing?”


  “You mean the ones with the jimmies?”


  “You said they were dead already.”


  “That or their symptoms mimic death,” he said. “If these illnesses are connected, it could be some kind of virus. And it might be mutating. I called the CDC over a week ago. They were supposed to send someone out.”


  “Come on, I’ll take you back to your house.”


  “I’d appreciate it.”


  I left money on the table, and as we walked out I observed a man in a cheap suit staring at us. He looked feverish. To diffuse the tension, I smiled at him, but he kept staring. I noticed he was drooling.
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  It was a short ride to Isaac’s house. As I pulled into the driveway, I saw the police cars parked in front of a neighbor’s house. A man, a woman and teenage girl sat outside on the curb. They looked helpless, like they didn’t know what to do.


  “Kate, what happened?” Isaac said.


  The woman looked up at us. “Oh, Dr. Fallow! Patty’s husband was attacked in their backyard. We’re waiting for the ambulance.”


  “Sal is still in the yard,” Patty said. “They won’t let me see him.”


  “Just give me a second.”


  As Isaac got his medical equipment from my truck, the woman named Patty continued on. “It was weird. Some kind of wild group of people. Men and women. They attacked him for no reason. He was watering the lawn.”


  Isaac touched Patty’s shoulder and went over to a police officer who was making some notes.


  “Oh, hey, Dr. Fallow.”


  “Did you see anyone?”


  “No. Whoever did this is long gone.”


  “Okay, come with me. Dave, you might want to stay here.”


  “No way—I’m coming.”


  We went around the side of the house and entered the backyard through a wooden gate. A policeman patrolled the area with his gun drawn. In the middle of the yard, we saw the victim. He didn’t look that bad. I guessed that something must have scared off the mob.


  Isaac put on latex gloves and knelt next to the man. I watched as he examined the man and took his pulse.


  “Sal, how are you feeling?”


  “Shaken up, I guess.”


  “These are some nasty bites.”


  “Who are you?” one of the police officers said to me.


  “Dave Pulaski. I’m a friend of Isaac’s.”


  “Oh?” I didn’t like his expression.


  By the time the ambulance arrived, Isaac had wrapped the man’s arms and hands. It looked to me as if he’d tried to deflect the attacks and was bit.


  When we got back to the street, another police officer came up to me.


  “I need to see some identification,” the cop said.


  Isaac and I exchanged a look as I handed over my driver’s license.


  “Hey, Norm,” another cop said. “Take a look at this.” He was examining my front bumper.


  “In a minute.”


  My heart sank as he took my license to his vehicle. I knew he was running it through the computer. A couple of minutes later, he came back.


  “There’s a wanted notice on you,” the cop said. “I have to take you in.”


  I looked at Isaac. “What for?” he said.


  The cop looked irritated. “There’s a detective wants to ask you some questions.”


  “You’re allowed to have an attorney present, so don’t say anything,” Isaac advised. “Give me your keys. I need to go over to the hospital. I’ll pick you up at the police station later.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  I got into the back of the police car and looked down at my feet. Though I wasn’t cuffed, I couldn’t bear to look at the people on the sidewalk staring at me.


  I had never been arrested, not even in my darkest drinking days. Let me tell you, it’s not pleasant. There’s a sense of unreality to it, like it’s a dream and it’s happening to someone else.


  As I waited to be driven off, the first cop—Norm—went over to look at my truck with the other cop. He stared at the front bumper, said “Holy shit!” and looked over at me. I watched as Isaac joined them. I could imagine what they were saying about the blood. When it was over, Isaac walked past the police vehicle and gave me an almost-imperceptible thumbs-up.


  A coward and a murderer, I thought, as the two cops climbed into the car. Holly already hated me. Now she’d for sure be scared of me too.


  “That was some raccoon,” the cop named Norm said to me over his shoulder.


  “What?”


  “The one you ran over. He must’ve been huge.”


  “He was,” I said, realizing the story Isaac had told them.


  “You may want to hose that off later so no other police officers pull you over.”


  “Right,” I said.


  As we got onto the main road, a voice on the police radio announced that a violent mob had overrun a convenience store. Two employees were dead. The dispatcher said, “All units respond.”


  The cops looked at each other, and Norm said, “Shit, what do we do?”


  “We have to get this guy to the station.”


  “The store’s on the way. Let’s at least check it out.”


  We rode in silence, the dispatcher’s voice droning in the background. Whatever was going on over there, it sounded hellish. I heard the dispatcher use the word mayhem.


  “You thought about quitting?” the other cop said to Norm.


  “Every damn day.”
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  The convenience store was in chaos. Twenty or more police and sheriffs’ vehicles, their lights flashing, surrounded the small wooden building with the peeling green paint and cartoon advertisements for slushies and hot dogs. Behind them, dozens of cops trained their weapons on something. Overhead, the blades of a blue-and-white highway-patrol helicopter beat angrily. On the roof, store employees waved their arms, pleading to be rescued. But from what?


  Then I heard it—that awful screeching that I came to know as a death shriek.


  In the distance I saw an Eyewitness News truck and Evie Champagne pushing through the police barricade with her microphone, trying to cover the scene up close as her pudgy, bearded cameraman shot over-the-shoulder video. One of the cops—I think he was a police captain—blocked their path. It was hard to hear.


  “You need to get out of here.”


  “We have a right to be here.”


  Without another word, he grabbed the camera and threw it on the ground.


  “Hey!” the sidekick said.


  Another cop popped the cameraman in the head with his riot stick as Evie let go a string of obscenities. The man dropped to his knees, cursing and cradling his bleeding head. More cops dragged Evie and the cameraman back to their truck, flung the side door open and forced them inside.


  I thought the cops were trying to protect citizens, but I couldn’t help wondering whether they didn’t want any images broadcast. One of the cops stood guard next to the truck to make sure the two news people didn’t come out again. After the captain and the other cops left, though, I saw Evie through the window of the truck shooting video on her cell phone. I had to give it to her, she had cojones.


  All the other cops stood behind their vehicle doors, their weapons pointed at … I don’t know what they were. They resembled people, but they didn’t act normal. They were like those crazies in the forest, climbing over one another, trying to get to something on the ground behind a parked car. I strained to see what it was.


  A human arm.


  As the cops looked on in disgust, these animals ripped a human body to shreds and ate it with a hellish hunger. Eyes, ears, fingers, belly—anything they could grab and devour.


  No one seemed to know what to do. One of the other cops waved at us. Officer Norm switched off the engine and said to me, “You stay here in the back.”


  “Don’t leave me here!”


  Drawing their weapons, he and his partner got out and joined the others as the horde, still not sated, turned their attention to the cops.


  “Halt!” someone said. But the horde pushed forward, their eyes lifeless, their mouths twitchy and bloody.


  I wanted to run, but I had no way to get out of the vehicle. What if one of them broke in?


  A gunshot pierced the thick, stifling air. One of the horde turned sideways, a gaping, bloody hole in his chest. He shook it off and kept coming. A volley of gunshots riddled him, hardly slowing him down.


  Bullets rained down on the horde. One of the rounds hit a woman in the head. Covered in blood, she went down hard and didn’t get up again.


  “Aim for the head!” someone said.


  I don’t know how many shots were fired, but one by one the creatures hit the ground, half their faces blown off by shotguns and .44 Magnums. What was happening was unreal. The horde seemed to be growing. Some of the cops were bit as they tried to reload. No one could stop to help them as they lay on the ground, screaming.


  A crash.


  What used to be a man, teeth dripping with gore, was reaching for me through the shattered side window. I screamed and moved as far away as I could—still it almost touched me.


  “Help!”


  Because I was inside the car, no one could hear me over the gunfire. Pushing against the door, I tried kicking the dark thing’s arms away. But it grabbed one of my feet and, with incredible strength, pulled me towards it.


  “Help! For God’s sake!”


  As my leg went through the window, the creature’s head exploded. Officer Norm peered through the shattered window, still holding his .44.


  I got my leg back inside, and he leaned in. “You okay?”
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  The ordeal lasted only a few minutes. The cops who were bit turned on their brethren and had to be put down. I thought about what Isaac said about the virus mutating. Victims were turning faster.


  “Cease fire!” the captain said.


  Then all was quiet. Every bit of the horde was dead—including the infected cops. The helicopter was gone. The employees who were still on the roof stared down at the carnage. The pungent smell of gunpowder hung in the air. One of the cops picked up the head of one of his comrades and puked on his shoes.


  As we drove in silence, I lay on the backseat, numb from cold and shock. The police dispatcher had called it right—mayhem.
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  Norm and his partner brought me into a small office where Detective Van Gundy was already waiting. A dark green file folder lay on the desk. He closed the door, went behind the desk and motioned for me to have a seat.


  “Want something to drink?”


  I couldn’t answer. My head felt feverish, my legs detached. I vomited on the floor.


  “Sorry.”


  The detective stepped over the sick and flung the door open. “Can I get a mop and a bucket in here?” He touched my shoulder and helped me up. “Come on, we’ll use another office.”


  I sat in a metal-and-vinyl chair, a cup of room-temperature water in my hand, as Detective Van Gundy flipped through a pile of papers inside the folder.


  “Sorry about what happened,” he said. “Those cops should have never put you in danger like that. The way things have been going, not everyone is thinking right. What happened anyway?”


  I was about to say something when Isaac walked in.


  “Can I help you?” Detective Van Gundy said. “Oh, Dr. Fallow. What can I do for you?”


  “I came to see if I could be of help.”


  “Sure.” The detective looked resigned as Isaac took a seat next to me and patted my knee.


  “I was about to tell Mr. Pulaski that we found Ms. Soldado’s cell phone and—”


  “I knew her, okay?” I said.


  Isaac frowned. “You should get yourself a lawyer, son.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “Her last text was to your cell number,” the detective said. “Want to explain why you didn’t tell me the truth before?”


  “Dave, I strongly advise—”


  “Because I was cheating on my wife with Melyssa Soldado, okay? I didn’t want anybody to know.”


  “I see.” Detective Van Gundy made a note in the file. “And your friend? How does he fit into all this?”


  I gave him as much of the truth as I was going to. “I don’t know, he might’ve been jealous.”


  “Jealous,” the detective said. “Her last text to you was …” He referred to a handwritten page. “‘You shouldn’t have done that, Dave.’ Shouldn’t have done what?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “Right.”


  “Have you located her yet?”


  “No. Someone reported seeing a woman fitting her description wandering in the forest near where Ms. Soldado lives. The description also says that she was covered in blood. We don’t have any other leads.”


  I looked at Isaac, then at Detective Van Gundy. “So are we done?”


  The detective considered the question, looked at the file again and then back at me. I knew he didn’t have shit to go on. If he was hoping for a confession, he could forget it. I was saving that for the priest.


  “Yeah,” he said, “for now. Don’t leave town. I know that sounds cheesy, but seriously. I’ll have more questions later.”


  I looked at him and smiled. “I’m not going anywhere. I have to work.”


  As we left the office, Detective Van Gundy said, “Mr. Pulaski? I understand your wife is not currently living at home.”


  “That’s right. When Jim died I told my wife what I’d done. She doesn’t want to see me anymore.”


  “Sorry to hear that. I’d still like to interview her.” I tried not to let the shock show on my face as he slid over a pen and paper. “Please write down her address and phone number.”


  “Sure,” I said. When I’d finished, I slid the paper back over to him.


  “Maybe she’ll forgive you,” he said as he read what I’d written. “In time.”


  “Sure.”
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  All I wanted was to get home and shower, but Isaac insisted we talk. So we went to the Tip Top for coffee and pie.


  “Dave,” he said, olallieberry juice dripping down his chin, “you need an attorney. I’m happy to recommend one.”


  “Why?”


  “Son, in addition to bringing babies like you into the world, I’ve been investigating homicides for thirty-five years. Looking at the medical evidence. Trying to guess what was going through the killer’s mind. I’m not saying you killed anyone, but what I see is a man with a big secret.”


  I stirred my coffee and avoided eye contact. “I’m not a bad person.”


  “Course not. But sometimes we make mistakes—bad ones. And people wind up dead.”


  “Like Jim.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Missy’s not dead.”


  “You sure?”


  “Jim was way dead before he ever showed up in the forest.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I was there, trying to talk sense into Missy. Jim showed up out of nowhere, and he wasn’t right.”


  “Was he like those people who chased us in the woods?”


  “Yeah. But I’d seen him days earlier and he wasn’t violent. He was kind of, I don’t know, in a trance. I touched him one time and he was ice-cold. Smelled like something rotten. When he attacked Missy, I ran like hell.”


  “So that’s your secret? You ran away?”


  “I didn’t even try to help her.”


  “Why didn’t you tell the detective?”


  “Because I didn’t want it getting out that I’m a coward.”


  “The truth has a way of getting out.”


  The last time we were here, it was Isaac who lost it. Now it was my turn. I tried choking back the tears, but it was no use. Desperate to gain control, I dug a fork into my palm under the table. The pain cleared my head.


  “You okay?” Isaac said, and I nodded. “Look, I don’t know what’s happening in Tres Marias. It doesn’t make any sense.”


  “It’s a virus, right?”


  “I don’t know. Viruses don’t turn ordinary people into cannibals.”


  My cell phone rang. It was Holly. “Hey.”


  “I got a call from Detective Van Gundy.” She sounded pissed off.


  “Sorry, I need to take this,” I said to Isaac, and went outside. Then to Holly, “I was going to call you. He works fast. Did you talk to him?”


  “I didn’t know who it was, so I let it go to voice mail. He’s going to ask about what happened with Missy, isn’t he?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What do I say?”


  “What I said. That I was having an affair with her and that’s all you know.”


  “But he could make me tell the truth in court.”


  “No. You don’t have to testify against your husband. Look, he’s fishing.”


  “I hate you for making me lie.”


  “Then tell him the truth,” I said, and disconnected.


  When I looked up, Isaac was outside with me, picking the seeds out of his teeth with a flat toothpick. “Everything okay?”


  “Couldn’t be better,” I said. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride back to your house.”
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  I half expected to see police cars and dead people, but Isaac’s street was quiet. I followed him into his home office and found the walls covered with maps and sticky notes. His bag and medical kit lay on the floor next to piles of medical books.


  “What’s all this?” I said.


  “I’ve been trying to put it all together, how this thing started,” he said, going over to one of the maps. “The best I can figure, it started in the forest here.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I’m basing it on all the deaths in the area—both animal and human. Take a look at this spot.”


  I moved closer. The spot Isaac had circled looked familiar. It was near where Jim and I had crashed.


  “Here is where that hunter said he found that woman, Sarah Champion. What I can’t figure out is, some of the victims were nowhere near the forest when they got sick.”


  “Maybe they were infected by someone who was.”


  “Right. There is one clue. Some of them had been bitten recently.”


  “By an animal?” I thought of the dog coming after me that night, Jim’s dog. But this wasn’t rabies.


  “No, in every case, they were human bites.”


  “Was Jim bit?”


  “I don’t recall seeing any bites in the autopsy. Hang on.”


  He opened a file cabinet and pulled out a thick manila folder. Then he grabbed a dozen or so autopsy photos and spread them out on the floor. It hurt me to look at Jim’s cold, naked body.


  Isaac examined the photos with a magnifying glass. Then it hit me. When I drove Jim home, I noticed what looked like a bite mark on his left hand. It must’ve happened days before, because it was partially healed.


  “Do you have a photo of his left hand?” I said.


  “Here.” Isaac studied the photo, clucking his tongue. “I’ll be damned. How did I miss this? Time for some new glasses.”


  He showed me the photo with the magnifying glass. There it was—a bite mark. “This isn’t a human bite.”


  I told Isaac about having seen Jim’s dog that night and about how rabid he looked.


  “What doesn’t make sense is, this isn’t rabies. It’s something else. We might have an outbreak on our hands.”


  He indicated the arrows pointing outward from Tres Marias. Who knew how far the disease—if that’s what you wanted to call it—had spread?


  “What about the CDC?” I said.


  “I tried them again, but they’ve gone dark on me. Won’t even take my calls.”


  “Weird. So I have a question. What happens when the police can no longer contain the situation?”


  “You may have seen the highway patrol in full force,” he said. “If it becomes a state emergency, I suppose they’ll send in the National Guard. There’s a rumor going around that’s about to happen.”


  “I need to be with Holly,” I said, getting up and going to the door.


  “That’s what I recommend,” he said, studying one of the maps.


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m driving to San Francisco tonight to meet with an immunologist friend of mine.”


  Isaac’s cell phone rang. “Isaac Fallow,” he said. “What? When? I’ll be right there.” Then to me, “Dave, can you drive me over to the hospital?”


  “Isaac, I’d like to but—”


  “Please, it’s important.”
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  The police were already at the hospital when we arrived. Isaac and I went to the office of the hospital administrator, Dr. Vale, who looked to be in her sixties. Next to her stood Isaac’s neighbor Patty, frightened and confused.


  “Isaac, thank God,” Dr. Vale said. “Who’s he?”


  “Dave Pulaski. He’s with me. Where’s the patient?”


  “We had to lock him in a utility closet.”


  “Eileen, listen. And this is important. Did he bite anyone?”


  “A couple of nurses. And an orderly.”


  “You need to find them and isolate them as well.”


  “They’ve already gone home.”


  “All right, give the police their addresses and ask them to pick them up.”


  “But they haven’t done anything.”


  Isaac looked at me, then at Dr. Vale. “Let’s hope they don’t.”


  I stayed with Dr. Vale at the end of the hallway that led to the ORs as Isaac and two police officers approached the supply closet. One of the cops waved Patty over and gave her an instruction.


  “Sal?” she said through the door. “It’s me, honey. Patty.”


  An ungodly moan escaped the supply closet, followed by a screech that sounded like something from Hell. Then tearing noises and more wailing. The sounds weren’t human—they turned my blood cold.


  Isaac waved Patty away and positioned the cops on either side of him. Then he signaled for them to draw their weapons. His hand shaking bad, he slipped a key into the lock, took a breath and flung the door open.


  Sal, the neighbor who’d been attacked in his backyard, glared at us hot and angry. His face was livid, and his grey, motionless eyes were hard and dry. His mouth was pulled back into a hideous grimace. One of his arms was chewed to the bone.


  Patty screamed as her husband lunged at the men. Everyone scattered. One of the cops tried to aim his weapon, but Sal was too quick. Before anyone could stop him, he was on one of the cops, biting off his fingers and goring his face and neck. The cop’s screams died in a gurgle of choking blood.


  “Sal!” Patty tried to go to her husband, but Isaac and I held her back.


  “Shoot him!” Isaac said to the other cop.


  “No!” Patty said.


  The cop aimed and let off a couple of rounds, both hitting Sal in the back. Sal turned, an eye stalk hanging from his teeth.


  “Try for the head!”


  “Please, no!” Patty said.


  The cop fired three times, huge chunks of bloody brain matter splattering against the white wall. Sal shuddered and collapsed on the floor.


  Seeing her dead husband, Patty crumpled in a sobbing heap and tried crawling towards him. “Sal! Dear God, what’s happening?”


  “No, stay back,” Isaac said.


  He and the other cop examined the fallen police officer. He was bleeding out and mumbled like a frightened child.


  “We need to isolate him,” Isaac said, looking at Dr. Vale, who stood motionless. “Eileen, now!”


  [image: ***]


  It was late when we left the hospital—too late to take Isaac to Enterprise to pick up his car, so I drove him home. He’d have to wait till morning to sort out the wrecked car and get a new one. Grabbing his bag and medical kit from the backseat, he came around to the driver’s side.


  “I appreciate the ride,” he said.


  “Sure.”


  “Dave, I don’t know how bad this thing is going to get. Go find your wife and get the hell away from here before they lock it all down.”


  “She’s done with me. Besides, Detective Van Gundy said not to leave the area.”


  “The cops are going to have their hands full.”


  “I can’t see her anymore,” I said. “I need to stay and figure something out.”


  “They might arrest you. You could tell them the truth and hope for the best.”


  “It was stupid.”


  “Stupid doesn’t begin to describe it. If you’d saved the girl, you’d be a hero. Next time. Take care, Dave.”


  I watched as Isaac went into his house. He was a good friend. I got the sense he wouldn’t tell Van Gundy what he knew. Nevertheless, if I was arrested and the case went to trial, they would call him in to testify. Isaac had never lied to a jury in his life, I’d bet.


  I wondered if Holly told the detective the truth. If she had, I was screwed. Unless, as Isaac had pointed out, all hell broke loose. It’s not something I wished for, but an outbreak was just the thing to get me out of my troubles.
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  I hated Holly. First she left me, then ratted me out. I didn’t deserve that. All I was trying to do was help. I wanted for things to go back to the way they were. Hard to do when you’re a cheating, cowardly piece of crap. Hard when dead people are feasting on the living. How was that my fault?


  I wasn’t conflicted or anything.


  Though it was late, the streets were filled with people moving numbly along the sidewalks. They appeared drugged. I thought they might be infected. There were lights flashing as cops stopped some of these moody drifters, beamed flashlights in their faces and made them answer a lot of questions. That’s when I realized they weren’t infected. They must have witnessed something gruesome—perhaps a family member being mauled—and were in shock. There were hundreds of them out.


  I knew something wasn’t right when I parked in my driveway and walked up to the front door—it was ajar. I was sure I locked up before driving up to Mt. Shasta. My heart racing, I ran back to my truck. All I could find was a four-way lug wrench. Outstanding.


  Pushing the door open, I flicked on the lights and peered inside. There was blood everywhere. The walls were smeared with it. And the smell. It was the stench of meat rot and excrement. I wanted to hurl, but I sucked the bile back down. Cold-sweating, I scanned the room for movement. Glancing outside, I saw that the neighborhood was deserted.


  As I passed through the living room towards the kitchen, turning on lights as I went, I stepped over the carcasses of dogs, cats and raccoons. Most had been gored. Others were headless. A heart-stopping banshee scream ripped through me.


  Swinging around, I found Missy standing inches from me. Her complexion was grey, her dark hair matted with twigs and live insects. Her fingers were long and pointy, and I saw bone coming through the torn fingertips. She smelled like a charnel house. Her black tongue flicked as she focused on me.


  For a time she just stood there, grinning hideously.


  I didn’t know what to do—I tried hitting her with the lug wrench. She grabbed it and, with the strength of a wrestler, tore it from my hands and threw it aside. I turned to run, but I tripped on a dead dog that had been ripped in half. She grabbed for me. I scrambled away, got to my feet and tried to make it through the kitchen to the back door.


  Then she did something extraordinary.


  She leapt towards me like some kind of demoniacal broad jumper. She was on my back now, and I didn’t know how to get her off. I was afraid she’d bite me. Her body generated no heat whatsoever. I spun around in the kitchen, trying to shake her off. I was sure she would sink her fangs into my neck.


  I bolted backwards towards the sink. Then I heard something crack as her grip loosened, allowing me to get free. She tried straightening up, but something was wrong. She gave herself a hard twist and fell into a sitting position, staring at me with those maggot-filled doll’s eyes. She opened her mouth wide and let out a death shriek that tore at my eardrums. I wanted to scream with her.


  I ran out the front door, got into my truck and hit the gas. A police cruiser screeched to a stop in front of me, and I slammed on the brakes. Detective Van Gundy’s beige sedan pulled up behind it. What was he doing there? The detective and patrolman ran to the driver’s door and, guns raised, yanked it open.


  I couldn’t speak. My teeth were chattering, and I was breathing so hard I thought my lungs would explode.


  “What happened?” Van Gundy said.


  “Inside! Missy!”


  He and the patrolman entered the house. I expected to hear the death shriek again, but all was quiet. I sat in the truck, trying to calm myself. I thought of a Donovan song, “Catch the Wind,” my mother used to sing to me when I was little and got scared.


  Time passed to the pounding of my heart. After long minutes, Detective Van Gundy and the patrolman came out the front door. Still shaky, I got out and moved towards them, my legs like clay.


  “She’s not in the house,” the patrolman said. “Must’ve gone out the back.”


  “Good thing you guys showed.”


  “One of your neighbors called 911,” Van Gundy said. “I was on my way home, and when I heard it was your house, I came right over. Did she attack you?”


  “She was waiting for me.” I was still breathless.


  “Did a nice job on your house.”


  “I think she’s one of them,” I said.


  “‘Them’?” the patrolman said.


  “The undead—whatever you want to call them.” They exchanged a glance. “There were maggots crawling around in her eyes. I’m telling you, she’s dead.”


  The patrolman drove off, and the detective waited inside as I packed some clothes. Obviously I couldn’t stay there. I thought of Holly. What if she was planning to drive back? Mad as I was at her, I still cared. Before leaving the house, I texted her.


  As I climbed into my truck, Detective Van Gundy touched my arm. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll find her.”


  “Sure,” I said, confident that he didn’t know what the hell he was talking about.


  “Why did she come after you?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Still with the lies? Suit yourself.”


  “She hates me,” I said. He waited for more. “Because I broke it off with her. She’s a jealous bitch.”


  “After seeing the house, I don’t think hate is a strong enough word.”


  I watched him drive off. I might have to invent a new word, I thought. Nothing in my experience could describe what Missy felt about me.


  As I pulled away, I looked back at the house. I knew I wouldn’t be coming back. It occurred to me that we didn’t even have a pet fish. Better to burn the place to the ground, along with my past.
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  It was early morning. I hadn’t slept in more than a day. I was able to find a cheap room at the Pine Nut Motel, which was located in a crappy part of town near the railroad tracks. With everything that had happened, it was amazing I wasn’t guzzling beer by the barrel. So I had to laugh when I saw that the motel stood next to a 7-Eleven, which I knew stocked plenty of beer.


  All I wanted was to sleep. After taking a shower and changing clothes, I fell asleep on top of the covers. When I woke, it was late afternoon. I called Fred at Staples. He wasn’t too pleased that I hadn’t come in yet. I promised to get over there right away and work till closing.


  “This isn’t like you, Dave,” he said. I heard the concern in his voice. “Everything okay? How’s Holly? Really hated to lose her.”


  “We can talk about that when I get there.”


  Fred was the kind of guy who took things personally. Everything that didn’t come out right in his or anyone else’s life he considered a personal failure. For example, Fred had been trying to convince one of the new guys to quit smoking. He even got him to cut back to a pack a day through sheer nagging. But when it came time to drop the habit altogether, the ungrateful little shit told Fred to go screw himself, and quit his job instead.


  Fred was devastated. Over and over he dissected that last confrontation, pleading with the rest of us to tell him what he’d done wrong. Had he gone too far? Was he being insensitive to the guy’s needs? I think, deep down, Fred wanted to be liked.


  Stacey, a pretty cashier with two years of junior college under her belt, told Fred not to worry. In her learned twenty-year-old’s opinion, that guy was an asshat who didn’t know what was good for him. Though Fred appeared to accept this explanation, I doubt it made him feel any better.


  I was starving and stopped off at La Adelita to swallow a couple of pork soft tacos. It was almost six, and all I thought about was going to bed again.


  When I got to Staples, I found that part of the glass front door was broken and plywood had been put up to cover it. Then I saw Fred as I came in.


  “What happened?” I said.


  “Some kind of weirdo. Went through the glass like it wasn’t there.”


  “Anyone else hurt?”


  “I cut myself,” he said, waving his bandaged hand. “I called 911 and the ambulance took the poor guy away. He was pretty wound up, I gotta tell you. You’d better get over to your station. Copiers are acting up again, and we have print jobs up the yin yang.”


  “What about you?” I said.


  “Oh, I cut my hand on the damn glass. EMT gave me a tetanus shot and fixed me right up. No big deal.”


  This was typical Fred. Downplaying the whole thing so as not to worry the rest of us. What a martyr. But what if whoever that guy was who broke the glass was infected and his blood had spilled onto the door? Fred would be infected. No one knew how the undead were being created, but I had to assume that whatever the cause, it was transmittable through bodily fluids. That’s what Isaac thought. And as with other deadly diseases, blood and saliva were suspect.


  “Fred, do you feel okay?” I said.


  “I’m fine. Just a little tired. Guess I lost more blood than I thought.” He turned to go over to a cash register. I noticed that he was already walking stiffly. The jimmies. Not good.


  “Take it easy,” I said, and went to work.


  Twenty minutes later, Fred announced that he was going to the break room to lie down, saying he felt funny.


  “It feels like a fever, but there’s this buzzing in my brain. I can’t shake it.”


  He headed for the restroom. Having to pee myself, I followed him in. Without speaking, he went into one of the stalls and threw up.


  “Shit!” he said.


  I swung the door out as he straightened up and wiped his mouth. Whatever it was that he’d upchucked, the water in the toilet bowl was black.


  “Fred, you need a doctor,” I said.


  “Naw. Going to lie down awhile. I’ll be fine. Let me know if anything comes up.”


  An hour later, Stacey came running, scared shitless. “There’s something wrong with Fred! He—he doesn’t look like he’s breathing!”


  I followed Stacey into the break room and found Fred lying motionless on the brown Naugahyde sofa. His skin was greyish in the fluorescent lights. I ran and got a pair of the plastic gloves we use to change the toner in the laser printers. I checked Fred’s eyes and listened for any kind of breathing.


  “Call 911,” I said.


  Fred sat up and blinked like we weren’t there.


  “Fred, you okay? You gave us a scare.”


  He ignored Stacey and me as she waited on hold for the 911 dispatcher. When he tried to speak but couldn’t, I knew. He kept moving his mouth in an unnatural way, like he had awakened and found that he now had jaws. I recognized the symptom.


  “Fred, we’re calling the paramedics. You’re going to be—”


  He took a weak, angry swipe at my head, and I jumped back. “Stacey, get out!” I said. But she was frozen, unable to comprehend what was happening. “Stacey! Get out!” She snapped out of it and ran from the room.


  Fred made another feeble attempt to claw me, then stopped and looked around the room and up at the ceiling lights. The brightness seemed to bother him. He tried again to say something, but instead ground his teeth so hard I heard the scraping of bone against bone. One of this teeth broke, and he spit the bloody pieces onto the floor.


  Dear God, I knew what was coming. The urge to run away was overpowering. I didn’t want to die. What kept me going was the thought that I might be able to help Stacey and the others. I scanned the room, looking for a weapon. There was nothing. A coffee maker, a water cooler, several five-gallon plastic bottles of water lined up on the floor, a refrigerator and a push broom.


  The broom was it. All the time looking at Fred, I backed away and grabbed it. Then I unscrewed the handle and held it in both hands as Fred watched me, unaware of any threat, like he was seeing an actor in a play.


  Outside I heard Stacey scream, then someone grabbed me from behind. I tried to get away, but they had a firm lock on my head. I smelled sick, fetid breath but heard no breathing. Then I saw a hand. Bone was sticking out through ripped fingertips.


  I dropped to my knees and rolled hard to one side. As I turned, I saw Missy staring at me. How did she get into the store without anyone seeing her? As I scrambled to my feet, holding the broom handle out in front of me like a lightsaber, something strange happened.


  She turned and called to Fred in a series of short, piercing chirps that broke the stillness of the room. His ears seemed to prick. She directed her dead eyes back at me, and Fred came at me like a linebacker in sudden death. She was giving him commands!


  I heard a siren. A moment later, two EMTs rushed in with Stacey.


  “Careful,” I said. “They’re dangerous.”


  Too late. Missy turned and swiped a ravaged claw at an EMT’s face, ripping it half off. Wailing and grabbing the raw flesh and bone, he fell back, blood gushing everywhere, while the second EMT tried to grab her.


  Fred and Missy went after the second man. With the efficiency of wolves, they went to work on him, starting with his throat.


  “What’s happening?” Stacey said.


  As I jumped past, Missy grabbed me and sank her teeth into my shoe. But the bite didn’t go through the leather. Kicking her in the face, I grabbed Stacey and forced her out of the room.


  In the main part of the store, I screamed for everyone to get out. The few customers we had didn’t know what was happening. All at once they tried to make it through the inner exit door, but panicked, they jammed it up.


  “One at a time!” I said.


  Now Missy and Fred were there. I looked back as the customers went out. Then I grabbed Stacey by the hand and dragged her towards the inner door, but there were still people going out the door.


  “Come on,” I said.


  I tried the manager’s office in the front. I could lock us in there till more help arrived. As usual, the door was locked. I tried finding the right key as Stacey whimpered behind me.


  “Dave, hurry!”


  Before I could get her into the office, Missy leapt ten or twelve feet over the checkout station and brought Stacey down like she were a gazelle.


  “Dave!”


  I tried hitting Missy with the broom handle, and it snapped in two. Missy feasted on Stacey’s eyes, tongue and throat. She must have hit an artery, because a jet of hot blood pumped rhythmically onto the front windows of the store like an automatic sprinkler. This excited Missy even more, and she washed her face in it as Fred joined in.


  Repulsed, I tried to make it through the outer exit doors, but Fred grabbed me, screeching. Pulling back for a second, I gripped the broken broom handle and shoved the jagged end hard through his open mouth. It stuck there, and as he staggered in circles trying to dislodge it, I saw it protruding from the back of his neck.


  I made it outside, where a cop stared in horror at what was happening. It was dark out, and the parking-lot lights cast everything in a sickly orange glow.


  Missy came out, hungry only for my blood. The policeman drew his gun and fired at her, hitting her in the arms and chest and driving her back.


  “The head!” I said. “Shoot her in the head!”


  But he was out. He tried to reload as Missy straightened up and continued towards us. She was three feet in front of us when two more cop cars screeched to a stop. Seeing them, Missy fled around the side of the building. The cops in those cars went after her.


  I sat on the ground, covered in Stacey’s blood. I didn’t think I was bit, but I felt like passing out.


  “I don’t understand,” the stunned officer said.


  “Can’t you see what they are?” I said. “They’re all dead.”


  Fred, still trying to dislodge the broom handle, stumbled outside, lowing like a cow that had fallen into a pit.


  “Holy shit!” the cop said.


  “You need to kill it.”


  “But he’s still …”


  Disgusted, I grabbed his gun, took aim and fired repeatedly at Fred’s head. God help me, it felt good. A bullet tore through Fred’s left eye and he dropped, his body propped up at an unnatural angle on the broom handle.


  The two other cops came jogging back over to us, their guns still drawn. I recognized one of them as Norm, the one who had arrested me. The scared cop took his gun back and pointed it at me. “You’re under arrest!” he said in a high, Barney Fife voice.


  “Put the gun away,” Norm said. “Can’t you see it was self-defense?”
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  It was late when I found myself sitting on the curb, mourning Fred. How could I have shot him? But it wasn’t Fred, another voice said. It was a dead thing that looked like Fred. A monstrosity that tried to kill me.


  When my dad was alive, he liked taking me to the shooting range. Though I had a talent for it, I’d never killed anything in my life, not even a deer. I felt sick as I replayed the scene over and over in my head. Grabbing the policeman’s gun, taking aim and blasting a baseball-size hole in Fred’s face. What made it worse was that no one did anything about it. It was self-defense. I was a hero.


  I looked around, imagining I saw Missy lurking in every shadow. Another two ambulances arrived to wipe up the carnage. I didn’t know if those bodies were coming back as the undead, but I guessed we’d know in a few hours. Fred was gone. Stacey, mauled and bled out.


  After the last ambulance left, Detective Van Gundy came over and sat next to me. “How are you holding up?” he said. “The guys told me what you did. It’s okay, you did what you had to.”


  “Whatever this is, I think it’s mutating.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I found Jim days before Missy killed him. I know, I should have told you. Whatever. He was in this trancelike state for a long time. Days, weeks—I don’t know. He was harmless. I noticed that after Fred cut his hand on the contaminated glass he turned much quicker. In hours, not days.”


  “So if someone gets infected—”


  “Those bodies they took away, they need to make sure the brains are destroyed.”


  The detective nodded. “It’s spreading,” he said. “We’re getting reports that these things—what did you call them, the undead?—have been seen in Mt. Shasta. Maybe even farther north.”


  I felt for my keys and walked away fast.


  “Where are you going?” the policeman said.


  “I have to get to my wife.”


  “You can’t leave town.”


  I stopped and stared at him. “Then shoot me.”


  He looked at me for a few seconds. “It’s not that,” he said. “Security forces are on their way. All the main roads will be blocked soon. They want to contain this thing.”


  “I have to try,” I said.


  “Right. Good luck, Dave.”


  I didn’t wait around to wish him the same.
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  What would I say to Holly when I saw her? Beg her forgiveness? Convince her I was a changed man and not a coward? Whatever happened, I needed to find her and protect her.


  Though I was anxious to get on the road, it was after midnight when I arrived at the motel. I was exhausted and afraid of falling asleep behind the wheel. So I decided to catch a few hours’ sleep and leave in the morning. Holly would be safe tonight at her mother’s.


  As I lay sleepless in bed, the thought of Fred Lumpkin—or what used to be Fred— made me feel sick, not heroic. My eyes closed, I saw Stacey writhing on the floor, bright blood shooting from her neck, that horrible screeching ripping at me as Missy and Fred ate her. In that moment I vowed to kill Missy but had to settle for Fred. The way things were playing out, there was more killing to come.


  People talk about survival. What they mean is killing the other guy.
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  At first light I trudged over to the office. Except for me, the place was deserted. The motel manager was an Indian national named Ram Chakravarthy. He had a Duchenne smile as big as the moon and an accent as thick as honey. Whenever he spoke, he did a head-bobble thing that became unnerving when accompanied by silence.


  “I need to check out,” I said.


  He looked up from his laptop, which he always seemed to be in front of, and smiled. “Twenty-four-hour cancellation policy. I must charge you for tonight.”


  I didn’t have time to argue, so I paid.


  Sitting in my truck, I made several attempts to call Holly. Each time it went to voice mail. I texted her and waited. No response.


  I made my way through the deserted streets of Tres Marias, looking for breakfast. I saw soldiers gathered on street corners and assumed they were National Guard. There were military vehicles everywhere. The whole thing was unnerving.


  Inside the 7-Eleven, two soldiers were buying coffee. They eyed me as I walked past towards the refrigeration units. I thought I might buy just one beer. You know, to calm my nerves. To a normal person this was reasonable. How bad could one be? What I’d forgotten in that moment of weakness is, one turned into six into a case. Into oblivion. It was the original slippery slope, and no drunk in history ever had beaten it.


  Instead I bought a six-pack of Mountain Dew, a package of little chocolate donuts and some jerky and got back on the road. I hoped I wouldn’t be stopped.


  Driving to Mt. Shasta, I thought about my job—or what used to be my job. Now that Fred was gone and there was the potential for more undead to invade the store, I decided it was best to avoid the place. Soon the money would run out, but I still had my credit cards. I wondered how long money itself would be of any value if the outbreak spread to other towns, other states.


  The window was rolled down, and as I drove through the forest, I heard a distant shriek, then I saw a frightened flock of birds tearing out of the trees. I closed my window and concentrated on getting out of the woods.


  It was lunchtime when I reached the lake. Thank God I didn’t see any undead along the way. I’d called Holly earlier to let her know I was coming. She still didn’t answer.


  When I reached the house, Holly’s car was gone but her mother’s was still there. I climbed the brown wooden steps to the front door. It was unlocked. I jogged around the side where her mom kept the firewood. I found an axe and took it. Then I went into the house, my skin prickling.


  Though things seemed normal, I knew they weren’t. There were dirty dishes in the sink. Holly’s mother hated a mess, which told me that they must’ve left in a hurry. I tried calling Holly again, but she didn’t pick up.


  As I walked back outside, two strangers appeared from the darkness of the surrounding trees. I was scared and watched the way they moved. Raising the axe to my chest, I waited for them to identify themselves.


  “It’s okay,” one of them said.


  A man who looked to be in his forties, bald, slight, with a moustache and wire-rimmed glasses, and a young guy, eighteen or nineteen, with reddish hair and freckles, came towards me. The older man carried a pump-action shotgun and walked with a mild limp. The other clutched a hunting knife. They looked scared.


  “It’s okay,” the older man said again. “I’m Ben Marino, and this is my son, Aaron.”


  I lowered the axe and shook hands with both of them. “Dave Pulaski.”


  “You live here?” Ben said.


  “No, it’s my mother-in-law’s place. My wife was staying with her, but now they’re both gone.”


  “You know what’s going on, right?”


  “Yeah, I think I do. Want to come inside?”


  I was able to scrounge up some canned chili and coffee. Ben and his son seemed grateful for the hospitality. Afterwards we sat in the living room. I wanted to find Holly, but I had no idea where to begin.


  “Aaron and I were camping,” Ben said. “You know, a little father-son time. We were out on the lake today fishing …” He choked up, and his son touched his knee. “Sorry,” he said. “It’s so crazy.”


  “Did something happen out there?” I said. But I already knew by the way they sat, hunched over and closed in.


  “I don’t know how to explain it.”


  “There was another boat,” Aaron said. “Just off the shore. Couple of guys drinking and fishing. Mostly drinking. We were around fifty yards from them. One of them was peeing off the side and fell into the water. At first it was funny. Neither of them wore a life jacket. I guess the guy who went in couldn’t swim.”


  “We saw him go down,” Ben said. “Aaron and I rowed as fast as we could. As we were about to get to the other boat, the second guy jumps into the water. He looked like he knew how to swim, and we saw him dive down. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen, twenty feet. The thing is, neither of them ever came up again.”


  “You mean, they drowned?” I said.


  “No,” Ben said. He circled the room like something was after him.


  “I was going to dive in,” Aaron said, “but Dad stopped me. We have this high-power flashlight, you know, in case we’re out after dark. Dad shone it down into the water. At first we couldn’t see anything. Then we saw something moving.”


  Ben stopped in front of me and spoke haltingly. “The men were being held down by people. At the bottom of the lake. And they were—”


  “They were eating them,” Aaron said. “We couldn’t believe what we were seeing. We kept staring. Then something bobbed to the surface.”


  “It was a torso,” Ben said, grimacing as if tasting the waterlogged flesh. “It was completely hollowed out.”


  I tried to imagine those creatures down there—the undead. They could have fallen into the water, unable to swim, and sank to the bottom like rocks. I guessed they didn’t need to breathe. So they stayed there. Hungry. Waiting.


  “You got anything to drink?” Ben said.


  I went through all the kitchen cabinets and found an unopened bottle of Johnnie Walker Double Black. It was surprising that Irene kept it around. Her husband had been a heavy drinker and died from esophageal cancer when Holly was fourteen. It’s funny what people hold on to out of sentiment. She also kept a chipped “Gone Fishing” coffee mug containing a half-smoked cigar, toothpicks and a pack of matches from the Titties Galore Bar in Redding, where her husband used to “entertain” customers.


  I brought out the bottle with two glasses and set them down on the coffee table.


  “Aren’t you having any?” Ben said.


  “No. Little too intense for me.” I noticed that Aaron didn’t reach for a glass. “Aaron, can I get you something else?”


  “I’m good.”


  Ben unscrewed the cap, tearing the seal, and poured out two fingers. He drank it greedily, then poured more into his coffee. As I watched him, my lips felt dry. I could smell the faint odor of smoky scotch, and went to get more coffee.


  When I came back, Ben was hunched over like he was thinking about something again. Aaron had lain back and closed his eyes, the hunting knife lying next to him on the sofa cushion.


  “You always bring a shotgun to fish?”


  “My dad kept guns,” Ben said. “I never liked them, but I keep this one around for protection.”


  “Good thing.”


  “Yeah. What in God’s name is going on, Dave?”


  “I don’t know, but these things are all over Tres Marias.”


  “Is that where you’re from?”


  “Yeah. It’s like some kind of outbreak. All I know is, I need to find my wife.”


  “Sure.”


  “What about you?”


  “Wife’s gone,” Ben said, glancing at Aaron.


  “You messed up too, huh?”


  Ben laughed, his ears turning red. “Maybe I did.” He reached over and grabbed his shotgun, resting it on his lap and running his fingers along the barrel. “I’m thinking we should stick together. Who knows how many of those things are out there.”


  “Good point,” I said. “I’m not one of those hero types.” As soon as I said this, I remembered what I did to Fred.
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  We decided to stay at the house awhile to see if Holly and her mother showed up. Mostly we spent the afternoon watching the news on TV. Evie Champagne gave a blow-by-blow with the information she’d gathered firsthand, filling in any blanks with speculation. We saw footage of soldiers moving into the area and blocking off major roads. I was wrong—they weren’t the National Guard.


  “Felix, this is extraordinary,” Evie said. “A private military company called Black Dragon Security has been given full authority to secure the area. So far, we know very little about this company, which is based in Pittsburgh. But one thing is clear. They are definitely in charge.”


  As the camera panned around Evie, we saw that each military vehicle had a black-and-red logo with the image of a dragon. Soldiers wore the same logos on their uniforms.


  What Evie wasn’t able to tell us was what the rest of the state was doing about the situation and whether other cities and towns were in danger.


  It was after six when I asked the guys if they wanted to eat again. There wasn’t much. None of us was hungry anyway, so we skipped it. I checked all the doors and windows and made sure the lights were on outside. Though we weren’t flush with weapons, Ben had the shotgun and lots of shells, Aaron had the hunting knife and I had the axe.


  I found extra blankets and took the second bedroom while the guys camped out in the living room. For comfort, they left the TV on with the sound muted. The night was long and dark there among the trees. For a time I lay in the bed looking at photos on my cell phone. There must have been over two hundred. Photos of Holly and me and of Jim. Places we’d gone. Things that were now a lifetime away.


  I was never much for the domestic stuff, but I was up early the next morning fixing breakfast when Ben and Aaron came into the kitchen. I might have been trying to prove to myself I was a good guy, a family man.


  “Smells good,” Aaron said as they sat.


  “Cheese omelets,” I said. “Sorry, there’s no bread. But we do have coffee and a little milk.”


  “This is fantastic,” Ben said, eggs dripping from his stubbly face.


  We didn’t talk much. After breakfast, I unmuted the TV in the living room, looking for local news. An annoying weather girl gave a bubbly account of the scorching days ahead. Then we saw more recent footage of large military vehicles—LMTVs—and Humvees rolling through the streets of Tres Marias. It was like a military parade, but no one was cheering.


  Evie Champagne interviewed a Black Dragon Security supervisor, who insisted there was a viral outbreak and they didn’t want it to spread.


  “Is the outbreak related to SARS?” she said.


  “We don’t know. There are doctors on the ground assessing the situation.”


  “Can you describe the symptoms?”


  “High fever, dizziness, loss of muscle control.”


  “And an unexplainable hunger for human flesh,” I said.


  “Can you tell me why your organization is here, and not the National Guard?” Evie said.


  “You’ll have to take that up with the mayor,” the supervisor said. “There’s a contract in place, and we are fully authorized to be here.”


  “Does that mean you can use deadly force?”


  “We’re here to restore order.”


  “But you have guns and live ammunition.”


  “We are authorized to do whatever it takes to restore order. We are also bound to minimize the loss of human life.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Chavez. This is Evie Champagne reporting. Back to you, Felix.”


  I switched off the TV and threw the remote across the room. “Stupid bastards. They’re lying.”


  “Of course they’re lying,” Ben said. “What did you want them to say? ‘Oh, and folks, there are all these dead people wandering around and they will eat you if provoked, FYI.’”


  “I need to find Holly. Where’s your car?”


  “We have a motor home way down on the other side of the lake.” Ben got up stiffly and winced.


  “You okay?”


  “Titanium hip. Still hurts sometimes.”


  [image: ***]


  We saw them through the trees. Dressed like tourists, they were lost souls wandering through the forest, unaware of any purpose in life. As we made our way around the lake, it occurred to me that word must’ve gotten out about the danger and anyone normal had long since fled. This would explain why Holly and her mother had left in such a hurry. There was no sign of violence in the house—and more importantly, no blood. But how could two women, alone, survive out there among the undead?


  As we neared the camp where Ben and his son were staying, we spotted a young girl in the road. Wearing shorts and a bloody T-shirt with the words L’il Princess, she couldn’t have been more than ten. I slowed down. She was drifting from one side of the road to the other, not yet aware of us. Flies buzzed around her head, but that didn’t seem to bother her.


  “She’s sick,” Aaron said. “Let’s see if we can help.”


  But I already knew the truth. She’d been infected, and soon she would be like those hellish creatures at the bottom of the lake. Though I was against it, I pulled over and we got out.


  “Bring the shotgun,” I said to Ben.


  “Hello?” Aaron said to the little girl. “Hey.”


  For a time she kept drifting. Her arm was torn open, exposing tendon and bone. Flies swarmed the open wound, feeding on it. She stopped moving and stared at us, trying to form words I knew would never come. She looked like she wanted us to explain what had happened to her. Though she was confused, she wasn’t frightened.


  “Look,” Aaron said. “She sees us. I don’t think it’s too late.”


  “Aaron,” I said. I took Ben’s shotgun from him and ran up next to Aaron. “Get back,” I said. “She’s dead.”


  “No, she’s injured and in shock! Please, we can help her!”


  “She’s dead.”


  “Please don’t do this! Please!”


  He tried to take the shotgun from me, but I pushed him away. The girl was whipping her arms violently and mewling, trying to get hold of Aaron’s arm. She looked ravenous.


  “Get back,” I said.


  “No! Please! God no, please don’t shoot her!”


  Aaron was hysterical. I hit him in the gut with the butt of the gun. As he doubled over, Ben took hold of his son and dragged him out of the way. I raised the shotgun and pumped it once.


  For an instant I saw before me the young girl this used to be. Her soft blonde locks falling gently around her sweet face. Her trembling lips. Her hurt green eyes staring into mine, begging to know why it had to end this way. I must’ve been feverish, because they became Holly’s eyes looking at me with tears, wondering why I’d brought this down on us all.


  Snapping out of it, I looked into the creature’s cold, dead eyes. “I’m so sorry,” I said as I squeezed the trigger.


  The blast sent her to heaven. Her head half blown off, she shook like a mechanical doll whose springs had exploded, then lay still in the road.


  Aaron buried his head against his father’s shoulder. When I looked at Ben, he faced me with an expression of sheer and utter hatred.


  “She was already dead,” I said, and handing Ben the shotgun, I went back to the truck.
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  We found Ben’s motor home untouched. There were a number of human tracks in the pine needles in the surrounding area. We guessed a horde had passed through, seen there was no life inside the motor home and continued on.


  Ben pulled out three beers from the little refrigerator inside the tiny kitchen, handed one to his son and tried to give me one. I almost took it, then waved it away.


  “Got anything else?” I said.


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  He came back with a Red Bull, for which I was grateful. We sat around the little dining table.


  “You don’t drink, do you?” Ben said.


  “Used to. Back in the day.”


  “Yeah, I figured. Good for you. Sorry I kept offering.”


  “It’s fine.”


  Aaron took a sip of his beer, made a face and, pushing it aside, grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge. “Sorry about back there,” he said, his voice cracking. “I can’t get used to this. Those things not being alive, I mean.”


  “Sorry I hurt you,” I said. “You feeling okay?”


  “I’m a little sore.” He massaged his abdomen and winced.


  “Listen,” I said. “You did what anybody would’ve done under normal circumstances. You’re a good person, Aaron.”


  “How do you know?” Aaron said. “That they’re dead, I mean.”


  “Not sure. Instinct?”


  “But what if you’re wrong?” Ben said.


  “There’s no time for right or wrong,” I said.


  “That kind of thinking leads to anarchy.”


  “The thing is, when you’re in that situation, you don’t have time to look at all the facts. I know it sucks, but that’s the way it is. I don’t know what’s going on, but one thing I do know? If you get bitten, you become one of them. And I will do whatever I have to do to keep that from happening to me.”


  “That poor child,” Aaron said.


  “This is what I’ve observed,” I said. “When you’re bit, it’s only a short time till you become one of the undead. At first it was days, then hours. Now I don’t know how long it takes.”


  “Is that what you’re calling them?” Ben said. I heard the disgust in his voice. “Undead?”


  “What would you call them, Ben? Poor sinners?”


  “Look, forget it.”


  “It’s like you die. You stop breathing, you smell like all hell and you look really, really bad. And all you want to do is feed on living things. You saw it yourself in the lake.”


  “So the little girl …” Aaron said.


  “Would have gored you in seconds.”


  “We need to get out of this forest,” Ben said.


  “Agreed,” I said.


  Outside, we heard a pounding on the ground. It sounded like a stampede in a Western movie. We rushed to the front of the motor home. Looking out the front windows, we saw them—hundreds of animals running towards us in terror. Deer, raccoons, squirrels. It was insane. Then we saw what they were running from.


  A horde of undead poured out of the forest and into the clearing. Where had they all come from?


  “Dear God,” Ben said.


  “I need to get to my truck,” I said.


  “What if I circle around and drive you next to it?”


  “Sure, but you need to hit as many of them as you can on the way.”


  He looked at me without comprehension, still not clear we were talking about actual dead people. “Can’t we wait for them to—”


  “To run past? And what if they decide to attack? Ben, you have to take them out. Can you do it?”


  “Yeah.”


  I looked at Aaron. He was withdrawing again. I saw my younger self in him. How could I have ever dealt with something like this at that age? I went over to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. I spoke calmly while Ben fired up the motor home.


  “Aaron, listen,” I said. “Are you listening? You need to take the shotgun while your dad drives, okay?” I knew there was no way in hell he could ever use the axe—I wasn’t sure I could use it on one of those sorry creatures. “Aaron?”


  Ben pulled forward, as the horde milled around the vehicle hungrily. “Run them over, Ben,” I said.


  We watched through the large windshield as Ben found his nerve and hit the gas. He swung around sharply in the clearing, catching men, women and teenagers. They groaned as the motor home rolled over them, crushing their chests, arms and legs. A front wheel found a woman’s head and flattened it like a huge grape filled with dark, infectious blood. This went on for several minutes, as more of them came into the clearing. Some of them shrieked—the sound was unbearable.


  More of them attacked from the sides. Ben turned into them hard, dragging them under the wheels. One of them got stuck in the right front wheel well, and we came to a sudden halt.


  “We’re close to my truck,” I said, digging in my pocket for my keys. “Aaron, get over here. Anything gets near me, you shoot, okay?”


  He nodded and followed me to the door.


  “On the count of three,” I said. “One … two … three.”


  I opened the door and started out. Some messed-up freak in a bloody Dodgers jersey came at me from the side. I brought down the axe and whacked his arm off in mid-grab. As if this were a minor inconvenience, he came at me with the other arm. I half expected him to say, “It’s just a flesh wound.”


  I tried using the axe again and dropped my damned keys. Shoving the creature away, I was bending down to get them when an explosion ripped the air above my head. When I came back up, the thing no longer had a head and Aaron’s shotgun was smoking. The infected body teetered and fell backwards. Seeing my chance, I chopped away at the body stuck in the wheel well, dragged away what was left and jumped into my truck.


  “Follow me,” I said.


  My plan was to return to Tres Marias. I didn’t know where Holly and her mother were. I needed to contact Black Dragon to see if they’d been picked up.


  As we drove out of the clearing towards the road, I saw something disturbing and unbelievable in a distant grassy field. I signaled to Ben to pull over. As I got out, I shielded my eyes from the hot sun and peered out at the lone figure wandering directionless in the distance.


  It was Holly’s mother.
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  I knew it was Irene when I ran across the field, carrying my axe. She was dressed in her favorite housecoat, a turquoise one with little yellow ducks, lurching forward, a fazed expression on her careworn face. As I got closer, I recognized the greyish skin and knew she was infected. Fear gripped me as I imagined Holly wandering somewhere close by in the same ghastly state.


  Ben, Aaron and I stopped a good twenty yards from her, and from out of the trees a man dressed in silver, wearing a helmet with a black visor and carrying a long catch pole, the kind they use on zoo animals, gamboled after Irene. I thought for sure he was going to end up dead. There was a childlike joy in the way he bounced across the field, pursuing his dark prey.


  Ben raised the shotgun. I took hold of the barrel and pushed it down as the man in silver got the noose over Irene’s head, tightened it and pulled her down like he was in a calf-roping contest.


  “He’s crazy,” Ben said.


  Irene lay face down on the ground as the silver man removed his protective gloves and bound her hands behind her back with white plastic ties. Next he wrapped red duct tape around her head at the mouth, to keep her from biting.


  “What are you doing?” I said, approaching the man.


  “Capturing a specimen,” a familiar voice said.


  By now two more undead—a man and a woman—were on us. Both were naked and looked to be Aaron’s age. Ben tried raising the shotgun, but he wasn’t quick enough. I pulled back my axe and swung, taking the dead man’s head most of the way off with the first strike. The creature spun in circles, uncomprehending as it tried to right itself. I kicked it to the ground and split its head open, then I went for the female, but it was already tearing at the silver man’s back. He seemed not to notice, and I realized that he was wearing a shark suit.


  I was afraid to swing the axe again for fear of hitting that crazy dude. And the creature was too close to him for Ben to fire his weapon. So I drove the axe handle into the back of its head, which caved in like a rotten cantaloupe. Then I pulled the limp creature off by the hair, and the silver man got to his feet as if nothing had happened.


  Ben and Aaron stared at me in silence. I looked down and found I was covered in blood. We didn’t see anyone else coming. Irene was hog-tied on the ground, grunting like a sow through the duct tape and trying uselessly to roll away.


  The silver man pulled his helmet off to get some fresh air, and I laughed.


  “Wait,” I said. “Mr. Landry?”


  “Dave Pulaski! How the devil are you?”


  “You know this guy?” Aaron said.


  “My old science teacher.”


  “Say, Dave. Good thing you’re here. My truck broke down, and I could sure use a lift.”


  We stared at him, then at Irene screaming at the ground. Landry grinned, obviously pleased with himself.
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  Now in his sixties, Irwin Landry looked healthy, with a lean body, a white shock of hair, squirrel-like teeth, a hawk nose and steely blue eyes—the way I remembered him from high school. He retired from teaching at the end of the last school year. He described how he had bought a small cabin in Mt. Shasta and proceeded to go insane from boredom. When the outbreak hit, he had a purpose in life once again.


  We parked our vehicles outside his cabin and gathered in the rear, looking through a chain-link-fenced enclosure. Eight undead—including Irene—milled in circles, groaning and swatting at imaginary flies. Some looked fresher than others. Landry had removed the duct tape and plastic ties, and they wandered freely inside the enclosure.


  I spotted a ninth creature towards the back, lying on the ground and barely moving. It looked pretty far gone—almost mummified—and I assumed it had decayed to the point of being almost harmless.


  “Everything dies,” Landry said. “Even these monstrosities.” He sounded like a kid at Comic-Con as he spoke to us. “Ever since this business started, I’ve been studying these creatures. I call them creatures, of course, because they’re no longer human.”


  His cat, Hawking, which had a sizeable rip in the skin of her back crusted over with dried blood, sidled up to Landry. He eased her away with his boot.


  “What happened to the cat?” I said.


  “One of those things bit her. She was lucky to get away.”


  Collectively we backed off. “Aren’t you worried about infection?” I said.


  “That’s the interesting part,” Landry said. “This happened a couple of weeks ago. She hasn’t exhibited any signs of the disease. For her, it’s a wound. No worse than any animal bite. And it’s healing. This virus—or whatever it is—doesn’t appear to jump species.”


  “Then it’s not a form of rabies?”


  “Doesn’t appear to be.”


  “You remember Jim Stanley?”


  “Sure I do.”


  “I think he was bit by his rabid dog before he turned.”


  “I don’t think there’s a link, Dave. You know rabies is common in these parts.”


  “Then what in hell is causing this?”


  The cat sidled up to me, purring. I bent down to pet her.


  “Careful,” Landry said. “She could still be a carrier, which is why I don’t let her get too close.”


  “Why do you study them?” Ben said.


  “Because I have a curious mind, Ben. I want to see if I can learn something that might help to stop this.”


  “And for that you had to remove their restraints?” I said. “You always were a little off, Irwin.”


  “I like to think of myself as open to possibilities.”


  “I did enjoy your class the best, though.”


  “Interesting. I always thought Ms. Ireland’s class was your favorite,” he said, winking. Then to Ben and Aaron, “She was pretty formidable in the chest department.”


  “Uh-huh,” Aaron said, grinning at me.


  “So how’ve you been, Dave?” Landry said, punching me in the arm. That was one thing I did not miss.


  “Not too good. My wife and I …”


  “Oh, sorry.”


  When the dead things rushed the fence, we jumped back—all except Landry—even though it was impossible for them to grab us. The cat bared her teeth and hissed. Then one of them shrieked in frustration.


  “We’d better get inside,” Landry said. “Once they start going at it, the sound will attract others.”


  Over a dinner of ham-and-cheese sandwiches and root beer, Landry explained what he was doing. I noticed he didn’t have a television set, which irritated me because I wanted to check in with Evie Champagne on the latest. But he did have a generator and a cell phone that he used to provide Internet access to his laptop.


  “We don’t know what’s causing the dead to return to life, of course,” he said. “But we do know a few things. One, there was some kind of event. Maybe an animal virus did jump species—though I still don’t think it was rabies.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because rabies has been around since the Egyptians and it’s never been known to do what we’re seeing now. But it is highly contagious. Decomposition doesn’t cease, as you observed outside. Eventually these things will rot away.”


  “But not before doing a lot of damage,” Ben said.


  “Right. And to Dave’s point, very similar to rabies in that regard.”


  “Why do they want to eat us?” Aaron said.


  “Oh, yes.” Landry’s eyes twinkled the way they used to in science class. “Clearly they’re getting no nutrition from the flesh. They could be doing it because it’s one of the most basic instincts—to stay alive. You see, all life forms have fundamental needs. Maslow talked about a hierarchy. You remember this, right, Dave?”


  “Oh, sure,” I said. “Who could forget Maslow?”


  “You can disregard the rest of the hierarchy. For these things, all that’s important is the physiological needs. Air, food, water, sex, sleep, homeostasis and excretion. From what I’ve observed, they don’t need water, sex or even sleep.”


  “And they don’t appear to need air,” I said.


  “Really?”


  “Trust me.” I looked at Ben and Aaron.


  “Okay,” Landry said. “And they don’t excrete, as far as I can tell. They eat and eat and nothing comes out.”


  “Where does it go?” I said.


  “Well, there doesn’t appear to be any kind of digestion. Though I haven’t observed it myself, my guess is they fill up and can no longer eat.”


  “Like Thanksgiving,” I said.


  “Maybe they explode,” Ben said.


  “I wouldn’t mind seeing that,” I said.


  “What’s homeo …” Aaron said.


  “Homeostasis. It’s the ability of an organism to regulate or stabilize itself. You know, like temperature and so on. Well, these things are always cold, so I don’t think they’re doing that very well either.”


  “So all that’s left …” Ben said.


  “Is hunger,” I said.


  “Right,” Landry said. “And they are laser-focused on it.”


  “What else have you found out?” Ben said.


  “Well, because most of the higher brain functions appear to be nonexistent, they can’t speak. And I’m assuming they can’t reason either.”


  “No,” I said. “But they can communicate with each other. I’ve seen it.”


  “What about their other senses?” Ben said. “Sight, hearing?”


  “We know they can see. Not well, but they get around just fine. I think they can hear too, because the sound of humans in distress seems to attract them. In order to confirm, I’d have to conduct all kinds of experiments that I don’t have the equipment for.”


  “I still don’t understand,” Aaron said. “Are they, in fact, clinically dead?”


  “That’s the interesting part. They don’t appear to have any of the normal life signs. No beating heart, no breath. Yet somehow they live. I guess they really are the undead.”


  “But how?” Aaron said.


  “We don’t know. There are documented cases of yogis who can put themselves into a state of samadhi, consciously lower their respiration and heart rate to almost-undetectable levels. My guess is, somehow a brain in this state is leveraging some unique ability of the body that we are currently unaware of. Something that allows it to operate in this minimalist fashion.”


  “But why?” I said.


  Landry looked at each of us, took a swallow of root beer and set the can down. “Survival,” he said.


  We decided to stay with Landry for the night. In the morning we could figure out whether it made sense to stick together. Landry was a famous scrounger. For whatever reason, he’d collected sleeping bags and stored them in case of an emergency. Ben, Aaron and I lay in them around the cold fireplace, exhausted, waiting for an uncertain morning.


  As I lay there, I thought about Holly. Was she dead—or undead like Irene? There was no sign of her in that field, and it was my prayer that somehow she’d escaped that fate and gotten to safety. Landry claimed he hadn’t seen anyone in the area fitting her description.


  That’s another need that Maslow should have listed, something the undead were not burdened with. Hope.
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  In the morning, over hard-boiled eggs and coffee, we discussed our thoughts.


  “I need to find Holly,” I said. “If that means going back to Tres Marias alone, I’ll do it. I don’t expect any of you to follow.”


  “Let’s look at the facts,” Landry said. “We’re fairly surrounded by the undead. I’ve spotted more and more of them over the last few days. We’re not sure if these Black Dragon Security people have things under control. If we’re lucky, they’ve established a perimeter and are keeping it secure.”


  “No one gets in or out,” Ben said.


  “Right. Dave, you could take your chances out there alone, but I would advise against it.”


  “I have to agree,” Ben said. “It’s too dangerous for one man.”


  “Okay,” I said. “So what are you guys saying?”


  “Well, my dance card is pretty open,” Landry said, and drained his coffee cup.


  “Ben?” I said.


  “Aaron and I don’t have anywhere to be,” he said.


  “So all of us go in search of Holly?” I looked at each of them. They nodded. “Okay. I can’t say I don’t feel a huge sense of relief. And gratitude.”


  Landry rose and cleared the table. “We’d better get some supplies together.”


  “Why Tres Marias?” Ben said, helping to clean up.


  “Because I haven’t been able to reach Holly,” I said, “and I don’t think she knew I was coming up here. I’m guessing she thinks I’m still down there somewhere. It’s a long shot, but I don’t have anything else to go on.”


  “Can’t reach her?”


  “No. That’s what disturbs me. I keep calling and texting.”


  “Cell service has become worse than usual since this thing started,” Landry said. “Not sure what that means.”


  “We do have one problem,” Aaron said. “I don’t think there’s nearly enough weapons.”


  “We won’t last five minutes out there without some real firepower,” I said.


  “I think I can help you there,” Landry said.
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  Landry didn’t say anything as I drove my truck over a narrow, bumpy dirt road deep in the forest, towards I didn’t know what. Ben and Aaron followed in the motor home.


  “I still don’t see what all the secrecy is about,” I said.


  “Just a precaution.”


  We arrived at a clearing that had been defined by hundreds of rocks arranged in a circle. The ground looked as if it had been swept. An enormous concrete birdbath stood in the center. In it stood Diana, holding her bow and arrow, with a dead stag at her feet.


  “Are we communing with nature now?”


  “Look hard,” Landry said.


  The surrounding trees were dense, and it took me a few seconds to realize a house stood before us, camouflaged in paint. If you looked at it the right way, you’d swear you were looking at nothing more than shadows in the trees.


  “No way.”


  As I squinted through my windshield, the front door opened and a rail-thin man with a white ponytail halfway down his back and a long Rip van Winkle beard came towards us. He was dressed in khaki cargo pants, a bright Hawaiian shirt and flip-flops. But for the AR-15 slung over his shoulder, I would’ve taken him for an ancient surfer named Moon Doggie.


  Landry hugged the man like they were long-lost brothers. “Boys, this is Guthrie Manson.”


  We shook hands and exchanged greetings.


  “Why don’t we all go inside. Caramel put the tea on already,” Guthrie said, and led us into the secret house.


  The place resembled something inspired by Tim Burton on a Thomas Kincaid bender. The furniture, though handcrafted, sat askew. Not a single piece was level. There were tables and chairs with five legs. The angular sofas were covered in colorful cushions made from bits of paisley, velvet, satin and an American flag.


  The rugs looked expensive. In addition to lace curtains, there were heavy blackout curtains pinned back with metal chains.


  From the ceiling hung hundreds of potted plants intermingled with little calaveras dressed as mariachis, circus performers and politicians with top hats. But what struck me was the light coming from what I assumed were hidden skylights. The room absolutely glowed.


  As we headed towards the kitchen, a woman appeared in the doorway. She looked to be around the same age as Guthrie. She also had long, white hair that reached her tailbone. She wore a loose-fitting blue muslin skirt that lingered above the floor and a filmy blouse with no brassiere.


  “This is Caramel,” Guthrie said. “Honey, meet the guys.”


  Again we exchanged greetings, then sat at the large kitchen table made from unfinished pine. As we talked, I couldn’t take my eyes off Guthrie’s beard. I tried imagining him eating soup.


  “I appreciate you helping us out,” Landry said as Caramel set out the tea for us.


  “Thanks, darlin’,” Guthrie said, squeezing Caramel’s hand, then slapping her on the butt as she returned to the kitchen. “So, Dave. Irwin tells me you need to find your wife over in Tres Marias.”


  “I’m hoping that’s where she is. This tea smells interesting.”


  “It’s jasmine,” Caramel said as she joined us at the table.


  “These are bad times,” Guthrie said. “Seems like you can’t go for a walk anymore.”


  “Can I ask what you folks do out here?” Ben said. It was a question I’d been dying to ask.


  “We grow pot,” Guthrie said. Ben almost did a spit take. “Purely for our own consumption, of course. And a few friends.” He and Caramel gazed at each other like teenagers.


  “Is that why the house is camouflaged?” Aaron said.


  “That and the fact that we’re pretty much done with people. Present company excepted, people are no damn good. Right, honey?”


  “What if someone tries to break in and …” As I said this, two nearly identical men who looked as if they’d stepped out of a Spartacus episode strode in, both armed with AR-15s.


  “These are my sons, Jerry and Frank,” Guthrie said. “Named after the two greatest musicians who ever lived.”


  Caramel, who looked like a doll next to the giants, scooted over and hugged them. “Are you boys hungry?”


  Landry swallowed the last of his tea and stood. “So let’s have a look at that cache,” he said.


  We left our tea and followed Guthrie to the back of the house. We had to step past a pack of maowing cats.


  “Jerry and Frank?” I said to Landry.


  “After Jerry Garcia and Frank Zappa.”


  “Way before my time.”


  I looked out a window and found Caramel outside watering a fruit tree and smoking a joint the size of a Cuban cigar. One of her sons patrolled along the perimeter.


  Guthrie got out a set of keys and unlocked a steel door that stood in a heavy steel doorframe. “This is it,” he said.


  We found ourselves in the middle of a thirty-by-thirty room filled with hydroponic equipment. Hundreds of marijuana plants were suspended all around under bright lights. But that wasn’t the amazing part. All along the walls were weapons. There were rifles, shotguns, AK-47s, AR-15s and other powerful hardware.


  “Are you kidding me?” I said.


  “When it all goes down, we’ll be ready,” Guthrie said.


  “Is this stuff legal?” Aaron said, picking up a worn Uzi.


  We stared at Aaron. Red-faced, he put the weapon back.


  “One thing I will warn you about,” Landry said as he examined a shotgun. “And they don’t talk about this in the movies. These weapons are heavy without any ammo. So choose wisely.”


  “Seriously, Guthrie?” I said, picking up a Rambo-like weapon.


  “MGL six-shot grenade launcher. Bought that from an ex-cop I know in Arizona,” he said, handing it to me. “Unfortunately it only came with one crate of grenades. Got to make those last.”


  Poring over the weapons, I found a strange-looking long gun.


  “Good choice,” Guthrie said. “That’s a Kel-Tec KSG twelve-gauge shotgun.”


  “It’s so short.”


  “Yep, it’s a bullpup.”


  “I like it.”


  The twins helped us load the truck and motor home with weapons and ammo. As we got ready to leave, Landry embraced Guthrie and Caramel.


  “Can’t thank you both enough.”


  “Happy to help,” Guthrie said. “Strange times, my friend.”


  I walked over to shake hands. “Do these undead bother you way out here?”


  “Nope. Smell of the cannabis, I guess. Who knows.”


  “You take care,” Landry said. Then to us, “Back to my place for some target practice.”


  “So how do you know them?” I said as we drove back.


  “Guthrie and I go way back,” Landry said. “High school, in fact.”


  “You guys were high-school friends?”


  “When we turned eighteen, I went to college and he went to Viet Nam. When he got back, he was totally changed. Like a lot of guys back then.”


  “What about Caramel?”


  “I think he met her at a McGovern rally.”


  “Who?”


  “Never mind.”
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  We grabbed our weapons and waited near our vehicles. Though I was comfortable with my axe, I felt safer with the Kel-Tec. Landry surprised us by selecting an AK-47, and Aaron chose a handgun. Ben stuck with his Remington shotgun. We didn’t know what Landry had in mind. I was thinking cans and bottles sitting on an old wood fence. He thought otherwise.


  As we waited nervously, Landry unlocked the gate to the fenced enclosure. Though I’d already shot a couple of these things, the thought of gunning down what was left of my mother-in-law did not sit well.


  “Wait,” Ben said. “I mean, we’re just going to … shoot them?”


  “They’re not human, Ben,” Landry said.


  “But there are laws, dammit!”


  “Ben, I appreciate what you’re saying. But if we’re going to survive, we have to be able to kill these things on sight without hesitation. It’s the way it is. And we need to be quick because the gunfire will attract more of them.”


  Ben looked at his son. “Are you good with this?”


  “Dad, I don’t … It’s like he said. We need to protect ourselves. What else can we do?”


  “No, this is bullshit,” Ben said, and fell back.


  Landry looked at Aaron and me. “You have to try for the head. I know. I must’ve killed around twenty-five or thirty so far. It’s the only thing that stops them.”


  “This isn’t right,” Ben said, standing defiantly under a tree.


  Landry ignored him and continued. I can still hear him saying these words. They became my playbook for survival.


  “Each of us has to be capable of doing this, either to save ourselves or another in the group. This is not a movie or a video game. It’s real life. There won’t be time to think. You must respond quickly, which means you need to be observant. We don’t want innocent people being shot. Remember. Observe, assess and act. No hesitation. No remorse.”


  Aaron looked at his dad, who refused to meet his eyes.


  “There are eight plus that one dying on the ground in there,” Landry said. “It shouldn’t be too hard for the three of us to finish the job.”


  “What if we get bitten?” Aaron said.


  “Rule number one, don’t get bitten.”


  Landry swung the gate wide open. Sensing freedom, the undead headed for the opening as he fell back and raised his weapon.


  “Pick your target and fire when they come out.”


  “I can’t do Irene,” I said to Aaron.


  “I’ll take her. You take that ugly son of a bitch next to her.”


  We fired, trying to hit them in the head before they got too close. We found ourselves backing away as they picked up speed.


  Aaron took careful aim and shot Irene through her open, toothless mouth. A sharp pain tore through my heart as she collapsed to her knees and fell on her face, truly dead.


  After a few seconds, seven of the eight were down. Aaron aimed for what looked like a truck driver. He winged it in the shoulder, then shot it through the neck. Still the thing kept coming. Then Aaron realized he was out.


  “Oh shit! Oh shit!” Aaron said, his hands flailing at the weapon.


  A blast tore through the side of the truck driver’s head, and it went down like a load of cement. We turned to find Ben lowering his weapon.


  “Rule number two,” Landry said, “always have another weapon.”


  “And somebody watching your back,” Ben said.


  “Right. I think we’re ready.” Landry went into the enclosure and delivered a headshot to the creature lying motionless on the ground.
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  We loaded the motor home and my truck with supplies, planning to head out before noon. The cat ran up to Landry as he was getting into my truck. I didn’t want that thing anywhere near me.


  “What about the cat?” I said.


  “She was a stray when I found her. She knows how to take care of herself. Probably better than all of us.”


  Relieved, I fired up the engine, and we hit the road.


  “I notice you still have the axe,” Landry said, glancing at the backseat.


  “Guns jam. That’s my backup weapon.”


  “Good choice.”


  I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see Holly again. We were in Hell, and all I cared about was finding her alive. I put out of my mind the thought that she might very well be among the undead, and I kept in front of me her face and her smile.


  That image was all I had to keep me going.
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  I shouldn’t have taken the freeway. As we got closer to Tres Marias, the traffic hardened to the point we could no longer move.


  “Looks like they’ve started,” Landry said.


  I put the truck in park, got out and climbed into the bed. Ben’s motor home was behind me. I tried peering over the lines of vehicles, which looked to span over a mile. Then I jumped down and ran back towards Ben and Aaron.


  “What’s the deal?” Ben said.


  “They’re diverting traffic off the freeway. All I can see are flashing lights and police cars everywhere.”


  “We should’ve taken that last exit.”


  I looked back. The traffic had closed in, so now we were stuck. As I got back into the truck, Landry looked grim.


  “Chances are they’ve quarantined the whole town. Not sure how we get back in.”


  “We’re getting in,” I said.


  We sat for thirty minutes or so. Then we began to inch forward. The left lanes had been coned off, and we were being gradually forced to the right, down to a single lane. As we made our way over, we heard a deafening noise overhead. I looked up and saw a helicopter with the Black Dragon logo swoop past, flying incredibly low. From what I could make out, all the soldiers aboard it were armed.


  “This just got serious. Why didn’t they call in the National Guard?”


  “I don’t know,” Landry said. “But they might have set up an evac center. Your wife could be there.”


  As we reached the bottom of the off-ramp, soldiers directed everyone under the overpass towards the freeway entrance taking them north again. The first chance I got, I shot out from behind a minivan and headed towards what looked like a military checkpoint.


  Several Humvees were parked there, surrounded by Black Dragon troops with AR-15s. These guys must have been on high alert, because when Landry and I got out, we were greeted by nervous men with guns. We approached them, our hands raised.


  “Whoa!” I said. “We’re trying to get some information.”


  The soldier in charge nodded towards the others, and they lowered their weapons. “You need to keep moving, sir,” he said. He didn’t look like he was in the mood for chitchat.


  “I understand,” I said as I lowered my hands, “but I’m looking for my wife. Is there an evacuation center? Please, I need to find her.”


  He looked at Landry and me for a time, then at Ben’s motor home, which had parked alongside the truck.


  “They’re with us,” I said.


  “Let me see your IDs.” Landry and I handed over our driver’s licenses. “What’s your wife’s name?”


  “Holly Mitchell Pulaski.”


  He gave our IDs a cursory look and handed them back. “Tres Marias High School,” he said. “But I can’t let you through. Only authorized personnel.”


  I was about to object when Landry took my arm. “Come on, Dave. The man’s doing his job. Thank you, sir.” He signaled to Ben and Aaron and climbed back into the truck. Reluctantly, I got in too.


  “What the hell, Irwin?” I said.


  “Can’t you see you’re not going to get anywhere with these guys? They have orders to shoot.”


  “So what do we do?”


  “Try being creative.”


  I pulled around the military traffic, with Ben following, and got back onto the freeway heading north. We drove for five miles. I spotted an exit that looked clear and got off.


  “There’s an old fire road that connects Tres Marias with Mt. Shasta,” I said. “If I can pick it up, we might have a shot.”


  “I know that road. Go right.”


  When Jim and I went out drinking, we’d end up on unfamiliar back roads “using the force” to get home. Landry and I did that now, feeling our way by sheer gut instinct. It worked.


  After waiting for Ben to catch up, I turned into an entrance that was barely noticeable from the main road. It was shady and covered by trees. Jim and I used to hang out on this road, drinking and chasing down deer. About a hundred feet in, we saw a locked gate. I didn’t see anyone else there. Landry and I got out and examined the lock and chain up close.


  “We could shoot the lock off.”


  “That’s bound to attract attention,” Landry said. “Where’s your axe?”


  Ben, Aaron and I took turns whacking at the lock. After a few minutes, we were drenched in sweat. At some point the lock gave. We drove through, then I shut the gate and replaced the chain and broken lock to make it appear secure.


  The fire road was dusty and full of ruts. I had to be careful not to drive too fast, or I might break an axle. It was around ten miles to town via the winding road. Though we didn’t see any military personnel, we passed a number of undead along the way—out-of-shape tourists wandering like addicts, looking for fresh meat. We didn’t risk stopping to deal with them.


  Once we reached Tres Marias, I thought we’d be stopped again. But the troops were preoccupied with keeping order as merchants closed up their shops before evacuating. Some civilians wore surgical masks in the vain hope that they were protected against an airborne virus. One of the merchants, a toy shop owner I recognized, had taped a hand-painted sign in her window that read See You on the Other Side. At the bottom was a smiley face.


  As we made our way through downtown, I saw the graffiti covering the buildings. One message read Attention Tourists: You Should’ve Chosen San Diego.


  Approaching an intersection, I saw soldiers, their AR-15s fixed on something in an alley. Several undead staggered into the sunlight, covered in blood from a fresh kill. I heard someone give a command, and they fired. At first they aimed for the chest. When that didn’t work, they aimed for the head and dropped them in seconds.


  Up ahead, another group of soldiers patrolled the sidewalk. I noticed a drunk coming out of the Beehive.


  As we waited at the intersection for the signal to change, we saw the drunk weaving bad. I got scared.


  One of the soldiers said, “Halt!”


  The drunk must not have heard. As they raised their weapons, he kept weaving towards them. My stomach went up into my throat as they drew a bead on him.


  “God, no,” I said.


  Then it happened.


  The drunk went down in a hail of bullets. This was when I knew, if the people in charge couldn’t tell the difference between a drunk and the undead, we were all doomed.


  As we cruised past, Landry said, “Poor bastard.”
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  A chain-link fence with concertina wire strung across the top surrounded the high school. Armed soldiers manned a single entrance. On the roof, more soldiers trained their weapons on the ground below.


  We stopped at a sentry station. A soldier wearing body armor came over to the driver’s window.


  “I’m Dave Pulaski,” I said. “I live in this town.”


  “What do you want here?”


  “I’m looking for my wife.”


  “I’ll need to see your ID,” he said. Then to Landry, “You too.” He nodded towards the motor home behind us. “They with you?”


  “Yeah.”


  He signaled to another soldier to deal with Ben and Aaron.


  We waited while our IDs were processed using a magstripe reader attached to a laptop. I hoped that the police hadn’t flagged me over Jim’s death. Then the sentry handed back the licenses and waved us through.


  “Not sure how much parking is left,” he said.


  We circled for ten minutes, which, come to think of it, made no sense. Nobody was leaving, so we gave up and parked along a fence that separated the school from a residential street.


  The gym was full. It smelled of sweat and feet. It was hard to hear over people talking and arguing and babies squalling. Sleeping bags lay everywhere. Families with small children, couples, old people. And everyone was scared. I wondered what they’d been told.


  “This is unfortunate,” Landry said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “They won’t be able to defend these people. Look at all these small kids—the elderly. It’s going to be a bloodbath.”


  “I guess positive thinking was never your style.”


  “I’m facing facts, Dave. Let’s see if we can locate your wife.”


  Though I knew it was hopeless, I texted Holly to let her know we were here, but found that I had no bars.


  We had left our weapons locked in our vehicles on Landry’s advice. Sure enough, we were checked for guns when coming into the facility.


  “I’m going to look for Holly,” I said.


  “I’ll find out what I can from the authorities,” Landry said. “Ben, why don’t you and Aaron come with me.”


  I took my time, starting at one end of the gym and going down every aisle looking for my wife. It was hard to walk in places—peoples’ stuff was spread out everywhere. One woman screamed at me because I almost stepped on her toddler. Everyone was on edge.


  The last time I was in this gym was for high-school graduation. My dad had passed away the year before, but my mom, sick as she was, made it to the ceremony. Though it was no big deal to me, I remembered how proud she was. She had never finished high school. Right before she died, I promised her I would find a way to go to college. Another one of my commitments washed away in a river of beer and regret.


  There were a lot of people whom I recognized from the town. They all had that scared, hollowed-out look, like their spirits had already departed.


  Mrs. Hough, one of my parents’ neighbors, touched my arm as I passed by. Her hair was white—the last time I’d seen her, she was still dying it. She was in her early seventies, but she looked older and frailer.


  “Dave?” she said.


  “Mrs. Hough. How are you?”


  “Not well. They rushed me down here, and I forgot my medication. It’s at the house, and I’m too afraid to go back for it.”


  She was kind of a chatterbox, and I wanted to find Holly. But I remembered how the old woman used to come over and look after my mom during those last weeks and months, bringing her soup and magazines and helping with bathing. So I sat on the floor next to her and listened.


  “They won’t tell us what’s going on,” she said. “They keep saying there’s been some kind of, of outbreak. I don’t even know what that means. Who are these people?”


  “What’s the medication for?”


  “Diabetes and blood pressure mostly. Don’t ever get old, Dave.”


  “Tell you what. I’ll take a run over there.”


  “Oh!” she said. “That’s so kind. My son sent word that he was coming to get me. I told him not to leave school, but he insisted.”


  “It’s okay,” I said. “I have to find someone, but I’ll go to your house in a little while, okay? I promise. Think you can hold out?”


  “Here are my house keys.”


  “Don’t worry. Why don’t you try to rest?”


  I fluffed her pillow and helped her lie down. She didn’t seem to want to let go of my hand.


  “God bless you, Dave,” she said and closed her eyes. “You’re a saint.”


  It took me a few minutes to cover the rest of the floor. I didn’t see Holly anywhere. I didn’t think she would go back to the house, so I tried to think where else she might be. Why hadn’t she called or texted? There was an obvious answer, but I refused to think about it.


  “No luck?” Landry said when I rejoined the others.


  “No.”


  “They’re telling everyone it’s an endemic outbreak.”


  “Yeah, I heard. What exactly does that mean?”


  “It means there’s a virus that’s prevalent in this area, and it’s spreading from person to person,” Landry said. “Pretty much what I guessed. We can’t stay here.”


  “Why not?” Ben said. “Look at all this protection.”


  Landry signaled for us to follow him outside, away from everyone. “Because,” he said, “once the undead discover that there’s a whole building full of fresh meat, they’ll attack without mercy. And these guys won’t be able to stop them, I don’t care how good they are. This place is Hell’s waiting room.”


  “No, I’m sorry,” Ben said. “These soldiers are trained. They have weapons.”


  “And if it was just a few undead attacking, I would agree with you. You’ve seen it. These things travel in hordes. All they have to do is bite a soldier and he becomes one of them on the spot. We can’t risk it.”


  “How many do you think there are out there?” Aaron said.


  “At this point,” Landry said, “could be in the thousands.”


  “So where do we go?” Ben said. They looked at me.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Shit, I forgot. I promised a neighbor I’d get her medication. She’s sick. I can do it on my own.”


  “Take Aaron with you,” Landry said.


  “No,” Ben said, grabbing his son’s arm. “I’ll go.”


  Though Aaron was pretty green, I didn’t have a lot of confidence in Ben. He was an even worse survivalist than me. And with that artificial hip, I felt he was a liability.


  “Dad, it’s fine. I can do this. You stay here with Mr. Landry.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’ll be fine, I promise.”


  “I love you, son. Be careful.”


  “I will.”


  “We’ll stay in the motor home until you return,” Landry said. “Then we’ll all leave together. Try to hurry.”


  As Aaron and I headed for my truck, a soldier stopped us. “You need to get back inside,” he said.


  “A neighbor of mine is in there,” I said. “I’m going to her house to get her medication.”


  “We’re not supposed to let you people come and go.”


  “I get that, but she’s not doing too well. She’s pretty old.”


  “What’s her name?”


  “Eleanor Hough.”


  He signaled to a soldier with a laptop, who looked her up. Then he said, “Make it fast.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “Hey, what’s going on with the cell-phone service?”


  “Last I heard, we were looking into it.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means we’re looking into it.”


  “Okay, thanks,” I said, but he’d already turned away from me and had started a conversation with another soldier.


  “What do you think is going on with the cell phones?” Aaron said.


  “Maybe it’s part of their plan to contain this thing.”


  Driving out of the parking lot, I almost hit a kid on a skateboard. It was strange to see someone taking things so lightly—just another day at the skate park. He couldn’t have been more than thirteen. Dressed in jeans and a black Hurley T-shirt, his long, blonde hair falling over his shoulders. I wondered how long before he wasn’t human.
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  Mrs. Hough lived on a cul-de-sac across the street from the house where I grew up. When we drove in, I imagined how we could get trapped in there, with one way out.


  “Which house?” Aaron said.


  “The one with the pinwheel petunias.”


  “Cute.”


  “Is that sarcastic cute?”


  “No, just … Yeah, sarcastic.” Aaron laughed self-consciously.


  The street was deserted. I remembered a flock of wild parrots that used to hang out in the maple trees, squawking their heads off. Now there was silence.


  Before getting out of the truck, we scanned all the houses, looking for movement of any kind. Then we grabbed our guns.


  While Aaron watched for intruders, I unlocked the front door and let myself in. Mrs. Hough’s house smelled old. There was old furniture and lots of family photos. She was a widow with one grown son, who, last I heard, lived and worked in LA and was not, as the old woman had recollected, going to school.


  I found the master bedroom and the bathroom. Opening the medicine cabinet, I saw nothing but toothpaste, mouthwash and various lotions. Next, I went to the kitchen, where a group of medications were lined up along one of the beige tile counters, next to a yellow notepad with a grocery list written on it, a ballpoint pen and a stack of coupons.


  Unable to carry all the medication, I searched for a plastic grocery bag. It took me a few minutes to gather everything up. On the way to the foyer, I heard a noise.


  My heart thudded. I heard the sound again. It was a growl—definitely an animal. Scanning the room, I backed up to the front door, which was partially open.


  “Aaron, there’s something in here.”


  He came in, his weapon raised. I slung the plastic bag on my arm and aimed my weapon as well. We waited for another sound. A scratching noise came from the hall closet.


  “Let’s leave,” Aaron said.


  “Good idea.”


  Then the door swung open, and something leapt out at us. It was a small dog, a white-and-grey Shih Tzu, baring his teeth. He was cute, with his bugged-out eyes and massive underbite. Relieved, I lowered my weapon. He stopped growling and stared at me. Then he wagged his tail. I didn’t recall Mrs. Hough ever having a dog. He must have been a recent addition.


  “Come here, boy,” Aaron said, and moved closer. “You scared?” The dog sat.


  “Hang on,” I said. “What if he’s rabid?”


  Ignoring me, Aaron patted his head. The dog rolled onto his back, waiting for a belly scratch.


  “Do you think she forgot about him?” Aaron said.


  I opened the plastic bag and searched through the medications. One of them was Aricept. The poor woman had Alzheimer’s. She must have forgotten about the dog. While I waited by the door, Aaron ran into the kitchen and found dog food and a bowl.


  “What’re you doing?” I said.


  “We can’t leave him here—he’ll starve.”


  “Come on, Aaron. Don’t we have enough to—” When I saw the look on his face, I relented. “Sure, why not?” I said.


  As Aaron headed for the door carrying the dog, I heard a shriek. One of the undead—a mailman in blue shorts and shirt, with no pith helmet—had found us. Its ear had been torn off, the head still bleeding. Before Aaron could raise his weapon, it grabbed him by the head and dragged him outside. The dog leapt out of Aaron’s arms and, barking frantically, ran around in circles.


  I dropped everything except my gun and went outside. There was only the one, and it was trying to bite Aaron in the face, but the kid kept blocking it with his rifle.


  “Dave, help me!”


  I ran up to the thing, put the barrel of my gun in its exposed ear canal and fired, hoping the bullet would miss Aaron.


  The blood spray left a star pattern on the asphalt. The creature went limp as Aaron skittered away, waving his arms like he was in a bee swarm. The sound of the gunshot sent the dog running and yiping. We watched him disappear down the street.


  “Are you bit?” I said, checking myself for wounds.


  “I don’t think so.” He was breathing hard and patting all around his head. “What about the dog?”


  Something caught my eye, and I looked up. A horde of undead was headed towards us, attracted by the gunshot.


  “We need to get out of here,” I said, handing Aaron his gun.


  “Shit!”


  At first they didn’t see us. Then one of them shrieked and started towards us. The others followed in a frenzy.


  “Take out as many as you can,” I said. “We need to get to the truck.”


  “I don’t know if I can …”


  “Dude, don’t die out here.”


  I took aim and kneecapped one of them. It kept coming, dragging its bad leg. Taking a breath, I aimed for the head. It went down. Aaron watched me, then did the same with the others.


  “Come on,” I said.


  We ran towards the truck. Thankfully I’d left it unlocked. Aaron jumped into the passenger seat. As I opened my door, a raw, grey hand grabbed me. Several of these creatures were on me, and I tried swinging my shotgun.


  I knew then I was going to die in the street without ever seeing Holly again. All because I tried to help an old woman, proving for all eternity that no good deed goes unpunished.


  As the creatures snapped and clawed at me, I managed to fire a few rounds. Across the street, I saw a man who looked to be in his fifties, wearing sweatpants and a bloodstained undershirt, his face splattered in blood. He stood there, dazed, staring at me.


  “Help me!”


  I felt someone grab my shoulder. It was Aaron. He pulled me out of the way and shot each one of the marauding creatures in the head. The kid was boss.


  When it was over, we stood in the middle of the street looking at the carnage. The man who had been watching me raised a handgun to his chin and, his eyes never leaving me, pulled the trigger.
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  The gunfire got louder as we neared the high school. We heard screaming and shouting voices. Turning onto the street in front of the high school, we found that the front gate had been overrun. Hundreds of the undead surrounded the gym. I stopped in the middle of the street and watched as the horde pulled at the doors, shrieking and climbing over one another to get inside.


  Soldiers on the roof shot them one after another, but we knew it was a matter of time. Soldiers and civilians on the ground would soon join the ranks of the undead. We already saw recently dead soldiers pulling themselves up off the ground and jerkily making their way towards the entrance. Landry was right. The people inside the gym didn’t stand a dead drunk’s chance.


  As I turned the truck around, I saw the motor home barreling towards us. Landry had had the good sense to park it out on the street, away from the gym. He pulled up next to me, opened the door and called across.


  “Ben and I barely made it out,” he said. “We need to get away from here.”


  “Where to?”


  “Got to get some supplies.”


  As we drove away, we passed ten or twelve Humvees and LMTVs heading for the high school. We knew it was too late. The Black Dragon soldiers had conveniently gathered enough victims to feed a thousand of the undead.


  My cell phone vibrated. I pulled it out of my pocket and saw it light up as text messages and voice mails flooded in. The last text read Where r u? My heart leapt—it was from Holly. I pulled over to call her.


  “Holly, it’s Dave!”


  “Dave, where are you?”


  “Near the high school. Where are you?”


  “St. Monica’s.”


  “Don’t move—I’m coming.”


  I made an unsafe U-turn and tore down a side street. Seeing my truck in his rearview mirror, Landry course-corrected and followed.


  St. Monica’s was the Catholic church I went to as a child. I also attended school there for eight years. Holly still went to Mass there and, on many occasions, expressed the hope that I would too. One more disappointment I could add to the pile.


  The street was deserted. As I pulled over with the motor home behind me, a Humvee whizzed past. Several men—parishioners—stood guard outside with handguns and shotguns. It was like a scene from The Godfather. Checking both directions, I went inside while Aaron waited for his dad and Landry.


  The church had been built around 1900, had survived several earthquakes and had been renovated in the last ten years. It was built with granite stones. Inside, it was filled with cherrywood and beautiful stained-glass windows. The altar was marble. A huge crucifix imported from Italy hung behind the altar.


  There were people scattered in the pews throughout, holding their children close and praying the Rosary aloud as an elderly priest providing solace made his way among the crowd. As I took in this scene, it became clear that not all my memories of this place were bad. I had attended two funerals here—first for my father, then my mother. Our wedding had been here. I felt a deep sense of comfort.


  As I approached the altar, Ben, Aaron and Landry waited in the narthex. Then I saw Holly kneeling and praying aloud with the others. When she saw me, she stopped and left the pew. We held each other.


  “Thank God,” she said.


  “I’m so sorry. For everything.”


  “My mom …”


  “I know.”


  “You saw her?”


  “Yeah.”


  “We didn’t know what was happening. We went for a walk down to the lake when one of those things attacked us. I tried to protect her, but it happened too fast. Then it pulled her down and started biting her. She screamed and told me to run. I ran all the way back to the house. All I could think to do was get out. Then I drove here.”


  “It’s not your fault. She wanted you to be safe.”


  “I had to leave her there, Dave.”


  The priest came over to us, concerned. “Can I help?”


  “She lost her mother,” I said.


  “I’m so sorry. We must continue to pray and ask for God’s mercy.” He stayed with us for a time, then went to help someone else in crisis.


  “I kept trying to contact you, but the cell service is bad,” I said to Holly.


  “That explains it. I must’ve texted you fifty times. I couldn’t understand why you wouldn’t answer. What are we going to do?”


  “We can’t stay here. We have to get out.”


  “And go where?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m with a couple of other people. We’re going to get some supplies, see what happens.”


  “What about the soldiers?”


  “They won’t be able to stop this. The high school is already overrun. Come on.”


  I helped Holly with the things she was carrying, and we headed for the back of the church. Near the narthex I spotted Detective Van Gundy. He sat in a pew alone, his hands like dead birds in his lap.


  “Detective?” I said.


  He didn’t even look up. It was as if he was in a daydream. We kept going towards the church entrance.


  “Holly, you remember Irwin from the high school?”


  “Sure.”


  “And this is Ben Marino and his son, Aaron.”


  “We’re so glad we found you,” Ben said. “Dave was worried sick.”


  On the way out, I took holy water and made the Sign of the Cross. Did I do that for Holly or myself? Whatever the reason, it made me feel better.


  The men guarding the church were still in place. We ran to our vehicles. Holly got into the truck with me. The others went with Ben.


  “What about my car?” she said.


  “Leave it,” I said. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”


  She stared out the window at the church as I started the engine. As I put the truck in drive, Detective Van Gundy jogged towards me. I turned off the engine and got out.


  “Sorry about back there,” he said.


  “No worries.”


  “One of those things got my wife and son. I, I came home and …”


  “It’s okay,” I said.


  “I found them in the backyard. They were barely breathing.”


  I glanced at Holly, and she got out of the truck, came over and touched the policeman’s arm.


  “I called 911. While I waited, they must have died. Then they …” He looked at me, his eyes searching mine for an answer. “I didn’t want to believe what was happening. I remembered your friend at the store. I didn’t know what to do. They wanted to hurt me!”


  He leaned against my open door and wept. Instinctively Holly patted his back.


  “I had to do it,” he said. “There was no other choice.”


  He wandered off in a stupor. I wish I could’ve done something for him. Instead, I climbed into the truck and waited for Holly to get in. We just sat there, sullen and silent.


  “Dave, I saw his hand. I think he got bit.”


  The world no longer made any sense. We were making choices that no sane person should ever have to make. Seeing things that no human should ever see. It all came down to survival. And the odds were worse than bad.


  “I love you,” I said.


  Holly looked at me and said nothing. I knew then that it was over between us. But I was still determined to protect her. It might be the one good thing I would ever do in my life. I wondered if God would even notice.


  As we left, more people made their way into the church. I said a prayer that they would do better than those poor bastards at the gym, who were by now already dead and very, very hungry.
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  We didn’t see any bodies when we arrived at the Royal Ranch Market, but we found the place in a shambles. The parking lot was littered with overturned baskets, trash and cars whose tires had been slashed. The building itself was covered in fresh graffiti.


  Looters had busted out the windows and were walking off with whatever they could carry. I heard police sirens in the distance and figured things were even worse somewhere else.


  Holly watched as I grabbed my shotgun from the backseat. “You know how to use that?” she said.


  Landry, Ben and Aaron were already positioned next to the motor home, their hands on their weapons. They watched with grim stoicism as looters passed them, at first checking out the motor home, then thinking better of it.


  I saw the dawning terror in Holly’s eyes. “I don’t understand why we have all these guns,” she said.


  “We have to protect ourselves,” Landry said.


  I scanned the area, hoping Black Dragon soldiers were somewhere close. But there was no sign of them—just out-of-control civilians.


  “I figured this was next,” Landry said.


  “What do we do?” Holly said.


  I took her hand. “We don’t make trouble. We go in, get what we need and get out.”


  “Sounds like a plan,” Landry said.


  “Shouldn’t I have a gun too?” Holly said.


  “Not unless you know how to use it. Too dangerous otherwise.”


  Holly glared at Landry, then turned to me with hurt eyes. He was right, though.


  “Stay close, okay?” I said.


  Ben and Aaron stayed behind to protect our vehicles. As we entered the market, a group of laughing men pushed past us, going the other way, their arms loaded with small electronics and bargain-bin DVDs.


  The scene made me sick to my stomach. I knew the family who owned this store, and I imagined what they were going through, seeing everything they’d worked so hard for being destroyed by these joyriding losers.


  Near the small manager’s office, I noticed several checkers and cart pushers watching, abject fear in their eyes. I couldn’t help it—a man carrying a toaster oven ran past me, and I tripped him with my foot. He went flying, did a face plant on the linoleum floor and slid into an end cap filled with gift cards.


  “What the—” he said, getting up in a rage and confronting me. “You crazy?”


  “Dave,” Holly said.


  I pushed the barrel of my shotgun into his nose, and his eyes became huge. “Get out.” I kept my voice even and never broke eye contact.


  Pissing himself, he left the toaster oven and ran out of the store.


  Lowering my weapon, I looked at the others. “Sorry.”


  “I was about ready to do that myself,” Landry said. “Let’s get our supplies.”


  Each of us grabbed two shopping carts and collected piles of food, water and medical supplies. A small pharmacy was located at the rear of the store. Landry went back there and returned with the medicine he thought we might need—antibiotics, bandages and painkillers. We also picked up flashlights, batteries and matches.


  By the time we were done, our carts were piled high. Most of the stuff would get loaded into the motor home, and the rest would go into the truck in case we got separated. I walked over to where the frightened store employees were standing and smiled.


  “Can someone ring us up?” I said.


  They looked at one another. Then one of the checkers—a Latina in her early thirties—followed me to the checkout stand. The others stood watch as I pulled out my credit card. Several cart pushers ran over and began bagging the stuff at Holly’s direction.


  Once everything was put away, Aaron, Holly and I went back to help the store employees board up the broken windows, while Ben and Landry guarded our vehicles. By the time we finished, it was twilight. As the lights came on, I swept my eyes across the parking lot, looking for any sign of the undead.


  “I think it’s time to leave Tres Marias,” I said.


  Landry nodded. “I hate to admit it, but I agree.”


  “How do we do it?” Ben said. “Aren’t the roads blocked?”


  “We make a run for it,” I said.


  Our plan was to head straight for the freeway and get on the on-ramp going north. Ben would lead in the motor home, since it was larger and could break through any barrier.


  On the way, several other cars filled with families got ahead of us. Rather than getting into a pissing contest, we decided to follow. Near the freeway, I saw the lights and military vehicles. Instead of slowing down, the lead car sped up and headed for the on-ramp. Using megaphones, soldiers ordered them to stop. Dozens of soldiers took aim.


  Ben slowed to a stop, and I pulled up next to him. Holly and I watched, dumbstruck, as the soldiers fired on the car.


  “They’re trying to kill them!” she said.


  But they were shooting at the tires. The car spun out and crashed. Armed soldiers surrounded the vehicle as the stunned driver crawled out. They ordered everyone else out—including small, crying children—and made them lie on the ground face down.


  The car ahead of us made a U-turn and shot past us. We decided to get out of there too. Down the road, we pulled over.


  “So much for leaving,” Aaron said.


  “We need to hunker down and rest,” Landry said. “Looks like it’s going to be a long fight.”


  “What about that grocery store?” Ben said.


  “Too hard to secure,” Landry said. “We need a place that has cooking facilities and a minimum of exits.”


  “The motel,” I said. “The rooms have a hot plate and a small refrigerator.”


  “The motel sounds good,” Holly said.


  A death shriek tore through the darkness.


  “Let’s get moving,” Landry said.
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  One thing I learned in dealing with Ram Chakravarthy was that if he did anything extra for you, it always came at a price. And there was no negotiation. The price was the price—take it or leave it. But he ran a clean operation, and I was good with that.


  “Hi, Ram. I’m back,” I said. “We need three rooms next to each other.”


  “I charge you ten dollars extra per night,” he said without looking up from his laptop. Then he tapped the screen. “Bloody Internet is down again.”


  “Wait a second,” Ben said. I gave him a look.


  “That’s fine,” I said.


  “Do you take credit cards?” Ben said. I heard the irritation in his voice.


  Ram smiled pleasantly. “If I take, there will be a bank charge which I must pass on to you.”


  “Right,” Ben said as he handed over his card.


  Our three rooms were on the second floor. Once we were settled in, we stood on the balcony and looked out at the town. The streets seemed quiet, though I couldn’t see much because of the tree line. In the distance I saw flames. I imagined looters and weirdos turning the town into a perverted block party and cursed them.


  We agreed not to make any decisions till we’d gotten some sleep. Each of us had food that we prepared in our rooms. The plan was to rise early, get some coffee and reconvene.


  Holly and I had canned goods, but we had also gotten cheese, lunch meat and bread, figuring we could eat that up before it went bad. As she fixed sandwiches, I flicked on the TV and clicked around until I found the local news.


  Evie Champagne was on the ground reporting that Black Dragon was burning bodies in huge pits, trying to keep the disease from spreading further.


  “Felix, I’m standing just yards away from a vacant lot,” she said. Her mouth and nose were wrapped in a silk scarf. “As you can see, a makeshift pit has been dug into the ground. And it’s filled with burning bodies. The smell is indescribable—overwhelming. I’ve asked Black Dragon officials to confirm numbers, but either they won’t say or they don’t know. From where I’m standing, it looks to be in the hundreds so far.”


  “Evie, are these mostly civilians?” Felix said from the newsroom.


  “Unknown.”


  “Has Black Dragon given any indication whether things are under control?”


  “No. I’ve asked a number of people, and the answer is always the same. ‘We’re still securing the area, and we’ll have an official update later.’”


  As names and faces of some of the dead and missing scrolled past on a news ticker, I looked for a place for us to eat, settling on the bed. Holly set down plastic plates and water bottles.


  “I’m sorry about your mom,” I said. Her eyes stayed focused on the TV.


  I wasn’t sure about the sleeping arrangements since Holly wanted nothing to do with me in that department. I kept eyeing an overstuffed chair and wondered if there were any extra blankets. Then I remembered Ram would charge for those.


  “… reporters were not allowed into the area. The cell-phone video you’re seeing was taken earlier this evening. Additional unconfirmed reports are coming in saying that looters are being shot on sight. We will update you as we learn more.”


  What we saw made us sick. The news anchor reported that the epidemic was spreading. In faraway communities there were isolated reports of attacks. Some attributed them to mass hysteria, others to the end of days.


  “There are also reports of so-called survivalists clashing with Black Dragon security forces,” he said. “We’re being told that a group calling itself the Red Militia has been attacking soldiers and stealing their weapons. Their motive is unclear so far.”


  After a few minutes, Holly switched off the TV and looked at me. There was a deep hurt in her eyes that I’d never seen before. I tried touching her hand, but she pulled it away. Her expression reminded me that what I had done to her was far worse than any mass army of the undead.


  I wasn’t a bad person, I kept telling myself. I made a mistake. I wanted to be better. I was not a bad person.


  “I know you’re not,” she said.


  “What?”


  “I know you’re not a bad person.” Shit, had I said that out loud? “Look, you can sleep with me in the bed, but that’s as far as it goes.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I mean it.” I took off my shoes and lay on top of the covers to show my good intentions. “See? No funny business.”


  I might have imagined it, but I thought she cracked a smile.


  [image: ***]


  I don’t remember falling asleep. When I opened my eyes, it was night and I was on that lonely forest road where I’d crashed my car. I was walking alone. I couldn’t hear anything, but up ahead in the distance, I saw Jim’s dog.


  It stared at me with hot, red eyes, its head low and menacing. It looked huge. Behind the dog, in the middle of the road, was Bob Creasy, the man who’d given me a ride that night. He stood in front of his van waving, silhouetted by the glaring headlights.


  I turned to run, but as often happens in dreams, I couldn’t move very fast. I was unable to look back, but I knew the dog was gaining on me. I felt a tremendous force on my back that knocked me down onto the pavement, which was like liquid tar. I felt the animal tearing at my back through my clothes. It didn’t hurt.


  I stood and looked at my surroundings. It was day, and I was in the middle of the street in downtown Tres Marias, staring at the Beehive. Cars went around me, honking their horns, the drivers swearing unintelligibly.


  I saw Jim and Missy through the plate-glass window. They sat in a booth drinking huge schooners of beer. They looked dead. Dry, bloody grey flesh slid off their faces and neck into the beer, like they were molting. Though their eyes betrayed no emotion, they acted as if they were filled with life, telling each other jokes and laughing.


  As I moved towards them, I noticed everyone around me was dead—even the passing drivers. I continued towards the bar. Jim and Missy leaned into each other and tongue-kissed. A black sludge squirted from the edges of their gory mouths as kidney worms lay writhing on the table. They stopped kissing and looked at me. In the window, I took in my own reflection.


  I was one of them.


  As I looked closer, someone touched my shoulder. When I turned, I saw Detective Van Gundy smiling, the flesh on his face oozing downwards like warm cake frosting. His eyes were dark crystals.


  “This was your fault,” he said in a small, faraway voice. “All of it. I know about Jim and Missy and the dead woman in the forest. I know about Fred and Stacey and Holly’s mother. All your fault, Dave.”


  “No,” I said, in a milky vacuum.


  I woke up to the sound of a shriek. I thought Missy had tracked me down. My heart was beating fast, and I found myself in a cold sweat. When I looked over at Holly, she was asleep. I tried closing my eyes again, but each time I did I saw Missy’s face crawling with maggots, her angry eyes red, almost on fire.


  In the morning I opened my eyes and saw Holly getting dressed. Her hair was wet from a shower, and she smelled wonderful. I tried not to think about it.


  “There’s coffee,” she said.


  She sat on the bed and watched the local news while I showered. Usually I would come out naked and put on my clothes. Instead, I dressed in the bathroom.


  A short time later we gathered outside on the balcony. There was no safe place for us to meet. We were concerned that the undead might have wandered into the area. The balcony was a good place from which to observe.


  All of us except Holly had weapons. Instead of a gun, I decided to hold on to my axe.


  “So what’s the plan?” Ben said.


  “Normally I would advise driving to safety,” Landry said. “But after listening to the news this morning, it’s sounding like there may be nowhere left that’s safe.”


  “What about getting ahead of it?” Aaron said. “We could try LA or San Diego.”


  “That’s assuming the roads are clear,” Ben said.


  “It might buy us time,” I said. “But if they can’t stop this thing, it’ll spread everywhere.”


  “And you’re forgetting that the town is under quarantine. That means no one gets in or out,” Landry said.


  “Even if we’re not infected?” Ben said.


  “Tell me, Ben, what does infection look like? How do we know we’re not carrying the virus?”


  “There must be tests,” Holly said.


  “Afraid not. Looks like we wait it out.”


  “Is that possible?” Aaron said. “I mean, what are our chances?”


  “Not good,” Landry said. “Eventually there might not be power or fresh water or food. Things we take for granted.”


  “And we’ll have to make sure we don’t get sick,” I said. “I don’t mean bitten—I mean any other kind of illness.”


  “Right,” Landry said. “Who knows what medicines will be available.”


  “Or doctors,” Ben said.


  Landry continued. “Our weapons will hold out for a while, but we’ll have to maintain a steady supply of ammo. Not just to fight the undead. There’s going to be a lot of desperate people. Worse than what we saw at the grocery store.”


  “You mean like the Red Militia,” I said.


  “Right. And with desperation comes more violence. And don’t forget, right now there may be thousands of people like us planning what to do next. And there’s only so many resources.”


  “I’m guessing most people will try to leave,” I said.


  “And they’ll be shot,” Landry said.


  “What about the back roads?”


  “I don’t think so. The authorities can’t afford to let this thing spread any more than it has already.”


  “Do you think Black Dragon will be able to contain it?” Aaron said.


  “Hard to say,” Landry said. “You saw what happened at the high school. No, I’m thinking we’re on our own.”


  Holly was quiet during the discussion. I kept looking at her for clues.


  Ben said, “Holly, what do you think?”


  She looked at the others, then at me. “I want to stay,” she said. There didn’t seem to be any doubt in her mind.


  I was surprised and very afraid. I didn’t want to remain here. Like any rational human, I preferred to take my chances on the road. “Why?” I said. It came out angrier than I intended.


  “Because I grew up here. And I guess I’ll die here.”


  She went back into our room and closed the door. We saw her through the window, sitting on the bed.


  She was praying.
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  “I need you to talk some sense into her,” I said to Landry.


  We were in Ben and Aaron’s room, which was the furthest away, so Holly couldn’t hear us through the thin motel walls. Ben made tea for us. I stood in front of the bed with Aaron and Landry. We were all edgy.


  “Sounds to me like her mind is pretty much made up,” Landry said.


  “It’s crazy staying here. This town is like—”


  “The epicenter, I know.”


  “So you need to tell her,” I said. “There’s got to be a way out of here.”


  “Let’s look at it from the other side,” Landry said as Ben handed us our tea. I hated when he did that. Considering the other side meant it had validity. “We could pull together more supplies and find a way out. You already know the main roads are blocked. I assume the fire roads are blocked as well.”


  “I got through before.”


  “They were just starting to secure the area then,” Ben said. “Now they’re everywhere. And what about the helicopter patrols?”


  Landry blew on his tea. “Never mind. Let’s say by some miracle we did make it out. Where do we go? North? South? East?”


  “I was thinking south,” I said.


  “Why?” Aaron said.


  “How the hell should I know? Maybe LA isn’t infected yet.”


  “Dave,” Landry said, “there are tons of tourists here in August—many from LA. All it would take is one who’s infected to return there and spread the disease.”


  “But we’d have more of a chance to survive. It wouldn’t be as widespread.”


  “And what about getting there? You think we’re the only ones trying to leave this place? You think there won’t be criminals and psychos of every shape, size and creed on the highway? Did you ever think it won’t be the undead who kill us, but ordinary people?”


  “So what are we supposed to do? Wait around to die?” I felt everyone was against me.


  “No, we have to find someplace safe.”


  “So you agree with Holly.”


  “I didn’t say that.” Landry looked at me with those piercing blue eyes I knew all too well from countless science lectures. “I’m simply weighing the options.”


  “Let’s look at the other side,” Ben said. “Suppose we stay and can’t find someplace safe. What if it’s one day after the next fighting hordes of undead and the Red Militia on the weekends? This place is swarming. How long do we think we can survive here?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “And I vote we get out.”


  “Hold on, Dave. This is too important a decision to vote on without giving this some real thought. I for one need the night. Ben?”


  “Yeah, me too. I want to talk it over more with Aaron.”


  “Fine,” I said. “You guys sleep on it, and meanwhile the gates of Hell are opening wider.”


  “Let’s not overdramatize,” Landry said.


  “Shit, I can’t believe you guys.” I threw my teacup across the room, where it splashed the wall and bounced onto the carpet. Then I left. I knew Ram would send me the cleaning bill. Screw it.
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  “So did you guys come to a decision?” Holly said as I sat on the bed, motionless, stewing in my own juices.


  It was evening. I’d spent the day walking in circles around the motel, trying to convince myself there was a way out of this. I knew it was stupid to be outside. I could have been attacked.


  “No,” I said. “They want to think about it tonight.”


  “Look, Dave. I don’t expect you to stay with me. I’ve made my decision. You need to do what’s right for you.” Her face betrayed no emotion. Her eyes were red, and there was a small, bloody scratch where she’d chewed her lip.


  “You mean, you’d go it alone here?”


  “Yes.”


  I saw that she was holding a rosary she must’ve picked up at St. Monica’s. It was made of blue plastic, with a little white crucifix at the end—the kind they give away at the Children’s Mass.


  “You still remember how to use that thing?” I said.


  “I do. Want me to show you?”


  “Maybe later.”


  I went outside and stood on the balcony, looking at the night sky. Every instinct, every feeling in my body told me to run. There was nothing holding me here anyway. Holly and I were done. She had absolved me from the need to stay with her and protect her. She’d said it. I was free to do what was right for me. And I wanted so much to take her up on it. For the first time in my life, I felt like I had no home. I was, like the song says, free fallin’.


  Landry must have seen me, because he came out and joined me on the balcony. He patted my shoulder and gazed up at the stars.


  “Pretty, aren’t they? Can you show me where Ursa Major is?”


  “I think I was sick that day.”


  “It’s right over there,” he said, pointing. “And there’s Ursa Minor.”


  “Little Bear.”


  “See? You do remember.”


  “What I remember is, a time when I could look up at the stars and not worry whether some creature from Hell was sneaking up behind me.”


  “Me too.”


  “And I remember what it was like to be young. Without any worries other than being late for hockey practice. I don’t feel young anymore.”


  “We all have to grow up. Sooner or later.”


  “Not like this.”


  “Looking back, do you remember what it was like being at your best?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “When was that?”


  “On the ice with a stick in my hand.”


  “Do you remember what it felt like?”


  “Like I ruled. Nothing could stop me—not a broken nose or a bigger opponent. It was the one time in my life I can remember not being scared.”


  “You need to get that feeling back, Dave, and soon.” Landry touched my shoulder again, then left me on the balcony.


  I looked at the stars, trying to find my courage. But all I could do was contemplate a bleak, lonely future without Holly.
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  How did they find me? When I opened my eyes, I was on the floor of Jim’s kitchen, in a sea of empty beer bottles. I had drunk everything in the refrigerator. From the smell of me, I must have pissed myself. I had a blinding headache and a very real urge to puke. The sun was not yet high, and I felt the cool of the morning from a breeze blowing in through the open front door.


  “Dave, get up,” a familiar voice said through the fog.


  I tilted my head, and daggers of pain tore through it. Ben and Aaron stared down at me. Arms hoisted me and dragged me towards the kitchen table. Before I reached it, I staggered, stiff-legged, to the sink and brought up more sick than I’d seen in a long time. It reeked and looked like everything I’d eaten or drunk in the last five years. The smell made me go again. The cycle lasted for minutes, to the point of dehydration.


  “How did you guys even …”


  “It’s not important,” Ben said.


  “Where’s Landry?”


  “With Holly. We told her you were out checking the roads. Come on, we need to get you out of here. You dumb son of a bitch, one of those creatures could have wandered in here last night.”


  “I don’t care.”


  Ben grabbed me and threw me into one of the chairs. I’d never seen him so angry. I was a little scared.


  “This is how it starts,” he said. “It just takes one. Then everything falls apart.”


  “Come on, Dave,” Aaron said. “We need you, man.”


  “You’ll do fine.”


  “No, we won’t,” Ben said. “We have to stick together.”


  “You don’t need a drunk slowing you down.”


  Ben looked at Aaron, exasperated. Aaron took a seat beside me. He was a good kid, and I didn’t mind.


  “Dave, a day ago you were a hero. We never would’ve made it out of that cul-de-sac if you hadn’t been so focused.”


  “We got lucky.”


  I saw by the look on Ben’s face that Aaron hadn’t told his father what had happened.


  “Let’s see if there’s any coffee,” Ben said, and began rummaging through the cabinets.


  “On the right,” I said. “Coffee and coffee maker are up there.”


  Aaron found some cups. He practically had to nuke the sink before using it.


  My mind wandered. Glimpses of the night before flickered in my head like an old movie. I saw myself driving without a destination, filled with anger over feeling betrayed by Holly and the others. Somehow I ended up at Jim’s house. I hadn’t consciously thought of the beer, but I’m sure my unconscious knew what it was doing.


  That’s the thing with alcoholics. All we need is an excuse. We’re sad. We’re happy. We’re angry. We’re bored. In my case, I was empty.


  Ben poured out the coffee, and I managed to keep it down. After a minute, my head began to clear. I remembered something and yanked open one of the drawers, where I found an economy-size bottle of ibuprofen. Good ol’ Jim. I swallowed four of them.


  “I suppose you guys have made up your minds.”


  “Yeah,” Ben said. “We’re staying.”


  “I figured.”


  “Look, it’s the best way,” Aaron said.


  So, after my dramatic exit, I still had a choice to make. Pack my stuff, get on the road and hope that I could stay sober long enough to find somewhere safer than Tres Marias. Or grow a new set and stick with my friends. Though I hadn’t decided, I agreed to go back with them and talk it over with Landry.


  Ben didn’t think I was in any shape to drive myself back, so Aaron took the truck and I rode with Ben in the motor home.


  “I know things aren’t good with you and Holly,” he said once we were on the road. “But seriously. All of us need to survive this thing.”


  “Once she finds out what I did, she won’t want me around.”


  “Why don’t you give her a chance?”
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  At the motel, we found one of the undead limping towards the buildings. It was dressed as a forest ranger. One of its feet was missing.


  “I can’t deal with this,” I said.


  “Never mind.”


  Ben stopped the motor home and grabbed his shotgun. Then he got out, pumped the gun once and took the creature’s head off in one blast. Wiping his mouth, he got back in and rolled over the body.


  “Nice work,” I said.


  As we parked, I saw Holly and Landry watching us from the balcony. I staggered up the stairs, determined to get this over with. When I looked at Holly, I saw by her face that she knew what had happened.


  “Glad you’re safe,” she said, covering her nose and mouth from the smell.


  I watched her go back into our room and draw the curtains.


  “So what’s it going to be, Dave?” Landry said.


  “The truth is, I’m afraid to be on my own.”


  “Good. Why don’t you get cleaned up so we can plan how to get through this thing.”


  I never told them the real reason I chose to remain. It was for Holly. And though I knew my being there wouldn’t change her feelings towards me, I felt compelled to stay. If I wasn’t going to die alone in a pool of beer, at least I could try to protect her. A shower and a change of clothes would be a good start.
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  It wasn’t an easy decision for us, and it didn’t help that while standing on the balcony we saw one of the undead wandering into view. Landry spotted it first—a man who looked to be around fifty, wearing a Black Dragon uniform and weaponless. It kept twitching its head like a mosquito had gotten into its brain.


  It headed for the motel office, its right hand bloodied and missing fingers. I knew Ram was in there. What I didn’t know was whether he had a gun.


  We observed the creature for a few more seconds to make sure it wasn’t someone still alive and disoriented. Landry made his decision and fired a round through the creature’s cheek. Its jaw half-off, it kept going as if not much had happened. I looked at Landry as he took aim again. This time, the bullet ripped through the thing’s temple and it went down.


  Holly was still inside our room. I was glad she hadn’t seen that. But the sound of the shots brought her outside. She peered over the balcony and stared at the body.


  “Was it …”


  “Already dead,” I said.


  We waited on the balcony in case there were others. We needed somewhere else to meet in order to plan as a group. I wanted to check on Ram, so I suggested the motel office.


  After loading our vehicles, we convened in the office. As usual, Ram was behind the desk working on the computer.


  “What can I do for you?” he said, as if there weren’t a dead soldier with half his head blown off lying outside on the asphalt.


  “We need to talk awhile, then we’ll be gone,” I said.


  I expected him to name a price, but he bobbed his head and went back to working. We stood near the front door with our weapons ready.


  “I didn’t expect any of you to agree with me,” Holly said.


  “We talked it over, and it’s the practical thing to do,” Landry said, looking at me. “Most of us know this area. If we get on the road, we’ll be in unfamiliar surroundings and we could make some bad mistakes. The thing is, though, we have to plan carefully.”


  “I can help there,” Ben said. “I’m a project manager. Planning and executing are what I do. I don’t pretend to know anything about military operations, but I think I can be of use.”


  “The immediate goal,” Landry said, “is to find a place that’s big enough for us and that we can secure. Also, it has to be practical enough for when the power and water run out. Something as basic as a working toilet will become precious in time.”


  I happened to glance at Ram and saw that he’d been listening to our conversation. He stared at us.


  “What?” I said.


  “You come to my house. I have everything you need.”


  “What do you mean?” Landry said.


  “Everything. I have everything.”


  “You’re not staying here?” I said.


  “What do you think I’ve been doing over here?” he said, pointing to the laptop. “Playing video games? No.” He came around from behind the front desk and joined us. “For weeks I am researching everything, watching the news. And I know that what I have invested in will save us.”


  “‘Invested in’?”


  “You come,” he said. “Come and see Ram’s fortress.”


  I liked the sound of that word.


  “How far?” Ben said. He sounded suspicious.


  “A few miles. We go now.”


  Ram ran back and grabbed a pump-action shotgun from behind the desk. We turned towards the windows and saw that more undead had wandered onto motel property.


  “What’s the plan?” I said.


  “We need to get our vehicles,” Landry said. “That’s our objective.”


  The creatures hadn’t yet seen us. As they milled around outside, a squirrel made the mistake of crossing their path. One of them snatched it with surprising speed and bit its head off.


  “So we shoot our way out?” I said.


  “We have to be careful,” Landry said. “We don’t know how many there are. And above all else, we can’t get bitten.”


  “I go first,” Ram said. “This is my motel.”


  “Okay. Have you got a car?”


  “Of course.”


  Landry looked at the rest of us. “How are we fixed, gun-wise?”


  We raised our weapons. Landry had a rifle. Ben had his shotgun, and Aaron had a handgun and his hunting knife. I had my shotgun and axe.


  “What about me?” Holly said. She looked terrified.


  I reached over, took Aaron’s handgun and gave him my Kel-Tec. Then I placed the handgun in Holly’s right hand.


  “Do you think you can handle this?” I said. She nodded. I made sure the safety was off. “Aim for the head.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’m fine with your mom’s axe.” Though I was terrified, all I was focused on was protecting Holly.


  Ram moved towards the door, his shotgun raised. He looked like he knew what he was doing. He glanced back at us, and we moved closer to cover him.


  “Ready?” Landry said.


  “Ready,” he said, and pushed the door open.


  It all happened fast. As soon as Ram stepped outside, the creatures shrieked. Ram blasted away and kept moving forward. The rest of us came out and took positions, choosing our targets and firing. I went after an out-of-shape scoutmaster, hacking his grasping hands off so he couldn’t latch on to anyone. Then I went for the head.


  “Watch out for the blood,” Landry said.


  Because I didn’t have a gun, I had to concentrate on what was in front of me. I heard Holly scream. I looked back to find her firing at an oncoming creature, first hitting it in the chest, then in the face. She kicked ass.


  “Yeah!” she said as the thing fell at her feet.


  We had to shoot and chop our way out to get to our vehicles, leaving twenty or so of the undead on the asphalt. God help me, it was beginning to feel routine.
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  Our slow three-vehicle caravan headed up a deserted private road next to the magnificent forest. As I followed Ram’s black Land Rover, I kept looking over at Holly.


  “You okay?”


  She bit her lip and looked straight ahead. The handgun was in her lap, with the safety on. “No.”


  The house was located on a hill. From there we had an amazing view of the town and surrounding forest. I didn’t know anything about security. But in conversations with Ram later, I learned that the property was protected by an induced-pulse electric fence, the same kind used for correctional facilities. Surrounding the fence in front was a series of retractable steel bollards, which prevented vehicles from crashing through and reaching the buildings.


  Inside the fence was a series of poles with video cameras and lights mounted high. Ram clicked a remote. The bollards lowered into the ground, and the gates opened. The driveway was massive and easily accommodated our vehicles.


  Several buildings stood on the property, all made of cement. Though somewhat attractive and modern, they were practical. The main building, which I assumed was the house, had narrow, dark windows that looked thick. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they were made of bulletproof glass.


  “Glad you stayed with us?” Holly said.


  “Look, I’m sorry about—”


  “Let’s hope this guy doesn’t have a wet bar.”


  As we got out of our vehicles, six German shepherds rushed towards us from the side of the main building. I thought we would be torn to pieces and yelled at Holly to get back into the truck. Ram yelled at them in in German.


  “Nein! Bleib! Setz!”


  They stopped instantly, sat in a straight line and awaited further instructions.


  “Whoa,” Aaron said.


  “Trained in Germany,” Ram said.


  “Unbelievable,” Landry said, catching his breath. “How long have you been planning this?”


  “Five years.”


  “But you couldn’t have known about the outbreak,” Aaron said.


  “No, but I knew that something like this would happen. It is the fate of every great civilization. Think of the undead as another Mongol invasion.”


  He let us in through the front door and turned off the alarm. Inside, the house looked comfortable and warm, with Oriental rugs and rooms graced with expensive English furniture.


  Ram locked the front door and took us on a tour of the house. There were six bedrooms, each with a bathroom, desk and laptop computer. He had installed wireless throughout the house, powered by a satellite dish. A huge laundry room was located at the end of the hallway. We saw a game room, den and library, which contained not only books but also a dozen eReaders of various types. Everything was on one story.


  Then Ram led us downstairs to the basement. It was the size of the entire house—which we learned was around five thousand square feet—and was sealed off by a four-inch-thick steel door. Landry’s eyes grew wide as we discovered racks and racks of nonperishable food and bottled water. It was enough to last months.


  In the middle of the room stood a command center with multiple monitors showing live video of both inside and outside the property. Near that stood a couple of beds, a workout area with various weight machines and free weights and a small kitchen. There were also bathrooms with showers.


  At another end of the basement was a steel door. Using a keypad on the wall, Ram opened it and showed us a room filled with weapons and ammunition—enough to conduct a small war. Beyond that, another door led to a shooting range.


  “This is right out of a movie,” Ben said.


  Ram took us back upstairs to the kitchen, which was big enough to cook for twenty people. A huge refrigeration unit with clear glass doors stood along one wall, and there were a walk-in pantry and a restaurant-quality gas range and hood. Outside, through an archway, was a formal dining room.


  We sat around the kitchen table, drinking soda and eating chips. For a time we couldn’t say anything. Landry kept chuckling to himself. Then he became serious.


  “What about electricity?” he said.


  “I have a liquid-cooled standby generator, one hundred fifty kilowatts. There are also solar panels on the roofs of all the buildings,” Ram said.


  “And what happens when the bottled water runs out?”


  “There is an artesian well on the property, with a water-purification system.”


  “Gasoline?”


  “There is a five-thousand-gallon tank buried under the driveway. The gas pump is next to the garage.”


  “Five thousand gallons,” Aaron said. “Holy shit.”


  “Well, I can’t think of anything else,” Landry said, grinning. “You are officially my hero.”


  “Guthrie needs to meet this guy,” Aaron said.


  “I have a question,” I said. “Ram, are you saying we can stay here?”


  “Of course. As my guests.”


  “For how long?” Ben said.


  “As long as necessary.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s not that I’m ungrateful, but why?”


  He smiled and looked at each of us, as if this was the question he’d been waiting to answer. “I see many people at the motel,” he said. “All kinds. After a while I get to know who is good, who is not good. There are going to be dark days, I think. Indeed, it will become Hell on earth shortly. This place is safe. I thought I could run it myself, but I need help. I feel I can survive with all of you.”


  “So how much is this going to cost us?” I said with a straight face.


  “Dave, for shit’s sake,” Holly said, punching me in the arm.


  “Come on, we were all thinking it.”


  Ram laughed. “You think I love money, right? No, that is not correct. It is a test, Dave.”


  “A test,” I said. “Sure.”


  “Think of it. People argue about the money and I know they are not good for me. I never argue. I just say. And you don’t argue, you just pay. Simple. That’s the kind of people I know I can survive with.”


  “Unbelievable,” Ben said, laughing.


  “Ram,” I said, “I can’t figure you out, man.”


  “Plenty of time for that later,” he said. “Now, who wants lunch?”
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  The room Holly and I were assigned to was comfortable. For safety, there were no windows. Ram explained that the windows we saw outside were false. There was a three-foot gap between the outer and inner walls. The windows were added for appearance’s sake. Instead we had a large flat-screen monitor that was fed by a high-def video camera on the outside.


  Ram did screw something up, though. One queen bed stood in the middle.


  “I thought I asked for twin beds,” Holly said as she took in the room.


  At the motel, we’d worked it out that we would sleep together but without intimacy. But I knew it would be difficult for me to be close to her, to smell her scent and hear her breathing next to me without becoming aroused. I also knew that, after a time, it would be preferable to sleep on the floor.


  “I’ll ask for another room.”


  “No,” she said, touching my hand. “It’ll be fine.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m not ready to be alone.”


  “Okay. That chair doesn’t look too bad. I’ll get our stuff.”


  “Thanks,” she said.


  “For what?”


  “Coming back.”


  “About the …”


  “It’s okay,” she said, and went to check out the bathroom.
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  We spent the afternoon in the den watching the news. As Ram had predicted, things were getting worse. It was becoming Hell on earth. There was a set of monitors in the kitchen, and Landry spent a good deal of time watching them. It was as if he were waiting for someone. I came in to get a water from the refrigerator.


  “You think the undead will find us up here?” I said.


  “I don’t know,” Landry said. “I need to find Ram.” Then he walked out of the room.


  Dinner was amazing. Ram, an excellent cook, made us a full Indian dinner. He said that, lucky for us, he was from the South. I don’t know how lucky we were. The food was so spicy I thought my teeth would melt. I had to drink a lot of water to get through it.


  “My wife loved this kind of food,” Ben said.


  We looked at him. We had never asked Ben what his story was, why he wasn’t anxious to return home with his son. We assumed he was divorced.


  “You said ‘loved,’” Holly said.


  “She passed away a few weeks ago,” Ben said. “Pancreatic cancer.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “She put up a good fight, but in the end she wanted to go peacefully. So we moved her to a hospice near our home. Aaron and I stayed with her. Until the end.


  “After the funeral, we couldn’t bear staying at home. So we decided to do some camping and fishing—something we hadn’t done in a long time.”


  “Normally that would’ve been a great idea,” I said. Holly shot me a look.


  Ben laughed. “Yeah, I guess these aren’t normal times. Lately I’ve been thinking about Faith and wondering if she wasn’t luckier than us.”


  “Don’t say that,” Holly said. “You and Aaron are together. That’s what matters.”


  “You’re right,” he said, and gave his son a hug.


  “Family is so important,” Ram said.


  “What about you, Ram?” I said. “How did you end up here ready for World War Three?”


  “I came to this country as a student. Got my engineering degree from Stanford. I was going to start my doctoral program but decided to take some time off and work.”


  “You ran that motel,” I said. “How can you afford all this?”


  “Not to boast at all, but I come from a wealthy family, Dave. I convinced them to support me in this.”


  “Lucky for us,” Aaron said.


  Landry had been uncharacteristically quiet. He glanced at Ram, and I saw something pass between them.


  “It seems Mr. Landry has come concerns, though,” Ram said. “I think this is a good time to discuss. We mustn’t keep any secrets.”


  “I’m worried,” Landry said, more interested in stirring his coffee than drinking it. “Not about the undead.”


  “This is about those Red Militia freaks, right?” Holly said.


  “How did you know?” Landry said.


  “She reads minds,” I said.


  Kicking me, she said, “I was thinking the same thing.”


  “I’ve taken a look at all the plans for this place,” Landry said. “I’ve watched those monitors. I’m concerned that, if they wanted to, someone could take out the electrical fence, shoot the dogs and break into the house.”


  “The fence wouldn’t be that difficult, would it?” I said. “Couldn’t you use a grenade or something to punch a hole and knock out the power?”


  “They’ve been saying on the news that these guys are stealing weapons from Black Dragon,” Holly said.


  Ram thought about this. “There are alarms everywhere. If someone were to try that, we would be waiting with guns.”


  “But depending on how many were attacking, someone might still get through,” I said.


  “We need to prepare for the worst,” Landry said. “That means a twenty-four-hour watch.”


  Ben created a schedule for us that seemed to suit everyone. We each took four-hour shifts. The plan was to monitor everything from the command center in the basement. If anything suspicious happened, the person on duty woke up the designated backup. Then, depending on the severity, it was all hands on deck.


  We weren’t hardcore about limiting bathroom breaks, but Landry advised us to remain vigilant. The video cameras and alarms around the property were first-class, so that helped. Still, there was always a way to defeat the best security.


  Landry was a fascinating guy, and I came to appreciate him now that we were together. Though I’d known him only as my science teacher back in high school, I soon learned that he was a voracious reader. When he put his mind to it, he could master a subject in a matter of weeks. That’s why he was more prepared than most when the undead first appeared.


  His biggest concern was the people who built Ram’s compound. They must have been locals and would know how everything worked—including any weaknesses in the defense. They might have even built in weaknesses intentionally, the way a computer programmer can build a back door into a software program.


  And this was where I came to appreciate Ram, that crazy Indian genius. He’d already thought of that. Instead of using locals to build his fortress, he brought in construction experts from India on H-1B visas. And while he was planning, he studied and obtained his contractor’s license so that he could handle all the necessary permits himself. It was true that the plans were on file at city hall, but he assured us that he’d tweaked the design after submitting them and that the final revisions never made it into the official record.
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  It wasn’t yet time for my shift, but I couldn’t sleep. So I went down to the basement, where I found Aaron at the console and Ben in the workout room.


  Ben was an interesting character. He didn’t say much. I had the impression his wife’s death had drained the life from him. For all I knew, he might’ve had a great sense of humor at one time, might’ve been the life of the party. But now he seemed quiet and serious. He was bench-pressing around a hundred pounds.


  “Hey,” I said.


  “I know,” he said without embarrassment, setting the barbell back on the stand. “It’s not much, but I’ve got to start somewhere.”


  “You won’t hear me making wisecracks. I hate exercise.”


  “Yeah, well, you might want to consider getting into shape.”


  “Good point,” I said, and took a seat on one of the benches as Ben wiped the sweat from his neck and face. “So what do you think of all this?”


  He looked at me, his face neutral. “I think most of us are going to die,” he said.


  “So these projects you managed,” I said. “Were any of them successful?”


  “Sorry to be so cynical.”


  “Well, you might be right. The odds aren’t good. What about Aaron?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “He’s all I care about. I want him to make it—even if I don’t. I’ll do whatever I have to.”


  “I know what you mean,” I said.


  “How’s it going with you and Holly? Any better?”


  “I like to think she hates my guts a little less every hour.”


  Ben laughed. It was the first time I’d seen him do that. It was a high cackle that burst out of him, then disappeared. “I need to remember that line,” he said, and lay back on the bench for another set.


  I started to walk away, then stopped. “How did you find me today? Really.”


  “It was Holly. She seemed to know right where you’d go.”


  “So you never did lie to her about me checking the roads?”


  “No. I think she still loves you, Dave, FYI.”


  “Anything’s possible,” I said, and left the basement to work out how to get through another night of being with Holly, together yet alone.
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  The first attack came late at night, days after our arrival. Aaron saw something on the monitors. Motion sensors triggered floodlights around the front of the property, revealing seven armed men. They tried shooting out the vandal-resistant lights and cameras and, when that didn’t work, gave up. Aaron activated the alarm, which went off throughout the house.


  The sound was high and piercing. Emergency lighting pulsed relentlessly in our rooms and in the hallways. Outside, the dogs barked ferociously. I woke, adrenaline coursing through my blood. Holly and I grabbed our weapons and joined everyone else in the basement as we had rehearsed.


  Landry and Ram were already huddled around the monitors, assessing the situation.


  “They must’ve hiked in,” Landry said. “Look.”


  Men dressed in dark clothing came into view. I couldn’t believe that one of them was about to test the fence.


  “Can’t they see the warning sign?” Aaron said.


  “There is an energizer on that fence,” Ram said. “The voltage is very strong.”


  “Did you release the dogs?” I said.


  Ram shook his head. “I was afraid they might be shot.”


  We watched as the moron tried climbing the fence, which whipped up the dogs even more. As soon as his hands made contact, he flew off, screaming silently. The others helped him up, and they all backed away.


  “What do we do?” Ben said.


  “We wait,” Landry said, his eyes never leaving the monitors.


  The men scattered like rodents. Now there were only three of them in front of the house. We switched cameras manually, trying to find the rest. The monitors showed that the other four had split up, two on each side of the house.


  “Even if they can’t find a way, they could go back and tell others,” Landry said. “If enough of them show up, they could overpower us.”


  “Should we kill them?” Ben said.


  “Thinking about it,” Landry said.


  “I don’t want to kill anyone unless they give us a reason,” Holly said.


  “I agree,” Ram said.


  These guys may have been dumb, but they were persistent. For the next thirty minutes they inspected every inch of the fence. Then something happened.


  An undead dressed as a UPS driver shuffled up the road and into the glare of the floodlights, surprising one of the three men watching the front of the house. Before the other two could stop it, the creature bit the man on the neck as the other two tried pulling it off.


  One of the men smashed the butt of his rifle into the dead thing’s skull. It teetered and fell back. They raised their guns and shot it through the neck and head. The other men rejoined the group, as their wounded partner lay writhing on the ground, blood gushing from his neck, next to the still body of the undead.


  Though there was no sound, we could see the victim crying out. We wanted to do something, but our eyes never left the monitors. One of the men said something to the others. Then two of them opened fire on their injured friend, with a final shot to the head.


  The scene was sickening. Holly turned away, and I touched her shoulder. I looked back at the monitors as the remaining men dragged the body away. A horde of undead appeared and moved in. The startled men shot at them, but others attacked from the sides. It was like watching a silent movie.


  In the confusion, several of the men were bit as still more creatures appeared. The others continued firing on the horde and, one by one, ran out of ammo. Those who had been bitten died. Moments later, they rose and joined the horde.


  “They’re turning faster,” I said.


  “We need to do something,” Holly said.


  Landry shook his head. “No, they’re the enemy. Like those damned creatures.”


  Holly looked away.


  We watched as the last man shot one of the undead in the face—but not before he was bit. As the rest of the horde moved in, he looked down at his arm, drew his hunting knife and slashed his own throat, collapsing against the electrified fence.


  The undead left standing pressed against the fence. The powerful voltage shot through them but left them unaffected. They repeatedly pushed against the fence. It was comical to watch as the electricity made their bodies dance like marionettes and then they fell away from the fence. Finally, they wandered off into the forest.


  None of us slept after that, so I made us a pot of coffee. Though I felt remorse for not helping those men, I felt an even stronger urge to protect our group. They were trespassers and meant to harm us, even to kill us. Sometimes surviving means you have to make hard choices—even if someone else ends up dying. Though this sounded reasonable in my head, it did nothing to take away the ache in my gut.


  We sat in the kitchen, chilled to the bone. Holly kept to herself. Several times I tried comforting her, but she pulled away as if I had been responsible for the carnage. Maybe we were all guilty. Landry tried putting a bow on it.


  “They were trying to kill us and take the house,” he said.


  “Otherwise, why did they try shooting out the lights and cameras?” Ben said.


  “We could’ve at least given them a chance,” Holly said. “Killed some of that horde so they could get away.”


  “They might have killed us,” Ram said. “We will never know.”


  I recalled something I once read. Your ability to rationalize your own bad deeds makes you believe that the whole world is as amoral as you are.


  “What about the bodies?” Aaron said.


  Ben looked at his son, his face set. “Leave them. As a warning to others.”
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  Two days later Black Dragon showed up. Two Humvees pulled up next to the bollards and approximately a dozen soldiers got out carrying AR-15s. This was it. We were being evicted. They were here to take over the building by force.


  We watched them on the monitors as they talked among themselves and pointed at the main building. Two of them examined the dead bodies, which lay wet and bloated in the hot August sun, covered in flies and, I’m sure, reeking like Lucifer’s butthole.


  “What do we do?” Ben said.


  Landry watched them for a time. I knew that look—he was cooking something up.


  “Irwin?” I said.


  “We need to get ahead of the situation,” he said. “If they wanted to do a full frontal assault, there would be no way for us to defend ourselves. So we might as well see what they want.”


  “Yes,” Ram said. “Let’s get it over with.”


  By the time we opened the front door, weapons in hand, the soldiers had terminated two undead wandering out of the forest.


  “Hello?” Ram said to them.


  We stopped halfway to the fence and waited for them to acknowledge us. Our weapons were at our sides, and we tried to show a sense of calm. Ben and Aaron stayed in the house. We had no clue which way this was going.


  One of the soldiers walked to the gate and looked at it. I recognized him from the television interview with Evie Champagne.


  “The fence has been deactivated,” I said.


  “Are you the owner of this house?”


  “I am,” Ram said, stepping forward.


  “We’re from Black Dragon.”


  “We know,” Landry said.


  “I’m Chavez, the supervisor in charge of this operation. Why haven’t you people evacuated with the others? Aren’t you concerned about getting sick?”


  “Mr. Chavez,” Landry said, “we know what you guys have been telling the civilians. With all due respect, we prefer to stay.”


  The soldier studied him a moment, and his mouth slid into a lazy grin. “Yeah, I get it. But we have our orders. Everyone who’s still healthy needs to be evacuated to a shelter.”


  “And if we don’t?” I said.


  “We’re authorized to use force.”


  Holly broke away from us and strode up to the fence. What in hell did she think she was doing? I started after her, but Landry motioned for me to stay back.


  “Why don’t you come inside and we can talk about this,” she said. “Okay?”


  Chavez looked at my wife, smiled like he wanted to take her clothes off and said, “Sure.”


  Another soldier came forward. “Sir, are you sure this is safe?”


  “Wait here,” he said. Then to Holly, “Is this safe?”


  She smiled at him like a freshman invited to the senior prom. It made my blood boil. Instead of saying something, I sucked it up and waited for Ram to open the gate, then I returned to the house with the others.


  We sat around the kitchen table drinking sodas. Chavez was older than me, late twenties. Good-looking, fit. His teeth were white enough to be in a toothpaste commercial. I hated him.


  “As you can see, we’re fixed up pretty good here,” Landry said. “Plenty of food, water and ammunition. We have a generator for power, and the building is secure.”


  “I thought I heard dogs.”


  Ram smiled. “German shepherds.”


  “The group talked this over, and we feel we’ll do better if we stay put,” Landry said. “Who knows what kind of hell we’ll find out there.”


  “Right,” the soldier said, getting up and poking his nose into different rooms as we followed. “How long do you think you can hold out?”


  “Six months or longer,” Landry said. The soldier stopped at the stairs leading to the basement. “We can hole up down there if necessary. Plenty of guns and supplies.”


  “You guys aren’t Red Militia, are you?”


  “No,” Landry said. “You’re dealing with rational people here. We want to make it through this thing.”


  Chavez peered down the stairs. “I don’t know.”


  “Mr. Chavez,” Holly said. “May I ask how many people know about this house?”


  “Well, all of my directs. Don’t know about the locals.”


  “Look, we have it good up here,” I said. “High up where we can pretty much see everything.”


  “Yeah, I noticed. Pretty sweet.”


  “You guys are on the ground,” Ben said. “Getting surprised by the undead whenever they show, as well as by the looters.”


  “You got that right.”


  “And what about the Red Militia?” Holly said. “That’s who we think attacked us a couple of nights ago.”


  Chavez shook his head and returned to the kitchen. “I’ve lost sixteen men already to those nailheads.”


  “‘Nailheads’?” Landry said.


  “It’s what we call those sons of bitches.”


  “And the undead?” I couldn’t help asking.


  Chavez looked at each of us and grinned. “Draggers,” he said.


  We sat again. Landry set his drink aside, folded his hands on the table and leaned forward. “So what if we were to join forces?”


  “I’m listening,” the supervisor said.


  “You leave a few men up here with us, and we help you with intel on everything that’s going on around the area.”


  “Or we could force you to evacuate and take over the location,” Chavez said matter-of-factly.


  “Or I could blow your head off right here and leave your body for the draggers,” I said, gripping my weapon.


  “Dave, please,” Holly said. “Can’t you see Mr. Chavez is a reasonable person?” This kind of talk made me sick. “He wants what we want—for him and his men to come out of this alive.”


  I stood down, swallowing the bile creeping up my throat. Chavez thought about the offer for a few minutes, then after draining his Red Bull, he shook everyone’s hand and headed for the front door, with the rest of us right behind.


  “So do we have a deal?” Landry said as Chavez opened the door.


  He turned and smiled at Holly with a big, toothy grin, which made her blush. I wanted to use my axe on him. “Yeah, let’s give it a try.”


  We watched from the yard as all the soldiers left. That evening, one Humvee returned carrying four soldiers. Like I figured, Chavez was among them. Fun times ahead.


  In a show of good faith, the soldiers brought us food, water and ammunition. They agreed to sleep in the basement, near the command center. Ram found extra cots for them.


  I wasn’t sure I trusted these guys. What was to stop them from gaining our confidence, taking us hostage and turning over the facility to Black Dragon? Landry thought the same thing but came to the conclusion that, if that was their plan, they could have taken over anyway and killed us in the process.


  Holly had a different view. She knew how valuable our base was to these men. Keeping us happy and safe was a small price to pay. Why not go along with the arrangement? Everybody wins.


  I had to admit there was an advantage to having the extra men. It meant fewer guard-duty shifts.
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  “So you think this was a good idea?” I said to Holly as she brushed her teeth.


  “I guess. With all this unrest, what choice do we have?”


  “‘Unrest’? That’s an interesting way of putting it.”


  “You know what I mean,” she said, grinning as toothpaste ran down her chin.


  She wore a lacy butter-yellow camisole, which I remembered from the old days. As she flossed in front of the bathroom mirror, I saw the outline of her breasts. It made me ache—I had to look away.


  During our time together in this place Holly didn’t outright avoid me or treat me rudely. But she wasn’t—how do women like to put it? She wasn’t emotionally available to me. On one level, I regretted my choice to stay with the group. It was becoming too painful. On another level, I pretty much knew what my chances were alone on the outside.


  “I wonder if Enrique is married,” she said as she rubbed lotion on her hands and elbows.


  “Who’s Enrique?” I said, a knot forming in my stomach.


  “Chavez.”


  “How should I know?” I said, rage boiling inside me. “Why don’t you ask him?”


  “Maybe I will,” she said without looking at me.


  I decided to take a walk past the kennel. At first the dogs barked and snarled. When they saw me, they whined and waited to be petted.


  “You guys are pushovers,” I said.


  It was cool outside. I went back to the front of the house and looked up at the night sky. Here, alone in this place, things seemed so normal. There were still a moon and stars and a soft breeze coming from the north. An owl hooted somewhere in the darkness. Two nighthawks swooped into view, chirping. Then I heard a death shriek, and I knew that things were not normal—might never be normal again. Soon coyotes joined in, caterwauling together like some demonic chorus.


  I tried not to think about our chances for survival. I knew things were bad, but I wasn’t as pessimistic as Ben. I thought of Jim and of Missy and of countless others who’d been infected, died and come back to kill. I knew that outside the electric fence Death lay in wait for us all. And it was in the form of draggers or nailheads or other survivors like us, fighting to hold on to something rapidly slipping away—a normal way of life.


  Some kind of movement outside the gate tripped the floodlights, and the dogs became alert. It was stupid of me to be out there alone. Not because of the draggers. If any nailheads saw me, they might be tempted to shoot out of fear and anger.


  What I saw in those bright lights was a family of raccoons. The soldiers had removed the bodies from the gate area and burned them in a freshly dug fire pit. Ignoring the barking dogs, the raccoons scavenged through the pit—the wood still smoldering, the smell dark and sweet—looking for morsels of cooked flesh. I heard them tearing at it. It was the sound of mortality.


  Life and Death, I thought. And at this moment Death was winning.
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  Things stayed tense between Holly and me. She didn’t outright flirt with Chavez, but I saw her temperature go up whenever he was around. From what I could see, he appeared to remain neutral towards her. Maybe I misjudged him.


  Each morning Chavez left without breakfast at around six to join the rest of the troops in town. But not before reminding us of the basics for staying safe, which included proper food preparation, handling and maintaining weapons and avoiding STDs. In no time we had these rules memorized and chanted along with him. Sometimes our voices were nasal, other times we used fake accents. One time, someone farted in the middle of the recitation.


  The three remaining soldiers—Quigley, who went by the name “Quigs,” Yang and Warnick—organized patrols through the surrounding forest to look for draggers.


  Quigs and Yang were around the same age, early twenties. They seemed likable enough, and enjoyed joking with each other and playing Call of Duty. Sometimes their exchanges were uncomfortable, but they got along well. Yang liked to call Quigs “TT” or “T-Squared,” and Quigs referred to Yang as “DWA” or, more often, “DW.” Later I learned that TT was for trailer trash and DWA was for driving while Asian.


  Warnick, on the other hand, seemed like a veteran, though he couldn’t have been more than thirty. He never smiled and was a huge fan of Weezer, especially “Island in the Sun.”


  One day I found him disassembling his AR-15. “What are you doing?”


  “Replacing the stock so I can bump-fire. During a civil disturbance we’re permitted to use only semiautomatic weapons.”


  “I’d say we’re way past civil disturbance.”


  “I’d say you’re right.”


  “So do you have a family or …”


  “I don’t like chitchat much.”


  “Huh.” I felt like an ass.


  At first I thought hunting draggers was insane. Warnick told us we needed to eliminate as many as possible to prevent the spread of disease. After the second day, I decided to join the soldiers on patrol. Mostly it was out of boredom. How many repeat episodes of Say Yes to the Dress and Here Comes Honey Boo Boo could a person watch? Ram wanted to join us, but I insisted he remain behind so he could be in charge of our base. He seemed to see the wisdom in that and reluctantly agreed.


  Usually we’d find one or two draggers and dispatch them with a single shot to the head. I was getting pretty good with the shotgun, but I kept my axe as backup, slung over my back with a rope. Landry came dressed in his shark suit. He wasn’t taking any chances. Good thing, because one day we met up with a horde.


  Something you need to know about draggers. Just because they’re dead doesn’t mean they can’t move fast. It made no sense. After death, rigor mortis sets in, then disappears. The body bloats with gases afterwards. Not with these things, though. Many became lean, almost athletic.


  The first one I encountered surprised me. We had split up to cover more ground. Before I could get a round off, the thing swiped at the shotgun, knocking it out of my hand. As I backed away, I grabbed the handle of my axe and swung it up and over my head, slicing into the dragger’s neck. It kept coming at me—its head half-off—looking at me like a curious dog, hundreds of maggots swarming out of the dry, fleshy wound.


  Though draggers are dangerous, they always follow the same playbook. It goes like this. First, they grab. They’re strong, and once they have you, it’s hard to get away. Then, they try to sink their teeth into you—face, neck or arms. When they get that first taste, that’s when they go to work. It’s like a frenzy. Next thing, you’re a party platter, as more of them join in the fun.


  So I did the logical thing. I whacked off both its hands. It flailed at me with the stumps, struggling to pin me. I danced around it, trying to return to where my gun lay, to put an end to this lame Kabuki routine.


  Quigs appeared from the forest, laughing. “I didn’t know you could dance, Pulaski,” he said.


  “Uh, help?”


  Spitting, he raised his AR-15, took aim and shot the dangling head through the eye. The body teetered for a moment, then dropped where it stood.


  I was breathing hard when he came over to check the body. I wanted to hit him for laughing at me.


  “He surprised me,” I said.


  Quigs didn’t say anything as Warnick and Landry joined us in the clearing.


  “Everything okay?” Warnick said.


  Quigs looked past him, squinting into the distance. “Where’s Yang?”


  We heard a scream. We followed it and discovered Yang on the ground, a dragger—a middle-aged woman—on top of him, tearing away at his arm. Warnick marched up to the dead thing, grabbed it by its greasy hair and fired two rounds into its skull. As it shuddered violently, he kicked off the carcass and examined Yang.


  “Thanks, man,” Yang said.


  Saying nothing, Warnick stood. Yang looked scared as we circled him. He knew we were all thinking the same thing. Landry raised his rifle and pointed it at Yang’s head, but Warnick pushed the barrel away. Grabbing my axe, he kicked Yang’s arm away from his body, stood on his hand and with one swing hacked off the limb above the elbow, just missing the chest.


  Yang screamed till his voice was raw, and blood squirted everywhere. Warnick tore the rope off the axe to make a tourniquet. After a few minutes, he got Yang to his feet. The soldier was already going into shock, and it was hard for him to stay standing.


  “You’re not taking him back?” I said, looking at the severed arm.


  “He’s infected,” Landry said.


  “He was bleeding pretty bad,” Warnick said, “which may have stopped the virus from traveling.”


  “That’s bullshit,” Landry said.


  “This happened to a couple of our men. We found that if we can remove the appendage in time, there’s a chance the victim won’t turn.”


  “I don’t know …” Landry said. “It’s too risky.”


  “Has that ever worked?” I said. Warnick ignored me. “Warnick, has it ever worked?”


  “Once.”


  “We have to try,” Quigs said. “Come on, buddy.” He draped Yang’s good arm over his shoulder.


  “I promise you I won’t put anyone in danger,” Warnick said. “Let’s get him back to the compound.”
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  We didn’t run across any more draggers. On the way back, I tried texting Holly on my cell phone. The service was sketchy, but this time it worked. By the time we arrived, she and the others were waiting.


  We decided to lock Yang in the service building that housed the generator. He was weak, and Warnick had to contact Chavez for first aid, including blood for a transfusion.


  After giving Yang water and painkillers and trying to make him as comfortable as possible, we stepped outside to wait for Chavez.


  “Once he’s had the transfusion, we’ll leave him locked in there,” Warnick said. “Then we wait.”


  “I don’t know,” Landry said.


  “What if it was one of us?” Holly said. “I’d do it for you, Irwin.”


  “I appreciate that, Holly, but staying alive means making hard choices. If that was me in there, I’d expect you to do the right thing.”


  The one problem with our plan was there was no way for us to know for sure how long it would take. We’d all seen people turn. Could it vary by individual? Ram, genius that he was, had thought to install video cameras inside the building. We could monitor Yang without going in.


  Chavez returned with blood and medicine. I learned that he had trained as an EMT. He cauterized the arm, gave Yang blood and set up a drip containing antibiotics and morphine.


  “Let’s put him in my vehicle,” Chavez said as he finished up. “I’ll drive him down to the hospital.”


  “I like that idea,” Landry said.


  “With all due respect, that’s a bad idea,” Warnick said. “If he’s infected, we don’t know how long before he turns. He might end up attacking you while you’re driving.”


  Chavez considered this as he inspected the interior of the building. “Is this place secure?”


  “Yes,” Warnick said. “And we can monitor him with those video cameras.”


  “Please,” Quigs said.


  “Okay, but I want you all out of here. Someone give me the keys. I’ll finish up in here and lock the door.”
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  During his shift Quigs kept his eyes on the monitor showing his friend. Some of us went down to the basement to have a look. Others watched from the monitors in the kitchen.


  Yang looked stable, and I thought he might pull through as Warnick had described. We agreed to convene in the morning and decide what to do next.


  That night towards the end of my shift, I noticed that the drip stand lay on the ground. I wished there were a microphone so I could hear what was going on in the generator building.


  I called my backup, Warnick. Chavez came with him, and the three of us watched for a time as Yang staggered back and forth in an odd way that we all recognized.


  “Shit,” Warnick said, kicking a chair and pulling at his hair.


  Yang stopped in front of one of the cameras and stared into it. We saw the unmistakable dead eyes and knew that this wasn’t Yang anymore.


  “Should I get Quigs?” I said.


  “No, let him sleep,” Chavez said. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “At least you tried,” I said to Warnick, patting his shoulder.


  “Just so you know,” Warnick said, “I’d give you the same chance.”


  We watched as Chavez pulled out his handgun and made sure the clip was full. Then he left to put Yang down.


  “Make sure you take one of the dogs with you,” I said. He glared at me. “You know, in case.”


  As we focused on one monitor, Chavez and a German shepherd entered the room with Yang. Only a moment ago Yang had been swaying rhythmically in front of the camera. Now he was alert and became very interested in getting close to a warm human being. But he never got the chance.


  Chavez fired three times at Yang’s face, tearing off his nose, then the top of his head. Yang fell onto his back, and the dog trotted forward to sniff the body while Chavez said something. A prayer? Then Chavez dragged the body out of view. We didn’t see him for another half hour. Warnick waited with me near the monitors.


  “I’m going to see what’s happening,” Warnick said.


  Ben came down to start his shift. “What’s going on?”


  I said, “Yang turned.” Then to Warnick, “Wait, I’m coming with you.” We both hurried up the stairs. “Ben, keep an eye on that generator building.”


  When we got outside, we found Chavez placing a black nylon bag into the back of the Humvee and closing the door.


  “Everything okay?” Warnick said.


  “Yeah, why?”


  “Is Yang’s body still in there?” I said.


  Chavez pointed to the fire pit outside the fence. There was a blaze going. “Let’s get inside.”


  As we went in, I glanced back at the Humvee. I thought Chavez was acting strangely, but I dismissed the feeling. What did I expect? He’d killed one of his own men. Warnick had told me that Chavez served in Afghanistan and had gotten shot up pretty bad. How could harrowing experiences like those not affect a person?


  “Ruined my uniform,” he said to no one. “You can’t get the blood out.”
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  All the next day Quigs was sullen and refused to eat, so Chavez relieved him of duty. Holly tried comforting him, but all he wanted was to sit around playing Call of Duty. If Yang’s death affected Warnick, he didn’t show it. No one spoke of it again.


  The next day we heard a disturbance outside. Aaron was on duty in the basement and sounded the alarm. Upstairs, we heard the dogs barking.


  From the kitchen monitors, I saw a teenage girl and boy running towards our fence. They tried climbing it but were electrocuted and thrown back. As we ran out the front door with our weapons, we saw the girl and boy begging to be let in. Behind them was an angry group of armed men. One of them—the largest of the group—fired at the teenagers but missed. We didn’t return the fire for fear of hitting the kids.


  I saw that the boy was injured. His left ear was bleeding, and it looked like he might’ve been attacked by a dragger. The girl was tall, and wearing a lot of eyeliner. Her fingernails were painted black and reminded me of the undead.


  “Open the gate!” Holly said.


  “Aaron can’t hear you,” I said. She gave me a look, then signaled into a video camera.


  The gate opened long enough to let the girl and boy inside. As it closed, we fired warning shots to keep the men from getting in. The girl and boy hid behind us as the men fell back.


  Chavez had already left for the day. The rest of us trained our weapons on those bozos.


  “Yer makin’ a mistake with that kid,” the leader said. “He’s infected.”


  I recognized his voice and realized it was Travis Golightly, the racist owner of the Beehive and first lieutenant to Ormand Ferry. These guys were Red Militia.


  “Is that why you’re trying to shoot them?” Holly said.


  “They’re brother and sister. Most likely both infected,” he said.


  “You should leave,” Holly said. She looked at Warnick and Quigs, who seemed to agree.


  “You know what?” Travis said. For some reason he thought better of it. Then he muttered something to the others, and they lowered their weapons. “Your funeral,” he said, and they walked off down the driveway.


  We watched them go, then took the girl and boy into the house. Other than the bloody ear, the boy didn’t appear to be suffering in any way. In fact, he acted normal. We took them into the kitchen. Holly cleaned and bandaged the boy’s ear while the girl watched intently. They did, in fact, resemble each other.


  “The cut’s pretty clean,” Holly said to the boy. “Please tell me a dragger didn’t do this.”


  “I got into a fight is all.”


  “It’s why we ran away,” the girl said.


  “We can’t take any chances,” Landry said. “The boy can’t stay in the house.”


  “Hang on,” Holly said, and got them a couple of sodas from the refrigerator. “What are your names?”


  “I’m Griffin Sparrow,” the girl said. “This is my brother Kyle.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Holly said, and introduced the rest of us. “How old are you, Kyle?”


  “Thirteen.”


  “Why did you run away?” Landry said.


  “That guy you talked to outside?” Griffin said. “He’s our stepdad.”


  “Travis Golightly is your stepfather?” I said.


  “So you were running away from him?” Holly said.


  “Wait a second,” Ben said. “How did you get all the way out here?”


  “We were riding with those men,” Griffin said. “Kyle and I said we had to pee. When we got out, we ran into the forest. We didn’t know there was a house up here.”


  “And they chased you?” Landry said.


  “It’s lucky the draggers didn’t get you,” Holly said.


  “All that talk about being infected,” Griffin said. “He cut Kyle’s ear with a razor to give himself an excuse.”


  “An excuse?” I said.


  “To kill us,” she said without emotion.


  “Dear God,” Ben said.


  “He hates us,” Kyle said. “Always has.”


  “Where’s your mom?” Holly said.


  “Dead,” Griffin said, not looking at anyone. “One of the dead people got her. After she died, I guess Travis thought he could do whatever he wanted.”


  “I see,” Holly said. Then to Griffin, “Listen, I want to check you to make sure you’re okay. Come on, there’s a bathroom around the corner.”


  They left for a few minutes. When they returned, Holly looked concerned.


  “Well?” I said.


  “She’s fine. No bites.” Then to the kids, “We need to give you both tetanus shots just in case. Okay?”


  Griffin looked at her brother. “Sure, I guess.”


  “Can you get the medical kit?” Holly said to Warnick.


  Warnick injected them both. Then Holly turned to Kyle, who was watching her look after his sister. “I’m sorry, Kyle, but Irwin is right. You’re prob’ly telling the truth, but we have to be sure.” She turned to me and said, “Let’s take him out to the generator building.”


  We decided to let Griffin stay with us in the house. Looking into their eyes, I wanted to believe their story, crazy as it was. But with Kyle we couldn’t take any chances.


  We walked Kyle over the generator building and left him inside with food, water and a sleeping bag.


  “There are cameras in here so we can see you,” Holly said, sounding maternal. “You don’t need to worry about the draggers or anyone else. This building is secure.”


  “How long do I have to stay here?”


  She looked at me, then at Kyle. “We’re not sure. But it shouldn’t be more than a day or so.”


  “I don’t want to be in here by myself,” Kyle said.


  I could tell the kid was scared. “I’m sorry, Kyle. We have to be sure.”


  “Whatever.”


  We closed and locked the door without looking back.
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  When I came into our room, Holly was sitting on the bed a million miles away. I put a hand on her shoulder, and for the first time in days, she touched me.


  “There’s something those kids aren’t telling us,” she said.


  “I have the same feeling. Why would a man try to murder his own stepkids?”


  “I found bruises on Griffin when I examined her,” Holly said. “I don’t think she got those recently either.”


  “What about the boy?”


  “Nothing.”


  “You think Travis beats her?”


  “I think it’s worse. Those bruises weren’t just on her arms and legs. They were on her inner thighs.”


  “You mean that big guy on top of …” I couldn’t even finish the sentence. “That ripe, sick bastard.”


  “I’m almost sure of it,” she said. “I think their mother might have been trying to protect her. Maybe Kyle tried to stop it as well.”


  “But isn’t he younger?”


  “Yeah, she’s fifteen.”


  “How are we going to manage with two kids?”


  “I’m not turning them over to that monster,” she said, and left me sitting on the bed.
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  Twenty-four hours had passed and Kyle didn’t exhibit any telltale signs. Several of us stood around the monitors in the basement watching the boy pace back and forth. He looked up at the video cameras, exasperated. He kept repeating something.


  “Anyone read lips?” I said.


  We agreed to go see the kid.


  “Hello?” he said from behind the door. “Still not undead.”


  Laughing, we unlocked the door and brought him back inside the house. The cut on his ear had closed and the blood dried. What we had noticed with the undead was nothing healed. Whatever damage to their body they sustained stayed with them.


  Holly cleaned his wound in the bathroom. “You’re fine,” she said. “Let’s get you something to eat.”


  She brought him into the kitchen and told everyone what she thought. Ram looked skeptical as Warnick examined him. Though he didn’t have a lot of experience with the undead, Warnick pretty much knew what to look for. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small, worn Bible. He flipped to one of the many dog-eared pages and handed the book to Kyle, pointing to a passage.


  “Read that,” he said. The boy squinted at it. “Out loud.”


  Kyle became embarrassed and looked at his sister, who nodded. He ran his finger along the small print and began, stumbling at first. I didn’t know what it was at the time, but I’ve since looked it up. It’s from Psalm 79.


  
    O God, the heathen are come into thine inheritance; thy holy temple have they defiled; they have laid Jerusalem on heaps.


    The dead bodies of thy servants have they given to be meat unto the fowls of the heaven, the flesh of thy saints unto the beasts of the earth.


    Their blood have they shed like water round about Jerusalem; and there was none to bury them.

  


  “He’s fine,” Warnick said and took his book back.


  “I don’t get it,” Aaron said. “What did that prove?”


  “One of the first things to go is speech,” I said, remembering Jim. “And I don’t think a dragger could ever read.”


  “So I’m okay, right?” Kyle said.


  “Yes,” Holly said, smiling and giving him a hug. Was she falling for this lanky, unkempt kid?


  Kyle turned red from the attention. To make things worse, Holly tousled his hair. Then he gave in. I think somewhere in him he craved a mother’s touch. I noticed Griffin looking away, trying not to show any emotion. I guessed her brother was everything to her.


  I wanted to savor this moment. It was a rare bright spot in what had become a hellish struggle for survival. None of us—not even the soldiers—were prepared for this. And in the coming days, things would get worse.


  Knife-in-the-gut worse.
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  It’s not death I’m afraid of. It’s what comes after—being undead and blindly harming the ones closest to me. Acting out of hunger and rage. Let’s face it—losing control. Back there at the compound it’s what we feared and what we knew was coming.


  Holly lay in bed restless and unable to sleep, wanting me there but not wanting me with her. I could no longer be close to her, so I slept in the chair across from the bed. All feelings of love and passion seemed to have left me. When I looked at Holly, I saw a photograph of someone I once knew.


  Now that she and I were soldiers instead of lovers, we directed any emotion and caring that remained towards the kids. I became protective of Griffin, and Holly acted the same with Kyle. I don’t know when this happened, but having those two around seemed good and natural. At least it was a way for Holly and me to connect. These were our kids, and we were raising them together. Pathetic, I know. But I took what I could get in the emotion department.


  No one knew how long the outbreak would last. Originally, one Black Dragon battalion had deployed to Tres Marias. According to Chavez, they were successful in quarantining the town but at a great cost. Many soldiers had been lost. More died at the hands of the Red Militia. And I’m not talking about amateurs. Most of these men and women had seen combat. Still, they’d never encountered anything like this.


  At first we received regular updates on television. Some of the infected had gotten out prior to the quarantine. We saw news footage of violent attacks as far north as Monterey and as far south as Bakersfield. But the government didn’t talk about how they planned to stop the disease from spreading. For all we knew, it would be years—or decades.


  The intrepid Evie Champagne pressed on, following up on rumors of hit squads in major cities going after those who had gotten out in order to eliminate them before the disease could spread further. At some point the reporter and her faithful cameraman, Jeff, were caught in a melee between nailheads with guns and a massive dragger horde. After that we never heard from her again. Were the two of them out there somewhere? Evie in her signature blazer and stilettos, and Jeff in his stretched-out polo shirt? Hungering not for a story but for warm, living flesh?


  As Holly lay in bed and I sat in the chair, we talked about the uncertain future and about Griffin and Kyle.


  “If I become a dragger,” I said, “you’ll have no problem ending it, right?”


  “Please, Dave. I don’t want to think about this.”


  “You have to. Just say ‘yes.’”


  “All right, yes. And what about me?”


  “I couldn’t let you become one of those things. What about Griffin and Kyle?”


  “They don’t deserve that either,” she said.


  “Okay, so we’re agreed.”


  She sat up and stared at me. “We need to train them to survive.”


  “You mean guns?”


  “Yes, and making the right choices so they don’t end up …”


  “Okay. I think Warnick would be on board with that.”


  The next morning after breakfast, Warnick and I took Griffin and Kyle to the shooting range. We spent a long time in the armory selecting the right weapon for each of them. These kids were skinny and kind of small, so the weapons couldn’t be too heavy. Kyle settled on a Glock 19 with a fifteen-round magazine, and Griffin chose a Ruger LCP. Warnick had to talk her into the Glock because the Ruger held just six rounds and was meant for very close range. The last thing we wanted was for the girl to be within stench distance of a dragger.


  Neither of the kids had handled a weapon before. Warnick took his time with them, showing them what the weapons looked like taken apart as well as teaching them how to reassemble them. After a while, both Griffin and Kyle became enthusiastic. Later, in the shooting range, they were surprised by the recoil. Griffin howled the first time she fired her weapon. Hearing them both laugh was a comfort.


  The kids practiced half an hour each day. By the end of the week, they could hit the target every time. Holly and I knew that eventually they would have to go out on patrol with us for some real-world experience. Landry was a huge fan of this. After watching them shoot, he thought they would do fine.
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  Over those next weeks, Chavez came around less and less. We knew he was struggling against the hordes of undead that were moving through the town and the surrounding forest, not to mention the constant skirmishes with the nailheads. He was also struggling with soldiers going AWOL out of fear of becoming undead themselves or defecting to the Red Militia, which was further proof of the persuasiveness of Ormand Ferry.


  Who could blame them? They saw their friends being eaten. The last time we saw Chavez was at dinner, during which he talked about the current situation.


  “I’ve tried everything,” he said. “These guys are trained soldiers. A lot of them served in Afghanistan like Warnick here. But this is different. When you kill an insurgent, he doesn’t get up again. Our guys are so freaked out, they’re becoming unhinged.”


  “What are your superiors saying?” Holly said.


  Chavez looked at her and laughed in a way that made me nervous. “Nothing,” he said. “It looks like we’re on our own.”


  “Strange how they haven’t sent in reinforcements. We need to get to the bottom of it,” Landry said.


  “You can’t,” Chavez said. “There is no bottom.”


  He didn’t care that Griffin and Kyle were with us at the table. He probably figured they might as well know what their chances were.


  “So what are we supposed to do?” Warnick said.


  “Survive,” he said. “That’s priority number one.”
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  It was late August, and Holly and I had been in the fortress for six weeks. When Chavez and his men first arrived, our provisions were replenished. Towards the end, though, Chavez no longer came around and the regular supplies of food and ammo stopped.


  Warnick and Quigs tried to reach the supervisor, both by radio and cell phone. After days of trying, we assumed he was no longer among the living. We were on our own.


  We watched the outside world via satellite TV, and what we noticed over time was that the national and international channels continued to broadcast the news with no mention of Northern California. The local stations switched to recorded programming, reruns of old sitcoms mostly. It seemed we had fallen off the radar.


  Warnick and Quigs drove into town to learn what was happening. They took my truck instead of the Humvee to be less conspicuous. When they didn’t return by sunset, we began to worry. We spent the evening watching the front gate via the monitors. Around eleven, my truck rolled up and we let them in.


  Griffin and Kyle had gone to bed. The rest of us gathered in the kitchen for coffee and sandwiches.


  “So did you find Chavez?” Landry said.


  Warnick and Quigs looked at each other. “No,” Warnick said.


  “What happened out there?” I said.


  “We’re not sure who’s in charge,” Quigs said.


  “It looks like the rest of the troops have gone off the reservation,” Warnick said.


  I looked at Landry. “You said this might happen.”


  Warnick and Quigs decided they were now part of our “survival family,” as Warnick liked to call us. We were happy to have them.


  We continued our daily patrols, though we never went out at night. Too easy to get lost. We got to know the forest pretty well, and we put markers on trees using luminescent paint. That way, if we were separated from the group, we could find our way back alone.


  I’d gotten over my fear of letting Holly go out with us, and she always took her turn. I insisted on staying with her, though, so I ended up going out every time she did in addition to going out on my assigned days.


  One day Holly and I explored an area we hadn’t covered before. As we made our way towards a clearing, a flock of crows cawed shrilly at us from high in the trees. Up ahead, we saw something. It was dark and round, sitting on top of a long, wooden pole that had been hammered into the ground.


  I didn’t like the looks of it as we moved closer. We both raised our weapons and slowed our approach. Then Holly screamed. Warnick and Quigs appeared in the clearing, and we stood staring at the grisly, familiar object.


  Yang’s head.


  It was stuck on a pike. The crows had pecked out the eyes, and the skin was ripped everywhere. The dark hair fluttered in the wind, and maggots feasted on the flesh.


  “I don’t understand,” Holly said. “How did …”


  I remembered finding Chavez the day Yang died. I recalled the black bag he threw into the back of his Humvee and the body burning in the pit. We never bothered to see if the corpse was headless.


  “It was Chavez,” I said.


  Quigs looked at me, bug-eyed. “What? No way.”


  “I need a shovel,” Warnick said. “Let’s get back.”


  We walked most of the way in silence. Warnick and Quigs returned to bury the head. Holly and I retreated to our room.


  She lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling. I sat in the chair, looking at her.


  “What would make him do something like that?” she said.


  “This place got to him. I’m surprised we haven’t all gone crazy. I mean, look at what’s happened to us.”


  “Warnick and Quigs seem fine.”


  “On the outside.”


  “I’m glad he isn’t staying with us anymore.”


  “So am I.” For the first time, I felt sorry for Chavez.


  I watched Holly as she drifted off. When she was sound asleep, I went to find some company.
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  During those next few days Griffin and Kyle hounded us every waking hour to take them out on patrol. Both had been training diligently in the indoor shooting range and were becoming proficient. As time went on, it became more difficult to come up with excuses, so the adults held a meeting while the kids played Xbox games.


  “We need to do it sooner or later,” Landry said. “What if they get into a situation and don’t know what to do?”


  “I’m worried, that’s all,” Holly said. “Kyle acts all tough, but I know he’s scared to shoot someone—even a dragger.”


  “What about Griffin?” I said. “She’s getting pretty good.”


  “Sure, with targets.”


  “It’s time they got some field experience,” Warnick said.


  “I agree,” Quigs said. “It’s time, Holly.”


  “But what about the crazy stepfather?” Holly said. “He might still be out there.”


  “I doubt it,” Warnick said. “I think he got the message to stay clear of this place.”


  “We must vote on it,” Ram said. “All in favor?”


  All of us except Holly raised our hands. She looked around the room and sighed. “Can I restrain?” she said.


  I was the only one who laughed. It had been a long time since she’d done her word-bending. Everyone waited, and then she raised her hand too.


  “I still don’t like it,” she said.


  When we came into the game room, Griffin and Kyle were gun-deep in Left for Dead.


  “I think they’re ready,” Landry said.


  The plan was to take the kids out early the next morning. We would cut a straight path down to the stream, then head back. That was a total distance of around five miles, enough to get the kids used to “hunting.”


  Holly insisted on coming and joined Kyle and Quigs. Griffin went with Warnick and me. On any other day we wouldn’t have taken so many out on patrol, but this was different. We were putting these teenagers in mortal danger and didn’t want any screw-ups.


  Before going out, I saw Kyle with his cell phone. He seemed startled and put it away.


  “Any bars today?” I said.


  “No,” he said, “but I keep checking.”


  We got a late start because Holly insisted on a good breakfast for the kids. In addition to my shotgun, I had my axe. Warnick and Quigs each carried a knife—a Benchmade 9100 SBT—along with their AR-15s. Holly, like the kids, preferred her Glock.


  Going to the stream was uneventful. The air was cool, and I could feel fall coming. In a normal world, we might have enjoyed the birds singing and the squirrels chasing one another up and down the tall, fragrant pine trees. But we were constantly on alert. My stomach was hard and my teeth stayed clenched. Cold sweat beaded on my forehead. I knew, at any minute, we might encounter a hostile.


  We reached the stream and decided to rest before going back. Holly was the first to spot the horde on a ridge coming towards us. They moved together like a chain gang, dull and unaware. We were scared. While the rest of us watched the draggers, Quigs faced the opposite way to make sure nothing sneaked up on us.


  “How many do you think?” I said.


  “At least twenty,” Warnick said.


  Kyle looked terrified. “I can’t do this.”


  Holly touched his hand and pulled him close. “Yes, you can, Kyle. You know how to shoot. The key is to not panic.”


  “How do you want to do this?” I said.


  “Each of us choose a target,” Warnick said. “Remember, aim for the head. Quigs, I need you looking this way.”


  “They’re too far away,” Griffin said.


  “Don’t waste your ammo on their bodies,” Quigs said. “It’ll just make them mad.”


  “I don’t think they’ve seen us yet,” Holly said. “What if we hide until they move past?”


  “Good idea,” I said. “No use inviting trouble.”


  “Okay, everybody pick a tree,” Warnick said.


  As we split up, a shot rang out, hitting one of the draggers in the shoulder. That alerted the others, and they were already halfway down the ridge. The horde moved as one towards us, like someone had rung the dinner bell.


  “Who fired that shot?” Holly said.


  I kept looking around, but I couldn’t see where the bullet had come from. Then another one whizzed past. “Find a tree!” I said.


  We scattered and found trees to hide behind. Unknown assailants fired at us from one side, and a dragger horde came at us from the other.


  “Any suggestions?” I said to Warnick.


  “The draggers are our first priority. We can’t waste ammo shooting at something we can’t see. Quigs, see if you can get over to the other side.”


  “Copy that.”


  “Griffin and Kyle,” I said, “pick a target and go for the head.”


  “I don’t know …” Kyle said.


  “Now, Kyle!” Griffin said.


  “Kyle,” Holly said. “It’s okay. Pretend it’s Xbox and do it.”


  Instead, he dropped his weapon and ran into the dense foliage.


  “Kyle!” Holly said.


  “Leave him,” Warnick said. “Focus on the draggers.”


  Warnick was in his element. He took down three with clean shots to the head. Holly and I fired several times. I kept firing, hitting one as it rushed down the incline.


  “Griffin, shoot,” I said. I watched as she tried to calm herself. “Stay steady.”


  She bit her lip and took aim. I laughed when she took down a dragger coming right at us with a clean shot through the mouth. I gave her shoulder a squeeze as the dragger fell, the back of its head blown out, tripping the others coming down behind it.


  It took only a few minutes for us to finish off the last of the horde. When it was over, Griffin put away her weapon, sat on her haunches and shivered. Holly wrapped her arms around the trembling girl and held her close.


  Quigs had been across the way, out of sight, taking down draggers. He wandered back towards us, grinning. “That was a good day’s work.”


  Suddenly a shot tore through his shoulder, above his body armor. He staggered back, dazed. Another bullet ripped out a piece of his neck.


  We turned and saw the attackers coming at us. I was sure they were Red Militia. As they moved in, we took cover.


  “What do we do?” I said.


  “They’re human,” Warnick said, “so hit anything you can.”


  “What if Kyle’s out there?” Holly said.


  “Too late.”


  As we fired, they scattered. I saw one go down right away and turned to Holly.


  “You’re welcome,” she said.


  There were more assailants. If Quigs hadn’t been hit, I was sure we could have handled the situation much better. Now it was up to Warnick. I saw his lips moving as he took aim. Was he praying?


  Holly, Griffin and I each chose a target and tried to take it out. Like the attackers, we had trees protecting us. One thing we had, though, that they didn’t—Warnick’s eyes. I still don’t know how he did it, but he seemed to see through the foliage. He would wait a moment, notice something and fire. Each time he did this, a man screamed and cursed.


  We stayed like this for an hour. We weren’t sure how many we’d taken out, but we knew there were more still out there. The attackers must have gotten impatient, because they decided to storm us.


  “Pick a target,” Warnick said.


  There were five left. Warnick took out the first, then a second with shots to the head. Holly and I each wounded one in the chest, and Griffin hit one in the legs. Screaming, they all went down. Warnick crawled on his belly and put a bullet into each attacker’s head. He didn’t even check to see what state they were in.


  It was too late for Quigs. He was bleeding out.


  “Let’s try to get him back to the compound,” Holly said.


  Warnick examined him and found the bite mark on his left hand. It was bleeding.


  “Quigs,” he said. “Were you bitten? Quigs!”


  His eyes glassy, Quigs looked at Warnick and nodded. Warnick did his best to stop the bleeding, but we knew it was over. Quigs became quiet and stopped breathing. Warnick gave him CPR, but it was no use.


  “Sorry, man,” Warnick said, getting to his feet.


  Without hesitation, Warnick aimed his weapon and shot Quigs in the face, startling all of us. Wiping his nose, he took the weapons and ammo off Quigs and turned to us.


  “Let’s get back,” he said.


  “Wait, what about Kyle?” Holly said.


  “Too dangerous.”


  “We can’t leave him. Dave, tell him.”


  “He’s not out there,” Griffin said. Her voice sounded strange and monotone.


  “What?” Holly said. “How do you know?”


  “I know.”


  A massive explosion rocked the forest floor, knocking us to our knees and sending birds screeching into the sky. At first I thought a Black Dragon helicopter had crashed. As we got to our feet, we saw the billows of black smoke spreading across our field of vision.


  “The compound,” Holly said.
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  I knew that Kyle had betrayed us when we saw the compound.


  A noxious black cloud of fumes greasy with gasoline hung like a fog over the property. Nearby trees burned fiercely. A huge crater next to the main building revealed the still-glowing remains of the fuel tank. Everything was in ruins. Thick smoke poured out of the front door, which lay several feet away in the driveway. The gate was down, and several burning vehicles we didn’t recognize stood outside.


  Men’s bodies were scattered on the ground, with bites over their arms and legs. Nearby our dogs lay dead, some with fresh bullet wounds.


  Our eyes stung and our throats closed from the acrid smell. We recognized two of the dead men as Ben and Aaron. The rest, we assumed, were nailheads.


  Holly ran to Ben and Aaron and checked for any sign of life. There was none. “Oh no! Please, God, no!”


  Raising our weapons, we searched the area for more nailheads. For good measure, Warnick put a bullet into the head of each of the bodies. The heat coming from inside the house was intense and prevented us from entering. So we made our way around the main building.


  We found several vehicles on the property, including the ones the nailheads had come in. Most sat low to the ground on tires melted from the intense heat of the explosion. A tree had fallen onto the cab of my truck, crushing it. The Humvee was burned out. But the motor home looked intact.


  We checked the generator building and found it to be in good shape. The door was still locked. Ram had given Warnick an extra set of keys, so he unlocked the thick metal door. Inside, it was quiet except for the sound of the generator.


  After the search, we regrouped in front of the building. It was late afternoon. Each of us had water and a few energy bars. The only weapons and ammo were what we carried. We had to assume that Ram and Landry were dead, trapped in the burning basement. It would be hours before we could get inside to check.


  “What caused the explosion?” I said.


  “Maybe the place was booby-trapped,” Warnick said. “I wouldn’t put it past Ram.”


  “So he blew it up?” Holly said.


  “He could’ve had a good reason,” I said. “We need to get out of here. Find someplace safe.”


  “And where would that be?” Holly said.


  “I don’t know, I—”


  “Well, there’s no place, so shut up, Dave!”


  “Stop yelling at him,” Griffin said.


  “Can you stop for two seconds?” Warnick said. “I’d like to get away as much as you, but I’m tired and I don’t feel like driving around all night. I suggest we stay in the generator building for the night and leave in the morning.”


  “Okay,” Holly said, touching my arm.


  We tried to make the best of our situation. As thorough as Ram was, it never occurred to him that this building would ever be used for shelter. There were no blankets, food or water, just the sleeping bag we’d given Kyle when he was locked in. Warnick and I insisted that Holly and Griffin share it.


  The cement was unforgiving as we sat close together. Warnick was quiet, fingering his AR-15. A question burned on my lips, but it was Holly who cut to the heart of it.


  “Griffin, I think you know what happened.”


  The girl looked away.


  “Before we left today,” I said, “I found your brother with his cell phone. Was he texting someone?”


  She hugged her knees, shaking her head as if to make it all go away.


  “He contacted your stepfather, didn’t he?” I said. “He set us up.”


  Holly touched Griffin’s arm. “Is that what happened?”


  Griffin looked at the floor, her voice almost inaudible. “It was Kyle. I didn’t want to go along with it. He made me promise not to say anything.”


  “Go along with what?” Warnick said.


  “Travis promised me and Kyle that he would stop … hurting me if we agreed.”


  “So you betrayed us,” Warnick said.


  Griffin buried her face against Holly’s shoulder. “He told us Ormand needed those weapons to fight. And that you were killing innocent people. I—we didn’t know you back then. We believed him.”


  “Those other men were already waiting for us down by the stream?” I said.


  “They told Kyle where to run so he wouldn’t get shot. Then he went back to the compound with Travis.”


  “They figured they’d kill us in the forest while the others took out everyone up here,” Warnick said.


  “But that doesn’t make any sense,” Holly said. “Ram would never have let those guys in.”


  “He would if they had Kyle,” I said.


  Warnick nodded. “Ram and Landry would’ve assumed the rest of us were already dead. Maybe they promised to release the boy in exchange for food and weapons.”


  “But what about the explosion?” Holly said. “And we never found Kyle’s body.”


  “Or Travis’s,” I said.


  “They might still be out there somewhere,” Warnick said.


  “I’m so sorry,” Griffin said. “I know I should’ve told you, but I was scared. They promised not to hurt anyone.”


  “Yeah,” Warnick said.


  “My brother didn’t mean it. He … he was trying to protect me.”


  We no longer trusted Griffin. Warnick took away her weapon.


  “I’m sorry, Griffin,” Holly said. “People died today because of you.”


  Griffin crawled off by herself and sat, holding herself and whimpering. Though Holly and I hated to see her this way, we knew that from now on she would have to be watched.
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  Sometime after midnight I awoke, sore and cold. When my eyes opened, I found Warnick staring at the building’s steel door, his weapon in his hands. Seeing that I was awake, he motioned for me to be quiet and moved towards the door and listened.


  It was hard to hear anything outside. He waved me over and I went, carrying my axe.


  “On the count of three,” he said. “One … two … three.”


  He unlocked the door, and we stood ready to kill whatever was out there. But there was nothing. As Warnick moved closer, a spiky hand grabbed his arm.


  It was Kyle.


  Only not Kyle but a dragger hell-bent on tearing Warnick to pieces. Half of the body was charred from the explosion. Part of the skull was exposed, white in the moonlight, amid shredded skin. One of the eyes looked deflated. And one arm was raw and bit, all the fingers chewed off. The worst part—he still reeked of smoke and gasoline.


  Warnick tried to get away, but Kyle’s grip was strong. I raised the axe and hacked off his arm. The disembodied hand clung to Warnick, who struggled to pry it off.


  I took another swing and brought it down on Kyle’s neck, partially decapitating him. Warnick finished him with a shot through the cheekbone.


  By now Holly and Griffin were next to us, frozen with fear.


  “It’s not fair,” Griffin said. “He was doing it for me. It’s not fair!” Sobbing, she ran out past us and into the night.


  “Griffin!” Holly said. “Dave, we have to get her.”


  “This might be another trap,” Warnick said.


  “We can’t leave her alone out there.” Holly looked at me. “You know I’m right.”


  We gathered our supplies and weapons. There was a good chance we wouldn’t be coming back. And we were about to break rule number three—never go into the forest at night.


  “Where do you think she went?” I said.


  “I’m guessing she’s trying to find her stepfather,” Warnick said.


  “What about the stream?” Holly said.


  We stood in the blackness of the night, waiting for our eyes to adjust. The moon had drifted behind a bank of clouds, making it difficult to see. Warnick told us that often this was when people were injured—stepping into a hole and twisting their ankle or breaking a limb. And we hesitated to use flashlights for fear of attracting draggers or nailheads. Thank God we still had the luminescent paint to guide us.


  I didn’t understand how Griffin could have gotten as far as the stream. We called out to her, but all we got back was a whisper of a wind through the trees. Then it began to rain.


  The rain came down in sheets as we made our way through the forest. It was cool, not cold, and we got drenched. We slowed as we went downhill, trying not to slip on the mud and pine needles.


  “I still think this is another trick,” Warnick said.


  “I don’t think so,” I said.


  I had seen the look in Griffin’s eyes, and I wanted to believe she was genuinely scared and guilty over the death of her brother. I don’t know, maybe I was being stupid. I knew Holly felt the same.


  “We have to find her before a dragger does,” Holly said.


  Halfway down the hill, Warnick put up his hand. We stopped and listened. At first I didn’t hear anything. Then I was certain I heard a dog barking. We waited. It barked again, then whimpered as if warning someone.


  “Stay behind me,” Warnick said. “Move slowly.”


  He continued down the hill, his weapon ready. Holly followed him, and I brought up the rear. We had no idea what to expect. Was Warnick right? Had Griffin led us into a deathtrap?


  “Who is it?” someone said from the darkness. I recognized Ram’s voice.


  “Ram, it’s Dave. Where are you?”


  Something came at us from the trees. Warnick tried to shoot it.


  “Wait!” I said.


  One of our dogs—Greta—closed in, limping and wagging her tail. Blood dripped from her hind leg, and the fur was singed on one side of her body. She looked lucky to be alive. She licked Warnick’s hand, and then we gave her a pat.


  Ram and Landry appeared, wearing heavy backpacks and carrying weapons.


  “Thank God you’re alive,” Holly said.


  We embraced, then looked around to make sure we were alone.


  “What happened to the compound?” I said.


  “Those bastards used grenades to blow up the fuel tank,” Ram said. “Ben and Aaron tried to stop them. The blast destroyed everything.”


  “All the men we saw were dead,” I said.


  “The dogs attacked them,” Landry said. “Everything went up before they could get away.”


  “How did you get out?” Holly said.


  “We were in the basement,” Landry said. “We had to go upstairs and crawl out through the hot rubble.”


  After a few minutes, the rain stopped and the sky cleared. We told Ram and Landry what had happened to us and how Griffin had run away.


  A scream. We hurried in the darkness, trying not to run into a tree or trip over a boulder. When we reached the stream, we found Griffin standing in the water, the moon reflected in the ripples. Two draggers waded towards her. With no weapon to protect her, Griffin was helpless.


  “I got this,” Warnick said.


  He dropped his backpack, but before he could reach Griffin, the dog bolted ahead, ears flat. She sank her teeth into one of the draggers’ legs, pulling it away from Griffin. Warnick put a bullet through each creature’s head. Then he waded over, grabbed Griffin by the wrist and pulled her to safety, the dog following.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said.


  Warnick gave Holly a look, and she went to the girl. Holly held her in her arms and stroked her hair. “It’s okay,” she said. “Everything’s going to be okay.”


  “I didn’t have my gun,” Griffin said.


  “I know.”


  We sat near the stream, looking into the forest. Holly kept Griffin close. We heard a roar in the sky. A Black Dragon helicopter whooshed over us, headed for the deep forest.


  “Can’t we try and flag them down?” Holly said.


  “They’ll assume we’re either draggers or nailheads,” Warnick said. “Either way they’ll shoot us.”


  “Sounds about right,” Landry said.


  “Where to?” I said.


  “We must go back to the compound,” Ram said, “to see if any of the vehicles survived the explosion.”


  “The motor home’s intact,” I said.


  “I need to do something first,” Holly said. “Want to help me?” she said to the girl.


  Holly pulled off her backpack, dug through it and found a first-aid kit. We watched as she talked Griffin through cleaning and bandaging Greta’s leg.


  “Couldn’t have done it better myself,” Holly said, and gave Griffin a kiss. Greta whined and licked Griffin’s face, making her laugh.


  By the time we got going again, it had started raining, but it didn’t take long for us to reach the compound with Greta leading the way. Holly and I kept a close watch on the girl.


  “Where are the keys?” Landry said.


  We took a minute to decide who was going to return to Ben’s decomposing body and dig out the keys from his jeans pocket. But Warnick was already on his way.


  Before catching a few hours’ sleep, we dragged all the bodies over to the fire pit, doused them with gasoline we found in the generator building and lit them. Though it was still raining, they went up in a bright orange ball of flame. We had to cover our noses and mouths against the smell. For a second as I watched them burn, I saw myself in that pit.


  [image: ***]


  Before dawn we boarded the motor home. It had a full tank and started without a problem. The rain came down steadily as we piled in.


  “Wait,” I said. “What about the dog?”


  “What do you mean, Dave?” Holly said. “She’s coming with us.”


  “She can protect us,” Ram said.


  “She bit a dragger,” I said. “Am I the only one here who thinks she could infect us?”


  We looked at one another. Holly watched as Griffin held the dog close to her.


  “We’ll have to chance it,” Holly said.


  “Irwin?” I said.


  “We’ll keep an eye on her.”


  Warnick took the wheel, and the rest of us crowded behind him, including Greta.


  “Most of the streets aren’t safe,” he said. “When Quigs and I were there last, we ran into a few platoons still in control. But we heard there are others who’ve gone over.”


  “So quickly?” I said.


  “They’re scared.”


  “What about the high school?” Holly said.


  “Out of the question,” Landry said. “When we left there, it was overrun. I say we try to find whatever’s left of Black Dragon.”


  “Why don’t we go back to plan B?” I said. “Get the hell out and try somewhere else?”


  “You saw that helicopter,” Warnick said. “All the roads are blocked.” A spine-chilling death shriek ripped open the darkness. “We need to get out of here.”


  “Where will we go?” Holly said.


  “Don’t know.”


  As we made our way down the driveway, we had no idea where we were headed or even if we’d make it through another day.


  On the way down, we encountered few draggers. Everyone was exhausted, and rather than wasting ammo, we ran over them like armadillos on a Texas highway.


  Some stayed dead, their heads crushed on the wet pavement like rotting melons. Others tried crawling after us, their mangled bodies still desperate, still hungry for the world of the living.
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  Darkness hung low as we reached the outskirts of town. Wrecked Humvees and LMTVs lined the wet dawn-lit streets, painted in tan camo colors and bearing the Black Dragon logo. Though it was pouring rain, fires continued to burn in the distance, making the air tart and acidic-tasting.


  Packs of dogs, still wearing their collars, fought over what looked like garbage. As we got closer, we saw one of the filthy animals gnawing on a human hand. The streetlights shone and the traffic signals changed as if it were just another day in Tres Marias. Not a single body was visible—human or dragger.


  “We’re a gigantic target in this motor home,” Warnick said as he squinted at street signs. “We need to ditch this thing and hoof it.”


  “We have to make sure we can get back to it fast, though, if we need to,” Landry said.


  “What happened to all the soldiers?” I said.


  “Looks like the good guys bugged out,” Warnick said.


  “They might’ve left weapons behind.”


  “Let’s check it out.”


  Warnick found an abandoned warehouse and pulled around behind it. “Everyone ready?”


  We got our weapons and extra ammo and climbed out into the stillness of the morning.


  “Stay close to me,” Holly said to Griffin.


  “What about the dog?” I said. “Won’t she bark?”


  Ram helped Greta out of the motor home. Kneeling, he spoke to her in German. When he finished, he looked up at us. “She won’t bark.”


  We kept to the side streets, making our way towards the center of town. Warnick advised us not to speak but to use hand signals instead, in case there were hostiles nearby.


  I knew these streets, had spent my whole life on them. Tres Marias was not a memorable town, but it was vibrant. We had to make our way past bullet-scarred buildings through broken glass, debris, graffiti and sidewalks stained with blood. At one intersection we passed a park my mother had taken me to as a child. Now it was disfigured by a series of pits filled with black, smoldering bodies. Dogs—hundreds of them—surrounded the pits, competing with the crows for burned flesh and bones. I was sick.


  We’d walked for some time when Warnick signaled for us to stop. We pressed ourselves against the wall. I heard a group of men talking and laughing. It sounded like one of them was taking a piss on the street. I looked down at the dog, whose ears were up and forward. Though she was alert, she didn’t make a sound.


  I caught bits of the conversation. It sounded to me like they might be Red Militia. My suspicion was confirmed when one of them mentioned Ormand Ferry.


  Warnick signaled for us to fall back. Then he moved past us and took up the lead again. We followed him into an alley, where he spoke to us in a whisper.


  “It’s too dangerous,” he said. “We need to get back to the motor home and get out of here.”


  “Where?” Holly said.


  “Back to the forest. It’s the only safe place.”


  “What about the helicopters?” Ram said. “What if they are hunting people out there?”


  “Still better than being here,” Landry said.


  It took several minutes to get back to the motor home. On the way we passed an LMTV that looked untouched.


  “How about switching vehicles?” I said. “More protection.”


  “Good idea,” Landry said.


  Warnick signaled for everyone to get behind him. “Dave, you and Ram go check it out.”


  Ram and I opened the driver’s-side door. Nothing. He jogged around to the rear and opened the door. Empty.


  “No weapons,” he said.


  “At least we can take the vehicle.”


  I went back to the driver’s side and checked around. The keys were above the visor. I tried starting it, but it wouldn’t catch. Then I saw that the fuel tank was on empty.


  Disappointed, Ram and I returned to the motor home. We piled in as Warnick started the engine. Somewhere in the distance, we heard a rumbling noise. It sounded like trucks.


  “Black Dragon,” Holly said.


  The first vehicle, a Humvee, turned the corner ahead of us, and the bright headlights shone in our eyes.


  “Should we wait here for them?” I said.


  Warnick didn’t turn off the engine. We watched as six vehicles, Humvees and LMTVs, came into view, heading directly for us. Then I saw it—a small Confederate flag fluttering out of the lead vehicle’s driver’s window.


  Warnick hit the gas and tried to turn the motor home around.


  “What’s wrong?” Holly said.


  Warnick didn’t answer. Other abandoned vehicles were in the way, and he had to make several moves, plowing into them front and rear. He got us going in the opposite direction and floored it. Gunshots followed us as we tried to get away.


  “Get down!” Warnick said.


  “Why are they shooting?” Holly said, covering Griffin’s body with her own.


  We must’ve been doing sixty as Warnick tried to lose the pursuers.


  “I don’t understand,” Ram said as one of the side mirrors exploded.


  “Those aren’t our guys,” Warnick said.


  We raced to the next block and turned the corner sharply, nearly tipping the motor home over. My axe slid off the small table and struck Landry on the head.


  “You okay?” I said, straining to look back.


  “Yeah, I guess.” The handle had hit him.


  I knew it was a matter of time before those bastards caught up to us. Warnick did his best to get us out of there. He made a sharp turn into another street and hit a dead end. I would’ve told him not to make that turn, but I was on the floor and couldn’t see. He threw the vehicle in reverse, then stopped and looked to his right. I saw it too—an alley door that led into an office building.


  “Holly, take Griffin and get into that building,” I said, and opened the door for them.


  “Dave, I’m not leaving you.”


  “No time to argue. Get going.”


  She must’ve seen the conviction in my eyes, because she pulled Griffin up and they headed out, taking Greta with them. They each grabbed a weapon and a backpack full of ammo. The door to the building was locked. I watched in awe as Holly shot the handle and kicked the door open. Then she and Griffin entered, along with the dog, and closed the door behind them.


  Warnick floored it in reverse towards the street, getting as far away from the building’s side door as possible. As Warnick reached the entrance to the alley, the vehicles chasing us blocked our escape.


  They had us.


  In the remaining side mirror, I saw a group of what looked like Black Dragon soldiers approaching the rear of the vehicle.


  “We’d better surrender,” Warnick said.


  Ram, Landry and I got out and raised our hands. We were confronted by soldiers partially in uniform and pointing AR-15s at us. Some wore bandannas around their heads. Others had what looked like fresh cuts down each of their cheeks, the blood dark and crusty. For a moment they stared at us. Then one of them waved us into the street with his rifle.


  The leader stepped forward, a woman who looked to be in her mid-twenties. Short and chunky, with smooth, dark skin and brown hair that was pulled back into a ponytail.


  “I’m Estrada,” she said. Then to Landry, whose head was still bleeding, “You okay, old-timer?”


  “I’m fine,” Landry said, irritated.


  As we stood in the rain, two of the soldiers went inside and searched the motor home. A third went around the front of the motor home and walked back to the end of the alley.


  While the two soldiers were inside, one of the others guarding us looked at Ram sideways and grinned. “S’up, Sandeep,” he said. “Draggers take over the 7-Eleven?”


  “Shut up, Neidermeyer,” Estrada said, as the two soldiers came out of the motor home carrying weapons and ammo—and my axe. “Anyone else in there?”


  “No,” one of them said.


  “So just you four, huh?” she said to Warnick, who stared straight ahead. “Hey, Warnick? Is that you, man? What are you doing with these COBs?”


  “Helping them stay alive.”


  “Shit, yeah,” she said. “That’s what we’re all doing.” She turned to the others, and they laughed.


  I watched as the last soldier approached the alley door Holly and Griffin had gone through, the blood pounding in my head. Please, God, don’t let him try the handle. Then he reached for it.


  “All right, let’s move out,” Estrada said.


  I almost laughed out loud at the sight of the soldier in the alley running towards us.


  They shepherded us to the Humvees and motioned for us to get inside. We had to split up. Warnick and Landry rode with Estrada, and Ram and I rode together. As we cruised the wet streets in the cool morning, I prayed that Holly and Griffin had gotten away. I had never prayed for anything so fervently in my life.


  I looked out the windows as we drove and saw burned-out, bullet-scarred buildings and hundreds of abandoned cars along the roads. A flatbed truck with wood side rails pulled past us. Our driver looked over, blasted his horn and laughed at the other driver, who did the same. When it passed, I saw that it carried a dozen or more draggers in chains, standing in the rain, their skin and clothes as wet and grey as the sky.


  We drove to an office park I recognized. I remembered that there was an ice-skating rink located behind it. The complex was guarded by at most twenty men dressed in helmets and ponchos, patrolling the grounds silently in the rain. This was all that was left of Black Dragon? We got out, and they led us into one of the buildings. Inside, there were cubicles in the center surrounded by offices around the perimeter.


  They led us to a conference room and ordered us to halt. Then they frisked us and confiscated our cell phones. It didn’t much matter. Most of them had died some time ago, and we didn’t have chargers. They motioned for us to take seats. All but one of them left. The one stood guard with his modified AR-15.


  The walls were covered with framed motivational posters, with slogans like “The sky’s the limit” and “Never settle for second best.” A whiteboard with some kind of technical drawing on it hung on a wall. Written in red dry-erase marker was a note that read SAVE.


  “What’s the plan?” I said to Warnick.


  “We keep our mouths shut,” he said, his eyes on the soldier.


  “I figured I’d run into you numbnuts again,” a familiar voice said. We turned to find Chavez looking fit in his crisp, clean uniform. “Warnick! You’re not dead.” He came forward to shake the soldier’s hand. “Still doing the religion thing?”


  “How are you, Chavez?” Warnick said. He didn’t sound enthusiastic.


  “Doing well,” Chavez said. “You guys look like shit, though.”


  “Rough night.”


  “Where’s Quigs?”


  “Dead.”


  “Shit, that’s too bad.”


  Chavez took a seat at the table and signaled to the soldier guarding us. “Go get these men some chow,” he said. The soldier took off. “What about everyone else?”


  “Dead,” Warnick said, as two soldiers returned with MREs and bottled water.


  “Some crazy bastards blew up the compound,” Ram said.


  “Sounds like that son of a bitch Ormand Ferry,” Chavez said. “I told him it wouldn’t work.”


  “You met him?” I said.


  “We had a meeting with him when we first arrived. He tried to get us to go along with his dumbass plan. Can you believe it? Is he dead?” When we didn’t answer, he said, “Well, I hope he is. And that shit-for-brains sidekick of his. What’s his name? Travis? I heard he had a couple kids try to make it up to the compound.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “they did.”


  “Where are they?”


  “Draggers,” I said.


  He looked at me, trying to see something in my eyes, I guessed. I looked right back, not blinking.


  “That’s too bad,” he said. “Casualties of war, huh?”


  Chavez was quiet while we ate. He seemed to be studying us, and it felt creepy.


  Warnick wiped his mouth. “So what’s all this?” he said. “Doesn’t look by the book.”


  “Those days are over,” Chavez said. “Desperate times, desperate measures. You know what I’m saying.”


  “Meaning?” Landry said.


  “Meaning it’s like I said before, we’ve been left out here on our own to deal with this thing. And deal with it we shall.”


  “Maybe the government will—”


  “The government!” Chavez said, banging his fist on the table. We must’ve looked startled, because he brought it down. “The government is not going to do shit. We’ve been cut off. Quarantined.”


  “Is that what they told you?” Landry said.


  I was getting nervous. Landry didn’t seem to appreciate that Chavez was losing it. He was like a crazy man trying to convince everyone he was making straight the path using the severed heads of his enemies as paving stones. And here Landry was, heckling him from the peanut gallery. I stared at him, willing him to shut his mouth. Chavez tucked in his shirt and went to the door.


  “You’re all under arrest,” he said, “for your own protection.” As he left, he nodded to the guard, who raised his weapon and signaled for us to leave the conference room.


  We were escorted to what looked like a training room with computers on long tables. For a second I thought I might be able to get onto the Internet to find out what was going on. But each of the computer monitors was shattered. When I saw the shell casings on the floor, my heart sank.


  There was no way out other than the double doors we came in through and the narrow windows that led to the parking lot. Soldiers stood outside the doors, and more patrolled outside.


  “Do you think Holly—” I said, but Warnick put a finger to his lips.


  “Sorry about your wife, Dave,” he said in an above-normal voice, looking at me.


  I got it and redirected. “It was my fault,” I said. “I should never have let her go outside.”


  “It’s all our faults,” Landry said. “I hope we don’t make another mistake like that.”


  “I wish I had my axe,” I said.


  “Next guy calls me Sandeep, I’m going to kick his ass,” Ram said in the direction of the locked doors.
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  Sometime during the night the sounds of screaming awakened us. Gunfire blazed outside. Soldiers bounded past the locked doors. Then a concussion as an explosive device detonated.


  “We’re under attack,” Warnick said, and signaled for us to move towards the double doors. A bullet shattered one of the windows. “We need to make a break.”


  We scanned the room. No weapons or implements of any kind.


  “Grab one of those tables,” Landry said. “We can use it as a battering ram.”


  We shoved the useless computers off a table and positioned ourselves around it, then carried it towards the door.


  “Ready?” Warnick said. We prepared to swing it on Warnick’s command. “One … two … three.” The doors cracked but didn’t open. “Again. One … two … three.”


  This time the doors gave and flew open. The offices were dark. We didn’t see anyone. We made our way to the front entrance and pressed ourselves against the walls on either side.


  Outside, soldiers shot into the darkness. We couldn’t see what they were aiming at. Men called out commands. Incoming fire shattered the glass of the front entrance, letting in the pungent smell of gun smoke.


  “Those aren’t draggers they’re shooting at,” Landry said.


  “They’re Red Militia,” Warnick said. “We can’t go out this way—we’ll be shot.”


  We fell back and hid next to a row of cubicles.


  “Let’s split up,” Warnick said. “It’ll be quicker. Whoever finds a way out can alert the others.”


  I jogged past a small kitchen, looking for a back exit. A sign glowed in the distance. As I moved towards it, someone stepped out of the shadows.


  “Warnick?” I said.


  Everything went black.
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  When I awoke, I was in a different room. The fluorescent lights glowed harshly, revealing a dingy, windowless storage area. The room was warm and the air stale. Stacks of white record-storage boxes surrounded me. I sat up and succumbed to a blinding headache. I touched the side of my head and felt stickiness.


  “Dave’s awake,” someone said.


  Weak and dizzy, I looked at Warnick, Landry and Ram. They helped me into a wobbly desk chair.


  “What happened?” I said.


  “One of Chavez’s men,” Warnick said. “Must’ve hit you with his rifle butt.”


  “Obviously, we didn’t make it out either,” Landry said.


  A low groan pierced the dank air. I tried to focus. My gaze landed on a stranger wearing camo, lying against the wall. He looked to be around nineteen or twenty and was in pretty bad shape. His head was bloody, one eye swollen shut.


  “Nailhead,” Warnick said. “They threw him in here a little while ago.”


  I tried standing but was still too woozy. So I stayed put as Warnick crossed the room and crouched in front of the injured man.


  “I already told the others what I know,” he said.


  “What’s your name?” Warnick said.


  “His name is Steve Pinkerton,” Landry said. “Used to be in my science class in high school.”


  “Mr. Landry?”


  “What the hell, Stevie? Why are you associating with Ormand Ferry?”


  “He gave me a place to stay after my dad died. He’s not what you people think.”


  “What do we think?” Warnick said.


  “That, that he’s some kind of evil genius. He’s trying to save this town.”


  “By killing our security forces?” Warnick said.


  “We shot back because you attacked us.”


  “This is hopeless,” Landry said.


  The three of them walked back to me.


  “Chavez must’ve worked him over pretty good,” Warnick said. “Whatever they have planned for us, it’ll be worse for him.”


  “Do you think he told them where Ormand Ferry is?” I said.


  “No idea.”
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  Sometime during the night Steve Pinkerton died. When we awoke, we found him cold and stiff, a trickle of dried blood on his chin. He never moved again, further proof that you didn’t turn if you weren’t infected.


  “Poor, dumb bastard,” Landry said. “Never could get a break. His mother left when he was four, I think. Father was a crackhead. No friends to speak of.”


  “Except Ormand Ferry,” I said. “Apparently he was a very good friend.”
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  After the soldiers carted away Steve Pinkerton’s body, sleep became impossible. Warnick convinced them to give us a first-aid kit for my head. Landry bandaged me up, and I swallowed four ibuprofen for the blinding pain. My vision was blurry, and I couldn’t stand without help.


  “Mr. Chavez sends his apologies,” one of the soldiers said.


  “That’s generous,” Landry said, “considering Dave almost lost an eye.”


  “You should’ve stayed in the room.”


  Our captors gave us blankets but no pillows. We found a box of garbage bags and filled those with crumpled paper. As the rest of us lay on the floor, Warnick stood by the door, asking the guard what was going on outside. The soldier told him that the nailheads had been dealt with and that all was secure.


  “Do you think they’ll shoot us?” I said.


  “They would’ve done it already,” Warnick said.


  “Looks to me like Chavez might have something special planned,” Landry said.


  “And that reminds me, Irwin,” I said. “Why in hell do you keep getting up in that guy’s grill? Can’t you see he’s nuts?”


  “He’s right,” Ram said. “We need to show respect and not make them mad.”


  “What do you say, Warnick?” I said.


  Warnick undid the laces of his boots, yanked them off and lay on the floor with his hands behind his head. “We need to be super-careful.” Good ol’ Warnick, master of the understatement.


  In the early morning, the door was unlocked. They allowed us upstairs to use the bathroom and eat breakfast—if you want to call it that. And I learned something new. There is nothing worse than army coffee. At least I felt better, but my head still throbbed.


  A little while later Estrada walked into the conference room where we were eating. She seemed pleased. “Time to move out.”


  “Where are we going?” Landry said.


  “To a better place.”


  So they had decided to kill us. As we looked at each other gravely, Warnick’s expression told me that, instead of panicking, he was analyzing the situation. Did he know something we didn’t?


  It had stopped raining. Outside, we saw the bullet scars and shattered glass from the recent attack. Fires burned all across the office park, and we knew that meant dead bodies. They put us into Humvees and drove us to the rear of the complex. And there it was—the ice-skating rink.


  It was called Happier Times, a low, drab building painted grey and yellow. Graffiti covered one wall. The words Smells Like Teen Spirit stood out in drippy red paint.


  The sign hung precariously, the blue and pink neon no longer lit up. The front windows were boarded up with plywood. All we needed was a tumbleweed blowing past in the hot desert wind.


  “Here?” I said.


  Estrada grinned. “You guys look like you could use some exercise.”


  “This will not end well,” Warnick said as we got out of the Humvee.


  They led us through the front door, past armed guards. Inside, it was dark. Beck’s “Loser” blasted from the speakers as colored laser lights reflected off an antique glitter ball onto the rough ice with faded markings. It almost looked normal except for the plywood-and-barbed-wire doors that blocked all entrances to the rink.


  I played hockey here as a kid. Though the building was old, it had always been kept up. As we got closer, I saw what looked like bloodstains on the ice and grimy white walls.


  Off to the side, soldiers played video games, shouting and laughing as they killed bad guys and raced skimobiles. We were led to the entrance, where Chavez was already waiting.


  “Games now?” Landry said, apparently forgetting our earlier conversation.


  “Training,” Chavez said, glaring at Landry, then looking the rest of us over. “It’s a different world. I need to toughen you up for what’s ahead.”


  “What is ahead?” I said.


  “Armageddon.”


  They told us to remove our shoes and led us to the counter, where I found an old man whom I recognized as the owner, Eddie Greely. I had thought he was dead. But there he was, handing out skates with gnarled hands, the fingertips yellowed from years of smoking. He was resolute, looking for the right-size skates like this were some middle-school kid’s birthday party.


  “Eddie?” I said.


  “Oh, hey, Dave.” His blue eyes were dull from cataracts. “You’re an eleven, right?”


  “Yeah. What’re you doing here?”


  “Staying alive,” he said, and handed me my skates.
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  As we stood next to the rink, a kid who couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen skated fast, swinging a hockey stick like he was cracking heads. He did a V-stop at one end of the rink, and I knew he was a hockey player.


  “So how does this work?” Warnick said.


  “Simple,” Chavez said. “A normal period in hockey in twenty minutes, right? I’m guessing you pussies are out of shape. So. Each of you will skate in the rink for ten minutes. If you survive, you can join us.”


  “What do you mean, if we survive?” I said. “Are you planning to use us for target practice?”


  “No,” he said, “nothing like that. But you won’t be alone in there.”


  “What kind of bullshit is this?” Landry said.


  We stared at Chavez to see what he would do. At first he looked at Landry with cold, lifeless eyes. I was sure he would pull out his gun and shoot him right there. After another moment, he smiled and addressed the rest of us.


  “It’s a simple test,” Chavez said. “See that kid? That’s Keller. He passed and is part of our team now.” He shouted to someone in the announcer’s booth and smiled. “Who’s going to be first?”


  We looked at one another. Then Warnick said, “I’ll go.”


  “You were always a team player,” Chavez said, slapping Warnick’s back. “When’s the last time you skated?”


  “When I was eight. I hated it then too. Do I get a weapon?”


  “Absolutely, my man. Take your pick from anything in those equipment bags over there.”


  Warnick teetered on his skates towards the black nylon bags lying on the floor. I thought he was going to fall on his face. This guy wouldn’t last two minutes in the rink.


  He pulled out wooden and aluminum baseball bats, assorted golf clubs, a huge red pipe wrench and a number of old hockey sticks. He chose one of the sticks, which was already greasy with blood.


  “What about protection?” he said to Chavez.


  “What, are you having sex? No way. Don’t worry, though. Your opponents won’t have any protection either.”


  Warnick made his way to a makeshift door and waited while two soldiers pulled it open and let him in. As Keller left the ice, Warnick skated into the rink, fell hard, got up and glided unsteadily to one end. The nets weren’t out, so it was open ice from one end to the other.


  I walked up to the Plexiglas shielding to examine the ice. It hadn’t been smoothed in a long time. I heard a thud behind me and found Ram on the floor cursing in his native language. Landry tried helping him up, then he fell.


  Chavez grinned in that cold, hard way of his and patted my shoulder. “LOL, my friend. LOL.”


  Rolling my eyes, I walked over and gave each of my friends a hand. “You idiots are going to have to do better than this.”


  “Let him get his sea legs,” Chavez said. “Warnick, go ahead and do a couple of practice laps. Take your time, buddy.”


  The party atmosphere was ridiculous. All the other soldiers had taken seats in the bleachers. They nudged one another and made comments, probably betting on whether Warnick would survive the ten minutes.


  Warnick gripped the stick with both hands and skated counterclockwise around the rink. As he became more confident, he picked up speed. Next he tried swinging the stick and skating. I had to give it to him, he was a quick learner.


  “Okay, that’s enough,” Chavez said.


  The laser lights accelerated and “Fight for Your Right” by the Beastie Boys blasted out of the blown speakers. We waited. I thought a bunch of soldiers would jump in and attack Warnick with clubs. They’d make a game out of it. Some insane hazing ritual where they cripple him so he can’t win.


  But it was worse.


  The emergency doors at the other end of the rink flew open, letting in blue daylight that blinded me. The crowd erupted in wild cheering. Then I heard it—a death shriek.


  Using long catch poles, soldiers clad in body armor and helmets pushed through six draggers. They forced the creatures into the rink as they snapped and clawed. Then they released them to attack Warnick. I couldn’t imagine how Chavez had dreamt this up—or why.


  For the first time, I saw a look of terror cross Warnick’s face as he tightened his grip on the stick and began skating in big, slow circles. One by one the draggers became aware of him. This was not a contest—it was ritual sacrifice.


  The draggers snarled and came after Warnick, falling all over themselves. It was comical till I remembered all they needed was to get hold of him and he was done. I felt bad for Warnick, but what was more frightening was the idea that I would soon be in there trying like all hell to survive.


  The soldiers in the bleachers went wild, standing and screaming, some yelling at Warnick to watch himself, others encouraging the draggers to get busy and tear him to pieces.


  The first one to reach Warnick—a young woman in a revealing orange tank top and no bra, her dead flesh spilling out—came for him, her waiting arms terminating in spiky fingers. Even with the mortified flesh, she might have been half-good-looking if it hadn’t been for the ripped abdomen that exposed her liver.


  Warnick took aim and whacked both her wrists hard. Her hands hung limp and useless like dead birds. Then he hooked her by the open wound and threw her across the ice. She slid backwards and crashed hard into the wall.


  We looked up at the clock. Eight minutes to go.


  Warnick circled again as the other enraged draggers went after him, having figured out how to maneuver on the ice. I saw what he was doing, and it was smart. Instead of trying to kill them one at a time, he took well-calculated shots at any who came near, weakening them as a unit. This tactic brought incessant booing from the bleachers. Six minutes left and it was working.


  Till Warnick slid out on a blood slick and fell.


  “Warnick!” I said.


  I tried to go to him, but Chavez grabbed me by the collar and stuck a gun in my ear. “You’ll get your chance soon enough.”


  Before the draggers could reach him, Warnick rolled to one side and scrambled to his feet. Then he hit a line drive to the lead freak’s head, caving it in and exposing a black roux of rotting brains. That was the good part. The bad part was the force of the blow snapped his stick.


  “Give him another weapon,” I said.


  None of the soldiers did anything. So I pushed past them and ran to the equipment bags. The aluminum bat was sticking out. As I reached for it, Chavez’s hand grabbed mine.


  “If you’re going to shoot me, do it. I’m helping my friend, you son of a bitch.”


  Chavez smiled with a coldness that chilled me and let go. “It’s going to be fun watching you die on the ice, Pulaski.”


  I ran back to the rink and heaved the bat over the Plexiglas. It clattered onto the ice a few feet from Warnick. Avoiding the hungry draggers, he skated around to retrieve the weapon. What happened next was like a dark, amazing ballet of blood, which caused unbridled screaming and foot-stomping in the bleachers.


  “Good Riddance” by Green Day blared over the speakers as Warnick took off heads and crushed kneecaps with the aluminum bat. All around the outside of the rink, soldiers cheered and whistled. This was hockey from Hell. If Warnick could make it till the clock ran out, he’d be home free.


  With ninety seconds to go, a dragger slid towards him and latched on to his foot, making Warnick fall hard onto the ice and lose the bat.


  The dragger’s mouth hungered for Warnick’s sweaty flesh and got dangerously close to his leg. Warnick tried for the bat, but it was out of reach. He lifted his other leg and, grunting, sank the blade of his skate into the dragger’s forehead. A sickening crunch filled the rink as the creature’s head split open like a coconut. It released Warnick’s leg, and he got away as the buzzer went off.


  We cheered for Warnick as he skated over to us. The soldiers opened the door and let him out, slapping him on the back on the way out. Still holding the bat, he looked back at the carnage spread over the ice as soldiers made their way across the rink and shot any remaining draggers through the head.


  “Impressive,” Chavez said to Warnick, with a look of mild disgust. “You cost me fifty bucks.”


  “You bet against me?”


  “Who knew you’d be a stud on the ice?”


  Saying nothing, Warnick dropped the bloody bat and pushed past us towards the bench.


  Who would be next?
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  After Warnick’s hair-raising session in the ice rink, they drove us back to the office building and escorted us to the basement. The plan was for us to eat lunch and rest. In the afternoon we would return so another victim could battle the undead. We had to decide among ourselves who would be next.


  We were silent all the way over, but once the door was locked, we opened up.


  “This is insanity,” Landry said. “I haven’t skated in forty years. What does this even prove?”


  “It proves he’s in charge,” Warnick said, rubbing his arm.


  “You okay?” I said.


  “Tennis elbow. I guess I swung pretty hard.”


  “You did a lot of damage out there.”


  “I got lucky.”


  “I can’t do this,” Landry said, massaging his temples.


  “You must try,” Ram said, touching his shoulder. “We all must.”


  “What about you, Ram?” I said. “Do you skate?”


  “Never.”


  “Look, it’s simple,” I said. “I’ll go next.”


  “Okay, then Landry,” Warnick said.


  “That leaves Ram,” I said. “What’s he supposed to do?”


  “Learn, I guess,” Warnick said. “Let me see what I can do.” He strode to the door and banged on it. “Hey, open up!” The door opened, and a soldier stared dead-eyed at Warnick. “I want to talk to Estrada.”


  “I don’t know, man.”


  They went back and forth for several minutes. Eventually, the soldier agreed.
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  Warnick was gone a short while. When he returned, he gave us a thumbs-up.


  “What’s the plan?” I said.


  Warnick hesitated. “I’m sorry, Irwin, but you’re up.”


  “What?” I said. “But why?”


  “He’s saving you for last.”


  “Good thing I lost all hope a long time ago,” Landry said.


  “What about me?” Ram said to Warnick.


  “Estrada will allow you to practice in the rink tonight. But only one of us can go with you.”


  “How did you swing that?” I said.


  “I appealed to the soldier.”


  “Who’s the best skater?” Landry said.


  “You saw how I did out there,” Warnick said.


  “Pretty damn awesome,” I said.


  “But I have no idea how to teach someone.”


  “Well, I used to play hockey. I can teach Ram.”


  “Irwin, I can’t help you skate better,” Warnick said. “But I can show you some moves which might help.”


  Warnick opened every cabinet and closet door in the room. There was nothing for him to use. Then he looked up at the ceiling, jumped onto a desk and pushed aside the plastic sheeting that covered the fluorescent lights. He twisted one of the tubes free, handed it to Landry and jumped off the table.


  “Pretend it’s the bat,” Warnick said. “Now let’s get to work.”


  
     
  


  [image: Chapter Twenty, People Die—Hope Doesn’t]


  Landry looked pale as we entered Happier Times. It was after two, and the soldiers who were already inside looked bored. I’d never seen Landry so scared. After Warnick worked with him, I gave him skating pointers I hoped would help.


  A surprise—Eddie on the Zamboni. The ancient piece of technology barely functioned when I was a kid. As he circled the rink, I saw myself at fourteen in my hockey uniform and helmet, waiting impatiently with the others. I was a skinny kid, but I was strong—and fast. For a second I wondered why I ever stopped skating. Then I remembered it was a few years later that Jim and I discovered beer. After those first few binges, I never got on the ice again.


  As Landry put on his skates, Chavez came over, more serious than he’d been in the morning. I had suspected he had it in for Landry. This afternoon, though, there was a coolness about him, and if he wanted Landry dead he didn’t show it.


  “It’ll be like this morning,” he said. “I’ll give you a few minutes to warm up. Ready?”


  Landry looked at Chavez with his piercing blue eyes. He spoke loud enough for the others to hear. “I’ve thought about this a lot, Chavez, and my opinion is you’re sick. And somehow you’ve gotten a lot of these other young soldiers to go along with it.”


  A flash of hatred crossed Chavez’s face, then it was gone. Smiling, he handed Landry the bloody aluminum bat Warnick had used. “Time to die, old man,” he said.


  Landry nodded grimly. I had the strong feeling he was going to his death and there was nothing I could do about it—nothing any of us could do. Gazing around me, I saw the armed soldiers. They stood at every exit. Even if we could overpower Chavez, we’d never get out alive.


  Two soldiers pulled back the door, and Landry wobbled into the rink. He looked old and vulnerable—not the shark-suited superhero chasing after draggers in a sunlit field. I looked at Ram. I think he also thought this was the end for Landry.


  Landry skated forward, then lost his balance and hit the ice hard. Cursing, he tried getting up but couldn’t. A minute passed as we watched his pathetic attempts to get back on his feet.


  “Somebody help him up,” Chavez said.


  The soldiers opened the door, and I walked onto the ice. Looking down at Landry, I saw tears. I was sickened and wished with all my heart that I could stop this. But I couldn’t.


  “This isn’t dignified,” he said.


  I reached my hand out to him. “I know. But you have to try, or they’ll shoot you right here.”


  “That would be preferable.”


  The soldiers in the bleachers were restless. They booed and cursed at us. One of them hurled a soda can, striking Landry in the back.


  “You’re tougher than this, Irwin. I know you are.”


  He looked up at me, his jaw set. Then a familiar grin appeared. “You’re right,” he said. “Get me the hell up.”


  Landry skated forward as I left the ice. Several times he looked like he was going to topple over, but he recovered, remembering what I’d told him—keep moving forward and you won’t fall.


  “Okay, that’s enough,” Chavez said.


  The music fired up. This time it was Metallica’s “Enter Sandman.” The emergency doors flew open to cheers and catcalls, and soldiers brought in fresh draggers. I closed my eyes and begged God to let Landry survive. When I opened them, I saw he was doing what Warnick had taught him. He skated in huge circles as the undead stumbled in and fell on the ice. He went after whatever he could, trying to stay out of reach of their deadly, grasping talons.


  Ten minutes was an eternity in there, but Landry had stamina. Within the first four minutes, he crushed the heads of two draggers. I began to think he might have a shot.


  “Keep it up, Irwin!” I said. “Don’t stop! Behind you!”


  Six minutes had gone, and it looked like Landry was hitting his stride. Then, he took a bad swing at an approaching dragger and fell forward into the ravening thing. There was a collective gasp as Landry rolled over and used the end of the bat to keep the dead thing’s mouth away from his face. As he held it back, other frenzied draggers descended.


  “Get out of there!” Warnick said.


  Somehow, Landry was able to push the dragger into the others and rolled away fast. He scrambled to his feet and skated around to catch his breath. Three minutes remaining.


  “Damn, this is close,” Warnick said.


  Focused and alert, Landry skated in circles again, sizing up the three remaining draggers. One of them looked like a strung-out rocker and might be easy to take out. Another was a middle-aged woman with varicose veins. But the third resembled an angry linebacker.


  Landry kneecapped the rocker, causing it to fall on the ice and dog-paddle towards him. Next he caught the woman in the head, knocking it sideways into the wall.


  Twenty seconds left.


  As he positioned himself for another blow, the linebacker rushed him and, driving Landry into the wall, bit off his ear.


  Landry screamed as he pulled away and beat the dragger’s head to a black pudding. The buzzer went off, and soldiers came onto the ice, shooting the two remaining draggers in the head.


  Landry skated towards us, his ear gushing blood. “I almost made it,” he said. Despite the injury, he sounded strong and proud.


  I turned to Chavez. “Don’t let him suffer.” Chavez nodded and signaled to Estrada.


  Landry knew what was coming and fell to his knees, closing his eyes. It was the greatest demonstration of strength I’d ever witnessed.


  “Don’t give up, Dave,” he said, his voice steady and strong. “I know you can beat this thing.”


  “Sorry, old man,” Estrada said, and let a single bullet rip through the back of Landry’s head. He fell forward, still on his knees.


  “That was one salty old son of a bitch,” Chavez said, tipping Landry’s body over with his boot. Warnick, Ram and I glared at him. “Just sayin’,” he said, and walked off.
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  All I could think about was Landry as I skated hard around the rink, holding Ram’s hand, trying to keep him from falling again. It was night, and we were alone except for a few armed soldiers.


  “You need to relax,” I said. “Keep moving forward.”


  “I know, I know.”


  Ram fell again, and I stopped to help him up. Looking towards the bleachers, I saw two bored soldiers, their AR-15s in their laps, watching with extreme disinterest as we drilled.


  I thought of everything—trying to talk them into letting Ram go, escaping through the emergency exit doors. In the end, I knew we were stuck. Even if we did make it outside, we’d have the rest of Chavez’s men to deal with. We’d have to go through with this.


  “I lied,” Ram said.


  “About what?”


  “Actually, I skated once. Badly. In New York. I traveled there at Christmas to visit a girl. She took me to Rockefeller Center. It was so beautiful. Everyone dressed in winter clothes, the shops, the Christmas lights. She did as you are doing. Held me up. It was a wonderful time.”


  “Did you …” I said.


  “Oh yes. I’ll never forget New York.”


  “What happened to the girl?”


  “She was attending Columbia. After graduation we lost touch. I think she’s married now.”


  “Hey, Ram? Don’t look, but you’re skating, dude.”


  Ram realized I was no longer holding his hand. He let out a whoop, which caused the soldiers to grab their weapons. When they saw him whizzing past and waving his arms like a madman, they laughed.


  “Time for hot cocoa,” he said.


  [image: ***]


  We didn’t sleep that night. We talked about everything that had happened, about the people we’d lost.


  “The inmates are running the asylum,” Warnick said.


  “And they have guns,” I said. Then to Ram, “You okay?”


  “I’m excellent.”


  “If we ever make it out of here,” Warnick said, “I’m going to find the other soldiers, the ones who are still trying to restore order.”


  “What makes you think there are any left?” I said.


  “They’re out there—I know they are. It’s like Landry said. Most of these guys are just following orders. I think we can turn this thing around.”


  “What are saying, Warnick? Have faith?”


  “How do you think I made it this far?”


  Sometime around dawn I drifted off. The last thing I remember was Warnick reading his Bible as Ram lay next to him snoring.
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  Warnick and I were groggy when we entered the ice rink. Ram seemed alive and at peace. We stayed close as he put on his skates and wobbled over to the equipment bags for a weapon. After a few seconds, he picked up the pipe wrench. I thought it was kind of an awkward weapon, but when a man is about to stare down Death, you don’t argue about his choices.


  “Want to warm up?” Chavez said to him.


  “No, I’m ready.”


  “Suit yourself.” Chavez signaled for the draggers to be brought in.


  There were more this time. So far they hadn’t thrown any more than five or six at us. Now there were eight. I looked at Ram with concern. But he wasn’t frightened—he seemed pleased.


  As they released the shrieking demons into the rink, Ram skated in big circles at one end, swinging the pipe wrench as the draggers slipped and fell. These past couple of sessions had taught us that in a few minutes they would figure out the ice and learn to walk on it. Ram was patient. And he didn’t try to take advantage of the situation. It was as if he wanted them to walk.


  The soldiers in the bleachers booed and cursed. It was clear they wanted a show, and Ram wasn’t giving them one. One dragger after the next got to its feet, and they made their way clumsily towards Ram. He skated around one last time, did a perfect hockey stop, which I didn’t realize he knew how to do. As the draggers closed in, he threw the pipe wrench aside, shut his eyes and waited.


  “No,” I said.


  “Crazy Indian,” Warnick said.


  It took no time at all for the horde to tear Ram to pieces. Everyone looked on in silence. The disappointed soldiers couldn’t even celebrate his agony. He never made a sound. Never opened his eyes. Never moved. It was as if he’d already left his body behind for the undead to feast on while he went to whatever destiny had been chosen for him.


  When it was over, the soldiers took to the ice to kill the draggers and put a final bullet through Ram’s head. But they needn’t have bothered with him. There were only pieces and parts left.
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  It was just Warnick and me now. As we sat in that dank basement prison, I felt the hatred from the soldier guarding us, like it was our fault their fun had been spoiled.


  “He might’ve chosen the better way out,” I said.


  I pictured Ram smiling with those beautiful white teeth, skating with his girl in New York at Christmas. Having the time of his life.


  “There’s always hope,” Warnick said, waving his little Bible in my face. “Always a chance for things to turn around.”


  “I left religion behind a long time ago.”


  As those words left my lips, I felt a sting in my heart because I knew how deeply Holly believed—enough for the both of us. But me, I was like a dragger with no thought of the future and nothing to hope for. I was already dead spiritually. Landry may have misjudged me. All I could see was blackness and ruin.


  “I’m not talking about religion,” Warnick said. “I’m talking about faith, remember?”


  “Warnick, is this how you survived so long?” I found that I was angry and wanted a fight.


  “Dude, I’m not that old.”


  I laughed, all the anger leaving me like an exhale of stale air. I knew it wasn’t him I was mad at. It was this place. What Warnick and I were in was madness. I don’t know how else to describe it.


  “I don’t even know your first name,” I said.


  “Nathan.”


  “So do you they call you Nate?” His glare told me no. “Nathan it is then.”


  “Just Warnick.”


  I touched his shoulder, then went to my bed to be by myself. All I could think about were Holly and Griffin. Would they be among the undead brought into the ice rink to fight me in the morning? If that happened, I would choose Ram’s solution. A deep, longing agony racked my body, jarring it out of the numbness I’d felt these past few days. I didn’t know what it was.


  “Hey, read me something,” I said.


  Warnick opened his Bible and read aloud from the New Testament. I now know it was from Colossians.


  
    Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupiscence, and covetousness, which is idolatry:


    For which things’ sake the wrath of God cometh on the children of disobedience:


    In the which ye also walked some time, when ye lived in them.


    But now ye also put off all these; anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy communication out of your mouth.


    Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds;


    And have put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created him.

  


  I don’t know, maybe I was getting religion—or faith—in my old age. I felt a spark that cut through the pain, but only for a second. It warmed me and made me think there might be something else waiting for us out there.


  Those words sounded good to me now.


  
     
  


  [image: Chapter Twenty-One, Wanda]


  As I plodded towards the entrance to the ice rink, I puked, missing Warnick’s boots.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  “No Weezer for you.”


  He helped me through the doorway and led me to the counter, where Eddie waited with my skates. The old man had gotten me the best pair he could find—black leather with red trim and white laces. He even had polished them.


  “Thanks, Eddie.”


  He couldn’t look me in the eye. That’s when I knew Chavez had something special cooked up for me. As I walked away, the old man said, “See you, Dave.”


  Putting on my skates, I noticed the mood was subdued—or it might have been in my head. Warnick stood nearby talking with Estrada like they were old friends. Weird. Then Chavez came over.


  “You never meant for us to survive,” I said. “Except Warnick. Or are you saving him for later?” I knew this was the last thing Warnick wanted me to say to this guy, but I didn’t care.


  Chavez looked at me, his jovial grin hardening into a look of resentment. “Everyone has the same chance. The strongest will survive. Just the way it is.”


  “Whatever,” I said.


  I picked through the weapons in the equipment bags but didn’t see anything I liked. If I was going to die, I wanted to go out my way. The crap in those bags wouldn’t help me. I needed a better weapon.


  “Hey, Enrique,” I said. Chavez glared at me. “I want my axe.” As he stood there, I held my ground. “Look, I get this is all a show. Let me give you one.”


  He eyes drifted to Warnick and Estrada. I could tell from his expression that it wouldn’t make any difference one way or the other. Let this dumb bastard think he’s got a chance. It will make his death even sweeter. Whatever.


  “Hang on,” he said, and called Estrada over.


  We waited as another soldier left the rink.


  “Can I see your Bible?” I said to Warnick. Then I flipped through it, looking for strength.


  Fifteen minutes later, the soldier was back with my axe. By now those in the bleachers had settled down. I was actually happy as I walked towards the ice. Once inside, I skated fast around the rink, swinging the axe in each hand. Axes are much heavier than hockey sticks, and I had to work on my balance. But the feeling was exhilarating.


  It felt good to be on the ice. I remembered suiting up, putting on my helmet and going up against guys twice my size. It occurred to me I’d never in my life felt as free as when I played hockey. Why did I ever give it up for drinking?


  I pushed the bad feelings deep down inside and focused on skating. The only things that mattered were the ice, my axe and whatever was about to come through those doors.


  Chavez signaled for the draggers to be brought in. The emergency doors opened, but this time there was no cheering. I couldn’t make out the four figures backlit by the sun. Was this a mistake? Had they run low on combatants?


  As they entered, I made out three soldiers leading in a single female pulling against the catch pole like an enraged animal. Something about her. As she came into the light of the rink, I stumbled. This was what they were saving for me. This was how I would die.


  “We thought you’d enjoy mixing it up with Wanda,” Chavez said, laughing and touching Estrada’s shoulder in a way that was a little too familiar. “This little beauty took out eight of my men before we caught her. I won’t tell you how many she killed in the rink. It would only depress you.”


  I recognized the torn, blood-soaked clothes. The skin had mummified to a dark, leathery sheen. Thin strands of dirty brown hair adorned the mostly bald head, which was scarred and dented. The eyes protruded from their sockets, twitchy and searching. The nose had long since fallen off, and the lips had shrunk back savagely, revealing daggerlike teeth.


  Missy.


  They dragged her to the center of the rink as I skated around counterclockwise. My heart was in my throat, and I struggled to breathe. But I kept skating, trying to escape the death I knew awaited me.


  “She’s not like the others,” Chavez said. “We figured you already had an advantage, being a hockey player and all. We’re evening out the odds a little.”


  Soldiers hooted and whistled in the bleachers. Then they chanted, “Wan-DA! Wan-DA!”


  Missy’s dead eyes scanned me. I thought I saw a glimmer of recognition. Was it possible she recognized me? She shrieked so loudly everyone had to cover their ears. But it wasn’t the ungodly sound I’d come to dread. It was a name—my name.


  “Daaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaave!” the voice said, sounding like red-hot bearings in a burned-out motor.


  “What the hell?” someone said. Then cruel laughter. “Does she know him? Aw, man. This is awesome!”


  On cue, the person in the sound booth put on Whitney Houston’s “I Will Always Love You,” and everyone screamed with approval.


  My blood went ice-cold, and I almost crashed headlong into a wall and had to scramble to regain my balance. I knew that, even dead, Missy would never stop till she killed me. She was my sin calling to me—every wrong thing I’d ever done. The drinking, the bad grades, the abuse I hurled at my parents. Betraying Holly.


  I felt I wanted to accept my punishment and die. But something in me brought back the words Warnick had spoken.


  
    Mortify therefore your members which are upon the earth; fornication, uncleanness, inordinate affection, evil concupiscence, and covetousness, which is idolatry.

  


  They were words that made me think I still had something worthwhile to do in this life, something precious to live for.


  
    Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds;

  


  Maybe it was better to stay alive asking for forgiveness than to die without it. Holly and Griffin were out there somewhere—I felt it. If Landry was right, I could still help them.


  
    And have put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created him.

  


  I needed to stay alive for them. With all my heart, I wanted to make amends. So I skated away as Missy lunged towards me. My chest was tight. A red band of blood pressed my eyes, almost blinding me. All I thought of was getting away from this terror-inducing demon that wanted to destroy me.


  Missy stopped as I whipped around the rink faster and faster. She seemed to be calculating where I’d be in the next few seconds. Then she leapt through the air towards me. The soldiers in the bleachers went wild. This was the show they’d been waiting for. As I skated past, I saw Warnick watching me, holding his Bible in both hands.


  There was no way to run out the clock. I glanced up and saw ninety seconds had passed. I had to decide. So I attacked.


  I did a quick hockey stop, sending a shower of ice at the wall. Missy hurtled towards me as if running on grass. I raised my axe and waited—waited those impossible few seconds—as she lunged at me. At the last moment, I shifted sideways and brought the axe down hard, taking off most of her left arm, which threw her off balance and sent her spinning into a fall and sliding hard into the wall as I skated away.


  “Keep her in front of you,” Warnick said.


  An excellent reminder, because as she came at me again, I skated backwards hard. Everyone in the stands stood, mesmerized by the death match. I’d have to turn around soon or risk crashing into a wall myself. Breathing deep, I spun and stopped cold.


  Missy was closer than I realized, and I didn’t have time to raise my axe. I whacked her hard in the face with the handle, making a crunching noise. Her jaw hung open, revealing more deadly black teeth. She grabbed the axe and tried taking it away from me. Her grip was incredible.


  Gripping both ends of the axe, I dropped to my knees and hit the ice, throwing Missy over my head and behind me. People screamed, delirious at the spectacle. Then I stood and skated backwards in the other direction, taking care to keep the demon in my sight.


  Six minutes to go.


  I was exhausted. I needed to rest, but there was no time. She was already back on her feet and coming at me. My only hope was to take off the other arm—or her head.


  Chavez was right, she wasn’t like any of the others. She was cunning. It didn’t matter whether I feinted left or right. She always matched me, almost anticipating me. She was like a heat-sensing device that didn’t lose its target. The crowd booed, impatient for blood.


  Then I remembered something.


  When I was little, I didn’t start out playing hockey. I took figure skating. There must be something I could use. Though I wore the wrong kind of skates, I had to try. As Missy came at me, I spun. She didn’t appear to understand what had changed and kept coming. As I went faster and faster, I held the axe out. She lunged at me, and I caught the other arm and sliced it off clean, like a butcher cutting up a pig.


  I stopped and saw her spinning away from me, armless and shrieking with fury. She came at me again, but all she could do was sink her teeth into me. I had to finish her.


  There was silence in the room as I waited for her to close in. Then I crushed her kneecap, causing her to fall forward. As her head went down and forward, I swung the axe hard, finding the neck and taking off the head. It went skittering across the ice.


  I skated backwards, the head rolling after me, the jaws still snapping. As the head came to a stop near the wall, the hate-filled eyes stared up at me.


  It’s not true what they say about the undead, that they retain nothing of their former selves. Though they are no longer capable of rational thought, some of their old personality still remains. Like Missy. It reminds us that they once were people with dreams and memories.


  I split the skull in two. Then I skated towards Chavez.


  The music had stopped. Everyone was silent as I made my way to the exit. Sweat poured down my face, blinding me. At first I didn’t see Chavez pointing his weapon at me. When I saw him, I stopped on the ice and stared.


  “It was like I said, wasn’t it? I wasn’t supposed to make it.”


  “What are you gonna do?” Chavez said, taking aim at my head.


  I didn’t close my eyes. I wanted to see the bullet coming, wanted to know the exact moment of my death.


  Estrada appeared suddenly and swung the pipe wrench hard, connecting with the back of Chavez’s head and sending him forward in a spray of blood. Estrada stared down at the psychopath as he struggled to understand what had happened.


  “Dude,” Chavez said in a thick voice, blood gushing from his nostrils, unaware of the severity of his injury.


  As I left the rink, others swarmed from all sides, surrounding Estrada and Chavez. I couldn’t see. I forced my way in next to Warnick, where I found Chavez convulsing on the ground and gurgling helplessly. Though the entire back of his head was crushed, exposing pink, pulsating brain, amazingly he still tried to get to his feet. No one did anything to help. They watched as the life bled out of him.


  Estrada still held the bloody pipe wrench. As Warnick moved closer, she let the weapon slip from her bloody fingers.


  Lying still and scared, Chavez looked younger than I thought he was. He reminded me of a frightened child.


  Something had gone horribly wrong in the time that Black Dragon had been here. A madness had taken over some. It manifested itself in Chavez, the bloodthirsty leader of a band of violence-prone acolytes. But without him, the rest of them no longer had any conviction. I looked around at the faces of these young soldiers. Not a single one of them had the stomach for it anymore.


  Chavez’s eyes fluttered a few times, then he closed them for good. Blood pooled around him like oil from a shallow well. It set him apart from the other soldiers. It made him different and unwanted. Estrada unholstered her weapon, aimed it and sent a bullet into the soldier’s broken head, silencing those evil internal voices forever.


  Warnick looked at me, then at the rest of the soldiers. “Listen up,” he said. “We’re putting this house in order.” Then to Estrada, “You okay?”


  Estrada nodded, stunned by what she’d done.


  I felt old, like I’d lived through a hundred years of war in a few weeks. Somewhere out there Holly and Griffin were fighting for their lives. And I needed them alive—especially Holly.


  I needed her to forgive me.


  
     
  


  [image: Chapter Twenty-Two, Burning Men]


  No one knew how many soldiers had survived in Tres Marias, but our group consisted of fewer than a hundred. We spent the next two days cleaning up their mess. I didn’t want to be here. I needed to search for Holly and Griffin. Warnick reminded me that, without the Black Dragon’s protection, I wouldn’t succeed. More to the point, I’d be dead at the hands of either the nailheads or the draggers.


  Warnick assigned crews to assess each of the buildings in the office park. He and I stuck together, taking a few men with us. Estrada took charge of the rest. Though she’d saved me, I didn’t trust her. She’d gone along with everything that maniac Chavez had cooked up, and now she felt remorse. Warnick looked at it differently. He saw in Estrada a woman who’d made wrong choices in order to stay alive. On second thought, I could relate to that.


  Many of the buildings housed the soldiers, but a few had been designated as storage units for the bodies of the victims who’d fought draggers in the ice rink. There were close to a hundred of them.


  We learned that Keller—the cocky kid from the ice rink—was an intern working for Black Dragon. In reality, no civilian except me had survived the games. The rest had been meat for the draggers.


  The rotting bodies stank. In the first building we entered, some vomited from the smell. We retreated, slathered our noses in Vicks VapoRub, put on particle masks and returned to ensure nothing was living. We thought about carrying the bodies out to be burned in the parking lot, but there were too many. So we brought in fuel cans and rigged them with explosives.


  After I don’t know how many hours, we had one building left to check—way in the back near the ice rink. Though other soldiers had warned us, we were exhausted and walked in.


  We almost died.


  Draggers wandered from one end of the open floor to the other. This was where the soldiers had housed them for the tournaments.


  As soon as we saw them, we slipped out. It was too risky to try to shoot them all—there were too many places inside for them to hide. We decided to rid ourselves of them all at once. But how? Then it came to us.


  We brought in huge drums filled with gasoline, placed them around the building and rigged them to explode. We knew once one of the buildings caught fire it would spread to the others, which were already booby-trapped. We intended to burn the entire office park to the ground—and the draggers with it.


  Warnick directed other crews to assemble all working vehicles and to make sure they had enough fuel. Each was stocked with weapons and whatever food and water we could find.


  At twilight we met in the conference room one last time. I looked around the table at the battle-weary soldiers. Warnick and Estrada sat across from me.


  “Where will we go?” I said.


  “We need to find a new building we can secure,” Warnick said.


  In his zeal to bring about conformity, Chavez had ordered all computers destroyed. But we still had satellite maps of the town, which were spread out across the table.


  “What about the high school?” I said, pointing at the map.


  “Estrada, you been back there?” Warnick said.


  “Yeah, it’s no good,” she said. “Chavez sent us over there a few weeks ago. The place was overrun. We decided not to waste any more resources on it.”


  “But there might still be survivors,” I said.


  “Maybe,” Warnick said, “but I think we should avoid it. We can’t afford to lose any more men.”


  “That would be my vote,” Estrada said, avoiding my glare.


  We studied the maps further and, after a lot of discussion, settled on another location off the main highway. It seemed large enough. With luck, the doors would be locked and the structure free of the undead. I recognized it as the old Arkon Insurance building.


  Before evacuating, we ignited the explosives around one of the buildings. I’d never seen anything so spectacular. A huge fireball blew out the front doors and windows. Another explosion rocked the adjacent buildings. Soon the fire spread from unit to unit, including the ice rink, like bright orange fingers.


  We blew the last building, the one teeming with draggers. We used grenade launchers to shoot out the windows. Then we set off the gasoline drums. A series of massive explosions around the building created a blazing, brilliant ring of fire. Flames shot inward, consuming everything inside.


  It was dark, and we waited to see what would come out. The front doors of the building had been blown away, leaving a gaping hole hot and angry with flames. Then we saw them. Draggers. First a few, then the entire horde.


  They were on fire.


  As they pitched forward, unaware of their condition, they burned like torches. Some made it to within a hundred feet of our trucks. One by one they fell, blazing on the ground like piles of toxic trash. The smell was unbearable—hot, sweet and greasy. Others followed, making their way relentlessly forward till the flames consumed them and they collapsed into burning heaps.


  As the last of the undead fell, we piled into the vehicles and left.
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  My plan was to settle in quickly, then go in search of Holly and Griffin. Though I had my phone again, thanks to Warnick, it was dead. Even if I could charge it, who knew if any cell towers were still working.


  Two soldiers, named Springer and Popp, rode with Warnick and me. They looked like kids fresh out of high school. Both were blonde and buff, and they were from opposite ends of the state—Santa Rosa and San Diego. I wasn’t sure how much use they would be in a firefight. On our way to the Arkon building, we passed a Walmart.


  “Stop here,” I said.


  Warnick pulled into the parking lot, and the other vehicles followed. The outdoor lights were on, buzzing like angry wasps and bathing everything in an otherworldly orange glow. So far nothing moved. We got out, our weapons ready.


  Shopping carts lay scattered everywhere, along with dead shoppers, their bodies eaten away. But it was the sight of the children that was the most heartrending. Mothers’ bodies lay over them protectively, but they were nevertheless dead.


  At the front entrance we saw the shattered glass. Looters who had long since fled.


  Inside, the fluorescent lights shone bright. I needed a charger for my cell phone. Warnick stayed close, scanning the aisles as we made our way to the electronics department. We noticed something moving in the distance.


  “Hang on,” Warnick said.


  It was a lone dragger. He was big, like a bear. As he came closer, I recognized him—Detective Van Gundy. His left arm was gnawed off up to the elbow. He still wore the cheap grey suit and mustard-stained striped tie. Everything was covered in dried blood. His face was pasty, fresh blood on his ragged lips.


  Warnick noticed the look on my face and seemed to understand. He raised his AR-15 and fired several shots, which tore half the cop’s face off, causing him to fall backwards into a circular rack of clearance summer wear. After everything that happened, I wondered if he ever figured out the truth about Missy, Jim and me. What did it even matter now?


  We made it to the electronics department without further incident. I tore through the racks and glass cases, looking for what I needed, as other soldiers searched for survivors and gathered supplies.


  “See if there’s a charger for my phone,” Warnick said.


  “Let’s get out of here,” I said after locating both chargers.


  All was quiet outside, which unnerved me. The other soldiers brought out nonperishable food, water, clothing, batteries and first-aid supplies. In the distance, I noticed draggers who used to be shoppers wandering between cars like they’d forgotten where they parked. Because they were far away, they hadn’t spotted us.


  Rather than mess with the undead, we decided to leave. Never fight if you don’t have to, I remember Warnick saying. But as we drove away, we heard a car horn. Warnick stopped the vehicle.


  “What?” I said, but I already knew what he was thinking.


  “It could be someone trapped in their car.”


  “Then again it could be a swarm of draggers.” I saw the look on his face and stood down. “Hey, I know,” I said. “Let’s go check it out.”


  “That’s the spirit.”


  The others waited in their vehicles as Warnick and I made our way through the parking lot. We didn’t hesitate to shoot any draggers we encountered. Our objective was to find the car.


  Then we saw it. Way off in a corner of the lot, under a tree, sat a silver Volvo Cross Country, its emergency lights flashing. Half a dozen draggers milled around it, interested in its contents. We waited. The horn went off again.


  “Someone’s in there,” Warnick said.


  I scanned the parking lot, looking for other draggers. Springer and Popp ran over to assist. Warnick signaled for them to surround the car.


  Inside, a terrified woman looked at us with pleading eyes, and behind her was what looked like a rear-facing car seat with a baby in it.


  “I hate it when you’re right,” I said.


  Each of us targeted a dragger, careful not to shoot at the ones closest to the vehicle. As we picked off those on the outside, others took their places.


  “Aim away from the car,” Warnick said.


  We saw that the draggers had been teenagers who dressed in ripped jeans, shorts, T-shirts and flip-flops. It made me sick to shoot them. I had to remind myself they were already dead.


  Popp’s AR-15 jammed as a dragger descended on him. I ran to him and used the butt of my axe to cave in the dragger’s head. I pulled Popp away and finished off the thing with the blade.


  “Thanks, bud,” he said.


  When I looked up, I saw thirty or forty draggers heading our way, attracted by the noise.


  “Unlock the doors,” Warnick said to the woman inside.


  “Hey, guys? Any time,” I said as Springer, Popp and I faced off with the approaching horde.


  When I looked back, Warnick was helping the woman out of the car. Once she was free, he flung the back passenger door open and tried to unbuckle the car seat. I heard the baby bawling. The draggers were close now.


  “How’s this thing work?” Warnick said.


  The woman pushed him away, unfastened the harness and removed the car seat with the baby still in it.


  “Okay, let’s go,” Warnick said.


  The draggers decided we were sitting ducks and rushed us. Springer, Popp and I created a line of suppressive fire as Warnick took the woman back to our vehicle.


  “Wait, my bag,” the woman said as Warnick placed her inside.


  “Forget it.”


  “There’s formula in there.”


  “Dave, get the bag from the car,” Warnick said.


  By now the remaining draggers were on us, but the rest of the soldiers had heard the gunfire and came to assist.


  My eyes on the draggers, I ran to the car and grabbed the diaper bag. Most of the mewling creatures were down, but more came out of the darkness. One grabbed Warnick’s arm, and he knifed it in the eye with his bayonet.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  Warnick ordered one squad back into the store for formula and diapers. The rest of us piled into our vehicles and got out of there. Springer and Popp sat in back with the woman. I looked at the woman and her baby. The infant was quiet as she cooed to him and kissed his head.


  “How long were you out there?” I said.


  “Since this morning. My car wouldn’t start. I didn’t know what else to do.”


  “You’re safe,” Warnick said.


  “I can’t thank you enough.”


  I thought the baby smiled at me. “What’s his name?”


  “It’s a she. Her name is Evan. I’m Nina Zimmer.”


  “Dave Pulaski,” I said, then introduced the others.


  Nina looked to be around thirty. Attractive, with chestnut hair and violet eyes.


  “I prayed that someone would find us. Do you believe in God?” she said.


  “Funny you should ask,” I said.
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  It was late when we arrived at the Arkon building.


  Warnick touched Nina’s arm to wake her. “Stay here while we check this out.” Then to me, “You want to stay here?”


  “I’ll go with you,” I said.


  “Popp, stay here with Nina.”


  “Copy that.”


  The front doors looked secure in the streetlights. Two teams of soldiers ran around the building to make sure no draggers were lurking anywhere and no entrances had been left open.


  I followed Warnick to the rear, where we found the loading dock. A bobtail truck was parked next to the dock. The driver was still in the cab, his chest carved out like a Halloween pumpkin, his skeletal hands still clinging to the steering wheel, his entrails draped over the gearshift knob.


  “I remember this building,” Estrada said. “We secured it weeks ago.”


  We jogged back to the front. Warnick signaled a soldier to get something from one of the vehicles. The soldier returned with a small kit and proceeded to pick the lock.


  “Why not shoot it open?” I said.


  “That’s the movies,” the soldier said. “If we did that, we wouldn’t be able to lock it again.”


  Once inside, teams of soldiers checked every floor for signs of draggers or nailheads. Warnick and I joined a team checking out the first floor. We found that the electricity still worked, which meant the elevators were operational. I wanted desperately to charge my phone, but we needed to make sure the building was secure. Checking the restrooms, we found that the plumbing worked as well.


  We took the elevator down to the basement, our weapons ready. When the doors opened, I almost fired on a group of people who looked like draggers.


  “Is it over?” one of them said.


  There were at least thirty civilians staring at us, holding in their scrawny hands anything they could find to use as weapons.


  The hallway was filled with trash. Rats and cockroaches feasted on the mess. The smell was sickening.


  We brought the people up to the first floor in small groups and gave them food and water. Some had to be carried. For a moment I thought Holly and Griffin might be among them. But these people had been down there a long time, most of them starving. A few had died. None of the dead had turned, though, having never been exposed to the virus.


  Nina sat among them, feeding Evan.


  “Why did you stay down there?” Warnick said to one of the men as he gulped down bottled water.


  “We were ordered to by your guys.”


  “How long ago?”


  “Hard to remember. Two weeks?”


  They’d stayed alive by drinking water. The food from the vending machines had long since run out. Most ate very little, their appetites nonexistent. As I watched them, I saw their bleeding gums and dry skin. They were ragged and weak, like survivors of a concentration camp. I recalled in high school seeing black-and-white photos of prisoners liberated from World War II camps like Auschwitz and Treblinka. That’s what these people looked like, hollow-eyed and skeletal, with swollen bellies.


  They were saddened to hear that the undead still infested the town. We gave them medical care and set them up in conference rooms and cubicles to sleep, promising to guard them.


  Why had they stayed down there so long? Was their fear that paralyzing?


  Once the building was secure, I got out the phone chargers and took Warnick’s phone. I found an outlet and plugged in both phones. As mine turned on, I found I had one bar. Then voice mails and texts poured in.


  I played each voice mail. They were all from the past, most of them from Holly. One was from Ram and another from Aaron. Strange hearing those voices again. It was the same with the texts. Nothing recent. Nothing telling me that Holly and Griffin were safe.


  Though I wasn’t sure Holly had found a way to charge her phone, I sent her a text anyway. Are you alive?


  The message went through. I waited for a few minutes, hoping that Holly would answer. Nothing. I texted her the name and address of our building in case she and Griffin could make it there.


  Once my phone was charged, I pulled Warnick aside. “I need to find Holly and Griffin.”


  “Tomorrow. You need rest.”


  He was wrong—I was ready. I tried to sleep but couldn’t, so I checked on Nina and the baby. I found her in the lunchroom on the first floor changing Evan’s diaper. The baby seemed calm and happy, gazing into her mother’s eyes the whole time.


  “How much stuff have you got in that bag?” I said.


  I took a seat at one of the small, round tables and watched as Nina put her baby’s clothes back on and washed her hands in the sink. She carried Evan to the table and sat across from me, stroking the baby’s cheek.


  “You want to know what I was doing there,” she said.


  “The thought crossed my mind.”


  “It was stupid, I know. But I needed formula and diapers.” Her eyes teared up. “I knew I should’ve left with the rest of the neighbors, but I was so scared for Evan. I didn’t know what I’d find out on the road. So I barricaded myself in our condo.”


  “Till you ran out of food,” I said.


  “I thought Walmart would be deserted and I could run in and grab some supplies. Like I said, it was stupid.”


  “Well, you succeeded.”


  “Right. Then my car wouldn’t start.” She laughed, embarrassed. “Next thing I know, I’m surrounded by those things.”


  “She’s beautiful.”


  “Thanks.” She looked at me. “We’re not going to make it, are we?”


  I didn’t know what to say. I could’ve been a man and given her a big speech. But it was a question that nagged at me too, one I kept pushing from my mind as I thought about Holly and Griffin.


  “I don’t know,” I said. She nodded, almost in relief. “Where’s your husband?”


  “In San Francisco. We separated for a while.”


  “Doesn’t he care about you?”


  “He tried coming back, but the roads were blocked. I need him here. What about your wife?”


  I told her what had happened except for the part about me cheating on Holly.


  “Holly’s lucky,” Nina said.


  “Yeah?”


  “Thanks, Dave. For saving us.” She kissed my cheek and left the room.


  Sleep came immediately. The last thing I remember was sitting at the table and looking at my cell phone. Hoping to hear it ding. Praying that a long-awaited message from Holly would reach across the nightmare and give me strength.
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  When I awoke, Warnick was making coffee. I rose stiffly and checked my phone. Still no text from Holly.


  Warnick and I stood by the large windows in the reception area, watching the morning come. Soldiers patrolled outside, and I felt safe. It was getting light out as I sipped my coffee. Warnick must’ve sensed that I was anxious to leave.


  “I can’t go with you,” he said. “I have to be here with these men to make sure they stay on task.”


  “What you mean is, you don’t trust Estrada.”


  “She’s still on probation. I’ll assign a couple of men to go with you. That’s all I can spare.”


  “I don’t even know where to start.”


  “Start with where we were originally picked up by Chavez’s men. The girls might still be nearby.”


  “Okay, that sounds good. Hey, make sure you keep your phone with you so I can contact you.”


  “Sure.”


  “What if I run into any nailheads?”


  “Make sure you don’t.”


  Brilliant blue daylight streamed through the adjacent buildings as I went out to the loading dock with Springer and Popp. Another soldier followed us to the door, ready to lock it once we were outside.


  We took a Humvee. As we drove onto the main road, I looked up at the building, wondering if I would ever be back. In addition to Holly and Griffin, I thought about Nina and her baby and the other civilians.


  That was the worst thing about these dark days—the uncertainty of every moment. No one ever thinks when they go somewhere that it may be the last time they’ll see their home or their loved ones. I’ll admit, there’s a certain feeling of freedom to it, not being tied down to anything. It’s how Jim and I saw Life in the thick of our drinking days. But it was a lonely feeling too.


  I didn’t know what we would find out there. Part of me wanted to stay inside and survive with the others. Start a new life. The other part wanted to find my wife and the young girl whom I now thought of as my family.
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  What was worse than draggers and the trail of death they’d blazed as they devoured the town was the low state the nailheads had gotten to. I used to think there were good people and bad people. What I learned in this tragedy was the eternal lesson of good people going bad.


  Not that Ormand Ferry was ever good. He was one of those men who pretended to be your friend while screwing your wife. Over the years he’d built up a loyal following of the disillusioned and the disenfranchised. People like Steve Pinkerton. He fed them, comforted them and gave them guns. Then in their weakened, soup-fed state he preached to them. And they listened.


  In the world according to Ormand, or at least what I gathered from his sidewalk sermons, the “affliction” had been sent down from on high. God was using His winnowing fork to separate the chaff from the wheat. The strong and the pure would survive—no one else. And he, Ormand Ferry, would lead the chosen to safety. Tough words from a certified nutcase.


  We traveled at night, counting on the darkness to keep us safe. As we neared our destination, we decided to ditch the Humvee and hike in. I took in every detail of our surroundings and listened to every faraway sound. The night and its secrets weighed on us, the air stifling. Taking our weapons and ammo, we made sure we weren’t being watched and headed out. After a few blocks, I was drenched in sweat.


  As we pressed on, we saw draggers in various states of decomposition. The fresher ones—if a dead, stinking body could ever be considered fresh—traveled in packs. The older ones, the ones near total collapse, wandered alone, no longer able to hunt. Eventually these pathetic corpses lay by the side of the road, looking up at the moon with unseeing eyes, waiting for what? Death? I don’t know how these things died without benefit of a bullet to the brain pan. They seemed to exist in an eternal twilight of longing.


  “I think it’s down here,” I said.


  As we entered a familiar alley, I saw Ben’s motor home and remembered the day Holly and Griffin escaped, a million years ago. My heart leapt at the thought of finding them alive. Why didn’t we bring more men? It was stupid to think that three of us could keep ourselves safe.


  Someone had set fire to the motor home. It was now black and burned out from the inside, a rotting hulk that offered no protection or escape. Beyond the wrecked vehicle was the door Holly and Griffin had used to escape.


  Springer pushed the door open and peered inside. Then he went through, signaling for Popp and me to follow. It was black inside, so we had to use our flashlights. We listened for movement of any kind. Anything could be in there, and we had to be ready.


  We had agreed in advance to use hand signals instead of speaking. Good thing, because as Springer walked towards a hallway he was greeted by a dragger, a partially eaten hand hanging from its mouth. It glared at Springer, as if angry that we’d interrupted its dinner.


  Springer didn’t fire. He and Popp had attached bayonets to their AR-15s, and Springer raised his weapon and ran the knife through the dragger’s head before it could strike. The creature fell with a groan and stopped moving.


  We found the emergency stairs and started up. I don’t know how I ended up in front. Right away I noticed that the peeling metal railing was wet and sticky. I shone my flashlight on my hand and found blood. Then I heard something and directed the beam up the stairs. I was face-to-face with a horde.


  The creature nearest me hissed as I fell into Springer and Popp. Gaining their footing, they shot the ones closest to us through the head. The others came down, forcing us to retreat.


  I dropped my flashlight and hit the ground. Searching for it, I felt draggers pushing past me towards the light from the other flashlights.


  A volley of bullets took down another five or six. Finding my flashlight, I scrambled to get out of there. Once off to the side, I shone the flashlight across the room. I saw a dragger about to attack Springer. I didn’t fire my handgun for fear of hitting the soldier.


  “Push him away,” I said.


  As Springer shoved him back, I took aim and fired, missing the creature. Then another shot hit the thing, and it went down. I panned the flashlight over and saw Popp lowering his AR-15.


  Two more draggers appeared, and as I raised my weapon, a decaying hand grabbed me. I let myself go limp. Shining the flashlight up, I saw the bewildered dragger coming for me again. I shot it through the mouth as it was about to shriek, shredding its slithering black tongue.


  In a few minutes we finished them all. Exhausted, we sat on the floor in a circle and looked at one another.


  “Whole damn building is infested,” Springer said.


  “I have to find Holly and Griffin,” I said.


  The two soldiers looked at each other and stood. “Break’s over,” Popp said.


  “Thanks, guys.”


  We checked out each floor, looking for draggers but found none. It took us more than an hour to search the building and we eventually arrived at the top floor. Halfway up the stairs to the top, we found the body that the disembodied hand belonged to—a soldier who looked to be around the same age as Springer and Popp. He’d been shot through the head.


  Springer opened the stairwell door and peered into the hallway. As Popp and I entered, we heard the drone of a single voice. I thought of Holly and moved forward, but Springer held me back. He signaled for me to stay behind Popp and him.


  As we entered the office suite through the walnut double doors, we found rows of fabric-covered cubicles on either side of us. And towards the windows, a conference room. The door was closed.


  I expected a dragger to leap out from one of the cubes, but they were all empty. Each was filled with personal items—family photos, stuffed animals and children’s drawings taped to the small whiteboards.


  The sound grew louder as we approached the conference room. My guts twisted up as I imagined finding Holly and Griffin hurt and dying.


  Springer grabbed the handle of the conference-room door, looked back at Popp and me and flung the door open.


  Inside, we found a lone soldier lying in a corner by the windows, muttering and rocking. At first he didn’t notice us, but when Springer shone his flashlight on him, he pointed his handgun at us.


  “Easy,” Springer said, moving forward as Popp and I closed the curtains and turned on the lights.


  The soldier was young, his face clean, though in need of a shave. He was alone and scared. I guessed that the body we found in the stairwell was one of his buddies.


  “I’m Springer. What’s your name?”


  The soldier tried to speak, but he was delirious and nothing but moaning came out. His speech sounded suspicious, but I chalked it up to fear.


  “It’s okay,” I said. “We’re here to help.”


  “Put down the weapon, son,” Popp said.


  Looking confused, the soldier turned to each of us, then lowered the handgun.


  As we came closer, I was revolted by what I saw. His right leg looked like it had been chewed off up to the knee. The soldier had made a tourniquet from the strap from his AR-15. I noticed the trail of blood that led from the door to where he lay.


  Popp raised his bayonet, but I grabbed his hand to stop him. Crouching down close to the soldier, I looked him in the eyes. He was fading, and I had to talk fast. I saw from his Black Dragon uniform that his name was Barnes.


  “Barnes, listen to me,” I said. “There were two women in here. One of them is a teenage girl. They had a dog.”


  He stared at me, uncomprehending yet mesmerized by the sound of my voice. I saw that the other two soldiers were getting impatient.


  “Did you see them?” Barnes shook his head. “Are you sure?”


  “Ran away. When the draggers came.”


  “Where? Where did they go?”


  “C-covered them best we could. Too many. They get away?”


  He was near death, and we knew it wouldn’t be long before he turned. I felt for this kid. Who even knew where he was from, whether his family was alive? I wanted to help him, but I knew he’d been given a death sentence the second he was attacked by those things.


  I looked at Springer, filled with sadness for not having found Holly and Griffin and for what I knew was about to happen.


  “You better wait outside,” Springer said.


  I left the conference room, found a cube and sat in the dark. Moonlight streamed through the windows. I saw photos of a man and woman and their two small children. One looked to be three and the other eighteen months or so. The photo looked like it had been taken at the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Holly and I had gone there once.


  “Please, God, I’m so tired.”


  I waited for a sound that never came. The conference room door opened. Springer and Popp came out and turned out the lights. Without a word, they waited for me to pull myself together.


  Fresh blood shone on Springer’s bayonet, decorated with what looked like strands of hair. I grabbed tissues from a box and handed them to him. He wiped the blade off, and we headed out.


  “Sorry you didn’t find them,” Popp said as we made our way downstairs.


  When we reached the ground floor, we heard a dog barking somewhere far off.


  “Greta,” I said, and ran to the alley door.


  “Wait,” Springer said. He and Popp caught up to me and held the door shut. “You can’t keep doing that.”


  “Sorry.”


  Springer opened the door a crack and peered into the alley. When he was satisfied, he opened the door the rest of the way, and we stepped outside in single file.


  We didn’t see any draggers around as we moved through the streets, not sure where to go next. I heard a distant death shriek, then the barking dog closer.


  “It might be Greta,” I said, and we jogged towards the sound.


  As we got closer, the barking grew louder. All I thought about was seeing my wife and Griffin again.


  Big mistake.


  I almost called out Holly’s name when a gunshot tore through the alley. Springer went down, his hand on his throat and bright blood gushing through his fingers. Quickly I examined him, trying to see how bad the wound was.


  Another bullet caught Popp in the forehead. He dropped to his knees and fell on his face.


  When I looked up, I realized that we’d run into a nest of nailheads. Tricked-out vehicles with their headlights on appeared at the intersection on either side and stopped directly in front of me. A dozen of them got out of the vehicles, stood in a line and trained their weapons on me. I failed, and now I was dead.


  From out of the shadows, Travis Golightly walked forward with a man who held a pit bull on a chain at his side.


  “Well, lookee here,” he said.


  Travis was severely burned. The skin on his face looked like it had melted, the wrecked tissue obscuring one eye. All his hair had been singed down to the roots. His arms were black with crusty, dark skin, and he walked with a limp. The fingers of his right hand were burned to the bone. His weapon was duct-taped to his arm, his stiff, bony index finger fused to the trigger.


  I tried to run but was held by three others. Travis hit me with the rifle barrel in the side of the head, making my ears ring. I felt blood flowing from my nose and could barely stand.


  “Where’s my daughter?” he said.


  “Dead,” I said, and staggered forward.


  “Wrong answer.” He hit me again, this time jamming the barrel into my shoulder blade. Searing, hot pain shot through me, and my arm went numb as I fell to my knees. Growling, the dog lunged and bit me in the hand. I didn’t even feel it.


  “That wasn’t very nice, Sally,” Travis said. Then to me, “Where’s Griffin?”


  “Dead,” I said, and collapsed on the ground.


  “Hey, Travis, he don’t look so good,” a voice said.


  Everything turned to darkness.
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  I was bone cold. Under bright fluorescent lights, I realized I was inside a cold room surrounded by huge tanks of beer. A single metal door stood across from me. I read the labels on the tanks—I was inside the Lucky Moon microbrewery.


  My head throbbed, and my temple felt squishy where Travis had struck me. My shoulder ached too. I was a mess. I heard voices outside as I reached into my pocket for my phone. It wasn’t there. Across the room, I saw it. I crawled towards it—it took me forever. When I picked it up, I found that the screen was smashed. I put it in my pocket, thinking I could rescue the SIM card later.


  Not that it mattered. They were going to kill me. But not before Travis beat the truth about Griffin out of me. The world had unraveled, and all this dumb bastard could think about was abusing his stepdaughter.


  I heard the door unlock and tried crawling back to where they’d left me. One of those crazies came in, swilling beer from a bottle and swaying. He was followed by a Latino boy who looked to be around ten or eleven. The man had a fresh beer in his other hand and smiled.


  “Thought you might be thirsty,” he said.


  He tried handing me the beer. I looked at it. He shrugged and set it down on the floor next to me.


  “Maybe later,” he said.


  He signaled to the boy, who reached into a cloth bag and removed a small glass jar and a square of cardboard. Something moved inside. My body tensed as he handed the jar to the man, who knelt down, grabbed my arm and rolled up my sleeve. I saw that the jar contained live bees.


  “What’re you doing?” I said.


  “Testing you.”


  He unscrewed the cap, which had holes punched in it for air, replaced it with the cardboard and flipped the jar over onto my arm. Then he slid the cardboard out so the bees could come in direct contact with my skin. I grimaced, ready for the inevitable stinging. But the insects merely crawled around, which tickled.


  “Sweat bees don’t lie,” the man said.


  After a minute, he used the cardboard to separate the bees from my arm, screwed the cover back on the jar and handed it to the boy, who put everything back into the bag.


  “I don’t get it,” I said.


  “Whenever anyone gets bit, the bees won’t come near ’em. You’re fine.”


  “What are you going to do with me?”


  “Up to Travis. If I was you, I’d tell ’im what he wants to hear.”


  “What, that his daughter’s alive?”


  “Yeah, just like that.”


  “But she’s dead.”


  “Like I said, tell ’im what he wants to hear.”


  “Then he’ll let me go?”


  “No. But he might go easier on you before he kills your sorry ass.”


  “What’s your story?” I said to the boy. He refused to meet my eyes.


  “He makes himself useful around here, if you know what I mean,” the man said.


  “Glad to see you guys are setting a good example for the youngsters.”


  “I ain’t into it, but some of the others are.”


  “Does Ormand approve?”


  The boy left the room as the nailhead unzipped himself and peed against the wall. I scrambled to my feet to jump him, but another nailhead came in, pointing his weapon at my head.


  “Ulie, what did I tell you about not paying attention?” he said as the first man zipped himself up.


  “He ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Ulie said, and belched like a moose. “Too broken up ’bout Griffin’s death, I guess. He’s clean, by the way.”


  “Do you two even believe in what you’re doing?” I said.


  “That ain’t the point,” the one with the gun said. “It’s like this town is one big, dangerous, happenin’ club. And it don’t matter who you came in with. What matters is who you go home with. And Ulie and I here are goin’ home with Ormand.”


  “You got that right,” Ulie said, and took another swallow of beer.


  I watched as these two comedians went out and locked the door. For what seemed like hours, I stared at the beer bottle. There was still a frost on the brown glass and little beads of condensation. It didn’t matter—I was going to be dead soon anyway. Why shouldn’t I enjoy a last beer? Didn’t I deserve it?


  I grabbed the bottle and brought it up to my nose. The smell was so familiar and inviting. Just one sip. What was the harm? One bottle. No way to get wasted. I could handle myself.


  Yeah, I was lying again. Where there was one, there were six. Then a whole case. All I wanted till I emptied these vats.


  Something strange happened. Might have been the blow to my head. Or God speaking to me. But I saw Holly standing across from me. I reached out a hand to touch her. She wore a pretty pale-green summer dress, the one I’d seen her in on our last anniversary. She watched me with the beer, her head cocked a little to one side.


  I’d promised myself so long ago that I wouldn’t go back. More importantly, I promised her. Chances were excellent this wasn’t going to end well for me. I’d be dead, and these jerk-offs would go on terrorizing others in the town. As if the draggers weren’t enough. I gripped the bottle tightly and threw it hard against the wall. It shattered into dust.


  They’d find me dead. But they wouldn’t find me drunk.


  
     
  


  [image: Chapter Twenty-Four, The Interview]


  What those animals did to me I can’t say—I don’t want to think about it. I will tell you that most people have no idea the suffering the human body can endure. It defies reason.


  Ormand called it “cleansing” and appointed that paragon of patriotism Travis Golightly to carry it out. And they were careful not to go too far. They did enough to make me scream till my throat went raw. After the first few times, I almost didn’t feel anything at all. That seemed to enrage Travis, and he looked for new ways to hurt me. Most of his rage came from wanting Griffin. I knew that, and despite edging closer to oblivion, I never changed my story. Griffin was dead.


  Random thoughts flew into my head like confused bats during those cruel, pain-filled hours and days. Most centered around Warnick and the other soldiers. Why hadn’t they come? They must’ve known something was wrong. Springer and Popp were dead. I was near dead. Were all the rest dead too? That last image floated in and out of my head, making the pain worse.


  Many of the nailheads stayed drunk. There was enough beer in the place to keep them in that state for weeks, even months. During the torture I saw Travis struggling to control his men. Causing me pain was a boring waste of time to them. All they wanted was to drink. And so what started out as an audience of a dozen foot soldiers dwindled to a lone assistant—Ulie.


  Mostly I saw men in this place, but occasionally one or two women made an appearance. All were young, and I got the sense they provided the “entertainment.” They were probably scared and chose to stay, getting passed around like beer jugs rather than facing the undead outside. Some couldn’t have been older than Griffin.


  After the last cleansing, someone realized I’d need to eat if they wanted to keep up this sick game. They’d gotten hold of some MREs and threw one in with me in the cold room. Ulie stayed with me, trying to get me to take the food.


  “This might be your last meal,” he said. “I think tomorrow Travis is gonna do you.”


  “Maybe killing me will bring back his daughter.”


  “Yeah.” Ulie looked ashamed. “Lemme know if you change your mind about the beer. There’s plenty. Now would be a good time to have it. Oh, I found these in a first-aid kit. Thought you could use ’em.” He placed a foil packet of ibuprofen in my hand.


  “Thanks. Why do they call you Ulie?”


  “Dunno. Guess it’s because I like to talk a lot. Passes the time.”


  After Ulie left, I stared at the MRE. I was too sick to eat. Every bone in my body ached, especially my leg. Some of my teeth were loose, and my lip was swollen. I thought a couple of my ribs might be broken, and I was almost blind in one eye. Although I didn’t want to prolong this black hell, I remembered what Warnick said about hope and decided I needed to live a while longer. So I took the ibuprofen, drank some water and forced myself to eat.


  Outside, I heard cursing and singing and women screaming. I didn’t know if the noise was from pain or drunken glee. They were on a real bender out there. I guessed they knew they were doomed and decided to go out partying. In another age I might have joined them.


  The constant cold made me drowsy. I had trouble keeping my eyes open, even though my head hurt so much. I felt myself falling and drifted into a dreamless sleep, feeling sweat bees on my arm.
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  Ulie leaned in close, his breath ripe with stale beer and jerky, gently shaking my good shoulder. Another nailhead was with him. They looked grim.


  “It’s time,” Ulie said.


  They got me to my feet. As I stood, intense pain shot through my left leg. I was unable to walk on it. The two men threw my arms around them and half carried me out of the room, across the main floor of the brewery and into the manager’s office.


  The place stood empty and silent, the opposite of the night before. The floor had been swept, and there was no sign of the drinking and debauchery that had taken place.


  I expected Travis to be waiting for me, his rifle still attached to his skeletal hand, ready to end it. But as I entered, I found only Ormand Ferry.


  He sat behind the desk in a plush leather chair, the light from the desk lamp glinting off his wire-rimmed glasses. He was smaller than I remembered, and I realized that I’d never seen him up close. It had always been from a distance, on a stage or a makeshift platform.


  The two nailheads sat me in a chair opposite the desk and left. My head felt thick, and I had a hard time focusing. For a while the leader of the Red Militia watched me, his hands under his chin. Then he got up and examined me as if he were a trained physician. I said nothing. He poured a glass of water and offered it to me.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  Streamers of blood floated in the water as I set down the glass. This detail did not escape Ormand. In fact, it seemed to trouble him.


  “I want to apologize,” he said.


  “For what?”


  “Travis shouldn’t have gone so hard on you. Usually our methods are less … destructive. The fact is, he’s devastated over the loss of his daughter. He seems to think you’re lying about her death. I’ve assured him that there is no reason you would lie. Is there, Dave?”


  “Is there what?”


  He shifted in his chair, apparently unused to not getting a straight answer. “Is there a reason you would lie about Griffin?”


  “No.”


  I guessed the sorry condition of my face, especially my eyes, made it impossible for him to read me. My voice was flat and devoid of emotion. I made sure not to look away.


  “I didn’t think so,” he said, and leaned back. “Besides, I don’t think you could’ve maintained such a story after what Travis did to you. To be honest, I’ve overlooked a lot where Travis is concerned. He can be unpredictable. With everything going on in the town, it’s difficult for me to stay on top of all facets of this operation. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”


  “What is going on?”


  “We are gaining ground in our campaign to bring order.”


  “I thought bringing order was Black Dragon’s job.”


  “Their job is to put down civil unrest. They don’t care about you and me. They want to stop any and all activity they see as disruptive and be on their way. They’re mercenaries, for God’s sake. Did you know they’re shooting civilians at will and burning the bodies?”


  “I know they’re killing draggers to rid the town of this scourge.”


  “‘Draggers.’” He chuckled artificially. “Once you put a label on someone, you are free to do what you want, is that it?”


  “Wait, are you suggesting these are sick people who need help?”


  “It’s not for me to say, I’m not a doctor.”


  “Look, they’re dead. And they’re eating people.”


  “The point is, I believe our organization has more of an interest in preserving this town than the Black Dragon thugs. And I would hope you do too.”


  “Are you asking me to join you?”


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing. We’re helping people, Dave. Not like those overpaid contractors. We’re feeding and sheltering people till this scourge, as you call it, is over. I can see that you’re strong. You’ve stood up to this—”


  “Torture.”


  “This cleansing, and you’ve come through it. You seem to want to live. I’m giving you a way to do that. They tell me you don’t drink.”


  “Used to.”


  “You see? We need more people like you. People who can control their urges and work for the good of the community.”


  “Where are these people you’re talking about?” I said. “The ones you’re protecting.”


  “Somewhere safe. The soldiers who were sent to protect them failed. Now they’re in our care.”


  “You’re killing soldiers.”


  “We always offer them the choice, the way I’m doing with you. Some have seen the wisdom of what we’re offering and have come over to our way of thinking. The ones who don’t, well … That reminds me. I want to thank you for removing Chavez from the equation. He was becoming a real problem for us.”


  “How did you know?”


  “Give me some credit.”


  “Do you know why more soldiers haven’t been deployed to stop this thing?”


  “No. All we know is that the area is completely sealed off. No one is getting in or out. So it’s up to us.”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I need to think about it.”


  “Of course. I’ll give you until tomorrow morning. I won’t be here, but you can tell Travis your decision.”


  “How do you know he won’t kill me even if I decide to join?”


  “I don’t.”


  Ormand looked past me, and the next thing I knew, Ulie and the other nailhead were in the room with us. They helped me from my chair. I still couldn’t put weight on my bad leg.


  “Leg bothering you?” Ormand said.


  “It’s fine,” I said. “Do you think you’ll win?”


  “It’s not about winning, it’s about doing what’s right. And yes, we will do what’s right.”


  I stopped at the door and faced him. “What if there’s no way out of this thing? Then what?”


  He smiled, his eyes obscured by the reflection on his glasses. “There’s always a way out.”
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  Back in the cold room, I thought about the meeting and about what Ormand had said. He frightened me. Though I had no wish to join this circus, I thought doing so might help keep me alive long enough to find Holly and Griffin.


  What they said about Ormand was true. He was charming and charismatic. And his words almost made sense. Almost. They might have been words of peace, but they implied a very real threat. He was like an outsider running for office. Was that his plan? To set himself up as the savior of the town so that, when all this was over, he could go into politics and further his group’s agenda?


  My headache had subsided, but my leg felt worse. Swelling and tenderness burned around the tibia, where Travis had beaten me mercilessly with a length of iron rebar. I thought the bone might be fractured.


  Despite my condition, I looked forward to a meal. I heard the door unlock and expected Ulie to come in with my MRE and some water. But it was Travis who came through.


  He didn’t look well. As I lay against the wall, I smelled something foul coming from him and guessed that gangrene had set into his burned arm and hand.


  Travis stared at me, his rifle pointed downwards. In our drinking days, Jim and I used to be able to carry on a conversation with him at least. Did Travis even remember back that far? I hated him so much for the pain he’d inflicted, but I forced myself to remain calm.


  “Is the Beehive still standing?” I said.


  “I don’t think about it much anymore. There’s more important work to do.”


  “Like saving Tres Marias.”


  “Ormand says he believes you. About Griffin.”


  “I’m sorry, Travis.”


  “How’d she die?”


  “Are you sure you want to know?”


  “I do.”


  As an alcoholic, I was good at lying. There are two things to remember when telling a lie. First, provide enough detail but not too much. Otherwise it will sound made-up. Second, mix the lie with the truth. That way there are always parts of it that others can corroborate.


  “After your men destroyed our compound,” I said, “we found some of them in the front yard—including Kyle. He was already dead from the blast. Then he turned, and we had to shoot him. Griffin went crazy and took off on us. We chased her all the way down to the stream, but it was too late. A horde was on her. Travis, you have to believe me, we tried to save her. In the end, we had to shoot her. I’m sorry.”


  “We sent men back there, looking for her. We never found her body.”


  “We burned it. Did they check the pit?”


  Travis shook his head. He looked away and sucked down the pain. “I loved her,” he said. “You may not believe that, but I did.” He went to the door. “I hope you choose to die in here.” Then he walked out as Ulie came in with my meal.


  “What’s Ormand up to, Ulie? I mean, what happens after all this is over?”


  Ulie looked over his shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “He has some big ol’ dreams. Wouldn’t be surprised if he’s lookin’ to be governor.”


  “But he murdered soldiers. They’ll throw him in prison.”


  “The way he sees it, some of those guys went bat-shit crazy. Look at Chavez. If that ain’t proof enough.”


  “It’s a crazy world. I guess anything’s possible.”


  “So you gonna join us?”


  “What did your friend say? This is the happening club. I need to stay alive.”


  “Good choice, Dave.”


  “Travis won’t like it.”


  “Don’t worry about him,” Ulie said. “Ormand put ’im on a short leash. You just start to get better.”


  “Thanks, Ulie.”


  So, without even realizing it, I’d decided. It made sense. I needed to survive for Holly and Griffin. Now I needed a weapon.
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  The frantic banging on the door and hungry death shrieks awakened me. As I prepared to die, automatic gunfire echoed in deadly bursts. Men shouted and women screamed—but this time it was terrified screaming. Rapid footsteps pattered as people fled in one direction, then another. I couldn’t focus. What was happening?


  A single gunshot resounded outside the door.


  “Let’s try in here.” It was Holly’s voice.


  “Holly!”


  “Dave!”


  I tried to stand, but my leg wouldn’t support me, so I waited as the door handle jiggled. Soon gunfire exploded and the door flew open, revealing Holly and Griffin. I couldn’t believe it—it was like a mirage. They were both armed, sweat glistening off their lean, muscled arms. From where I sat, they appeared unharmed.


  Greta bounded in, barking and whining. She jumped on top of me, knocking me back and covering my face with dog slobber. Holly knelt down and checked my bruises.


  “You look like shit, Dave.”


  “I didn’t think you guys would come for me.”


  “We had to make sure you didn’t give in to temptation. I mean, honestly. A brewery, Dave?”


  “Hey, you can smell my breath.”


  She leaned over and took a sniff. “Hmm.”


  Then she kissed me.


  Holly and Griffin grabbed my arms and got me to my feet. As we made our way to the door, my bad leg dragged behind me uselessly.


  Outside, pandemonium reigned, with nailheads and soldiers shooting it out as draggers poured in from God knows where. As we reached the door, I saw Ulie impaled on a forklift, still alive, the draggers devouring him as Travis’s pit bull tore at their legs.


  “Move your ass,” Holly said.


  “How did you find me?”


  “Tell you later.”


  We were joined by Warnick and two other soldiers, Vincent and Fyffe. Outside, the firefight had escalated. Watching for crossfire, we exited the room. Soldiers, nailheads and draggers fought everywhere. I was too weak to help. A couple of half-drunk nailheads aimed their weapons at us, and Holly shot them dead where they stood.


  Halfway across the floor, a horde confronted us. Warnick yelled to Vincent and Fyffe. “Hold them off while I get these three out of here.”


  Griffin took the lead as Holly and Warnick guided me to an exit. I could see the glowing green sign past a line of equipment. As we reached it, though, Travis stepped out of the shadows and shot Warnick in the shoulder. The bullet ripped through his uniform and came out the other side. Holly let go of me, and I slid to the floor.


  Travis looked bad. His eyes were glassy, and his face was red from fever. The smell coming off his arm was nauseating.


  “You look pretty damn good for a dead girl,” he said to Griffin. “Get yer ass over here. Now!” He pointed the rifle at Griffin’s head, then sneered at Holly as she took aim. “Even if you do shoot me, I’ll kill her.”


  Holly and Griffin dropped their weapons as two nailheads joined Travis. Warnick could barely stand. One of the nailheads hit him across the forehead with his handgun, forcing him back on the floor. I couldn’t do anything.


  Griffin’s body shook. Despite all her newfound strength, I saw that she still feared Travis. He smiled and stroked her face with his good hand.


  Gunfire erupted behind us. A bullet hit one of the nailheads in the throat and took him out. Travis grabbed Griffin by the hair and, as she screamed, headed out the door. Holly tried to follow, but the other nailhead fired at her, just missing her small torso. I tried to stand, but it was no use. Neither of us could stop what was happening.


  More soldiers arrived, and Holly pointed to the exit. “They took Griffin!”


  As the soldiers went after Travis, Holly knelt down next to Warnick. She pulled open his shirt to check the bullet wound. Then she said, “We have to get him to a hospital.”


  Two soldiers took charge of Warnick, who was losing consciousness. We made it outside into the night. All the shooting had attracted more undead, because now a new horde advanced.


  “I’ll stand by you,” Holly said to me. Then she aimed and took down a line of draggers.


  “How bad’s your leg?” one of the soldiers said, taking out more of the horde as we made our way through the parking lot.


  “I think it’s broken.”


  We made it to a Humvee, where we found Vincent and Fyffe.


  “Where’s Griffin?” Holly said.


  “We didn’t see them,” Vincent said.


  “God, no,” Holly said. “Griffin!”


  Her voice echoed as she drifted through the parking lot. Vincent grabbed her and guided her back to our vehicle.


  “Let me go! We can’t leave her!”


  “She’s gone,” Vincent said. “We have to get out of here.”


  Holly looked at Warnick, semiconscious and bleeding, and at me, bruised and unable to stand. Then she nodded, tears streaming, and got into the Humvee.


  As Vincent drove us to the hospital, with two other Humvees trailing, Warnick tried to stay in charge.


  “How’d it go back there?”


  “Most of the nailheads are dead,” Vincent said. “The other guys are cleaning out draggers.”


  “Are you sure they’ll be okay?” I said.


  Warnick gave me a look. “Did you forget these are trained soldiers?”


  “Sorry you got shot, Warnick.”


  “Sorry you got your ass kicked in a brewery.”
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  I must have closed my eyes. When I opened them, we were parked across the street from the hospital’s emergency-room entrance. The parking lot was filled with draggers. Most wandered aimlessly in the glow of the orange lights among abandoned cars and ambulances.


  Vincent grabbed a pair of field glasses. “The lights are on in the lobby, but I don’t see anyone.”


  “Are the doors secure?” Warnick said, barely conscious and in pain.


  “Yeah, looks like it.”


  “So what’s the plan?” I said. “Warnick and I are a mess.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Warnick said.


  “Stay here a minute, okay?” Vincent said.


  Holly, Vincent and Fyffe got out to join the others, leaving Greta with Warnick and me.


  “Can you leave us a weapon?” I said.


  Fyffe gave me his handgun. Then Vincent signaled for everyone to follow him. In the rearview mirror I saw a dozen people gathered in the darkness. The dog whined, then lowered her head and lay on the seat next to Warnick and me.


  “How are you holding up?” I said.


  “Been better,” Warnick said, and groaned as he shifted positions. When he moved, I saw blood smeared on the seat back.


  I don’t know when Warnick lost consciousness, but soon I was alone. As I stroked Greta’s neck, I heard what sounded like the shriek of a mountain lion—or was it a dragger? Greta’s ears stood, but she didn’t move.


  The stars were out, and it was a beautiful, dangerous night. For a second I forgot the pain that racked my body and enjoyed being alive one more day.


  “Thank you, God.”


  Something in me had changed after I spoke with Ormand. It had to do with the inevitability of it all. Not to get all philosophical, but for the first time in my life I saw things with clarity. We are born. We die. Somewhere in between we live. And how we live is up to us. That’s it. And it doesn’t matter whether it’s an earthquake or a flood or people coming back from the dead. It is still up to us.


  The others returned. Vincent opened the vehicle doors and helped us out.


  “We get one shot at this,” he said.


  Holly shook her head. “I still don’t like it.”


  “Warnick and I will be fine,” I said.


  My leg throbbed, but I was determined to get inside with the others. The plan was for a group of soldiers to create a distraction. Once the draggers were out of the way, Warnick, Holly and I would make our way to the entrance and get inside with the help of Vincent and Fyffe.


  “You ready?” Fyffe said to me.


  Vincent signaled, and the rest of the soldiers ran towards the parking lot whooping and hollering. Predictably, the horde went after them as they capered down the street away from the hospital.


  We waited a couple of minutes, then Vincent signaled for us to move out. He and Fyffe helped Warnick across the street. Holly helped me, with Greta following. My leg had stiffened from being in the Humvee, and Warnick was still unconscious. It took us a while to get across.


  At the entrance, Vincent tried the doors. Locked. We heard shooting in the distance and knew that the other soldiers had engaged the draggers.


  “I don’t want to break the glass,” Vincent said. “Maybe there’s another door.”


  As he went off to the side, we saw an orderly in blue scrubs crossing the lobby towards us. He was armed with a handgun.


  “Hey!” Holly said. “Let us in.”


  “Who are you?” he said through the door.


  “We’re with Black Dragon,” Fyffe said. “Open the door.”


  He hesitated. From out of the darkness, more draggers appeared. When they saw us, they started towards the entrance.


  “Let us in,” Holly said.


  The draggers closed on us. Vincent returned, and he, Fyffe and Holly started shooting. But as some of the undead went down, more came out of the darkness. The orderly activated the automatic doors and let us in.


  “I’m sorry,” the orderly said, “but we were told not to unlock the doors for anyone.”


  “Forget it,” Holly said. “We need a doctor.”


  “Okay, come with me.”


  As we made our way to the elevators, more draggers gathered at the doors, lowing and scraping at the glass.


  The orderly let us out on the second floor, then disappeared. The floor was clear, but from far off, we heard music. Had someone left a radio on?


  The music came from a nurses’ station. There we found a young Asian man in a white doctor’s coat at a computer. When he saw us, he startled and reached for something. He pointed a handgun at us.


  “Easy,” Vincent said, lowering his weapon.


  “Who are you?”


  “Black Dragon Security.”


  “Are you a doctor?” Holly said. The man nodded. “This man was shot—he’s lost a lot of blood. And I think my husband’s leg might be broken.”


  The man glanced around, as if assessing whether this was a setup. Then he rose, put the gun down and came around.


  “Okay, I’ll treat the gunshot wound first. We still have a surgeon on staff.”


  He made a call. Another orderly showed up, and he and the doctor put Warnick on a gurney and took him to an operating room. The other soldiers went with them, leaving Holly and me alone with Greta.


  The floor was ghostly. Holly leaned against the nurses’ station and slumped to the floor. Tears streaming from her eyes, she clutched my hand.


  “We should have never let her come with us,” she said. “He’ll kill Griffin.”


  “Holly, she’s a good soldier. It’s not your fault.”


  “But she’s with that monster. We have to get her back.”


  “We will. But we have to take care of Warnick.”


  She nodded sadly. “And you.”


  The doctor returned. “I’ll examine you,” he said to me. “We need to get some X-rays. My name’s Vinh Tran.”


  We introduced ourselves, then followed the doctor to a hospital room.


  “Are there others here?” Holly said.


  “Yes. We’re scattered throughout the hospital.”


  “Any patients?”


  “Only a few left. We tried saving the critical ones, but it was no use. When all this started, your guys managed to secure the building, but we haven’t seen you since.”


  “So you have no protection?”


  “The Red Militia. For a long time they checked on us and sometimes brought us food and water. In exchange, we agreed to treat their injured.”


  “What about the infected ones?” I said.


  “They never brought us those. What’s going on out there?”


  Holly shook her head. “It’s a war zone.”


  Against searing pain, I stripped to my underwear as Holly waited outside with Greta. Vinh made a thorough examination, commenting on the severity of my injuries.


  “Somebody worked you over pretty good,” he said. “That eye looks bad. Can you still see?”


  “It’s blurry.”


  “Okay, lie down so I can look at your leg.”


  “Do you have family here?” I said.


  “They’re all in LA. I have a girlfriend but …”


  “Yeah.”


  The swelling was bad. My lower leg was discolored, and I was concerned that, whatever the injury, it had gone too far. As he palpated me, I winced with pain.


  “I think it’s broken,” he said. “The X-rays will tell us for sure.”


  He ran back to the nurses’ station. A couple of minutes later, he returned. “I found us a radiologist. He’ll be here shortly. We need to put you on a gurney. You shouldn’t be walking.”


  As Vinh and the radiologist rolled me towards radiology, I learned that in the beginning a stream of injured nailheads came through each night. With them came food and water. Several nailheads had broken into the pharmacy and stolen prescription medication. When Ormand found out, he had them executed. Then he sent the drugs back with an apology.


  But no nailheads had come for days, which meant no more supplies. Lately, the few doctors, nurses and technicians had survived by eating everything in the cafeteria. They were down to rice, pasta, a few canned goods and bottled water. With no protection, they spent their nights in fear of being overrun by draggers.


  The radiologist took a series of X-rays, including some of my rib cage. We viewed the images on the computer screen and found that no ribs were broken.


  “What about the leg?” I said.


  “The X-rays don’t show anything,” the radiologist said. “I’m thinking it’s a stress fracture.”


  “How do we find out?”


  “We’ll have to do an MRI.”
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  The white machine took up most of the scan room. It was huge, with a hole in the middle big enough to fit a human body. As they prepared to slide me in, the radiologist handed me a set of earplugs.


  “Sorry, I don’t know where our headphones went. I don’t normally operate this machine.”


  “No offense, but do you know how to work this thing?”


  He grinned. “There’s a series of menus on the screen. It’ll be fine.” He turned to Vinh and Holly. “You may want to wait outside. It can get pretty loud.”


  “How long will it take?” Holly said.


  “Well, we’re only doing the leg, so ten minutes?”


  “I’m going to check on Warnick,” Holly said. Then to Vinh, “Can you take me to him?”


  As she and the doctor left with the dog, the radiologist said something to me. I took out an earplug. “What?”


  “I said, be sure not to move a muscle, or we’ll have to start over.”


  The noise was deafening, even with the earplugs. The radiologist set the machine to do an automated scan. After ten minutes, the noise stopped. Since I had gone in feet-first, I had to crane my neck to see. I was alone. Then, upside down, I saw the radiologist enter. And behind him was a stranger with a gun.


  “Get him out of there,” the stranger said. He was dressed in jeans and a bright shirt, and I assumed he was a nailhead.


  The radiologist freed me, and as I rose, Greta appeared in the doorway. Growling, she leapt onto the man, tearing at his gun hand. He screamed and fired. The bullet ricocheted off the machine and into the ceiling.


  Running footsteps now. Holly and the other soldiers came in. Fyffe pulled Greta off the man while Vincent disarmed him.


  “Please don’t kill me,” he said. “It’s my daughter.”
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  The MRI images on the computer screen confirmed a stress fracture. Most of the swelling and bruising on my lower leg had come from the actual beating. Vinh found a brace and advised me to stay off the leg.


  Perry was the name of the man who had attacked us. Limping but at least able to walk, I found Holly standing alone with Greta next to the nurses’ station.


  “Where is everyone?”


  “That guy’s daughter is really sick.”


  “Where are they?”


  She nodded towards one of the hospital rooms. I followed the dog and her and found the soldiers standing off to one side as Vinh made an examination. The girl couldn’t have been more than three or four.


  Perry told us a horde attacked their neighborhood and they barely escaped in their car. The other neighbors had fled, but Perry’s wife was bedridden. So they stayed.


  “She begged me to leave with our daughter. I couldn’t, but she made me. So I barricaded the bedroom door and we left her there.”


  No soldiers had come to help them. While escaping the horde, the girl was bit. By the time they reached the hospital, Perry was half out of his mind.


  “I can try to make her comfortable,” Vinh said. “I’m afraid that’s all I can do.”


  Vinh gave the little girl morphine to lessen the pain from the bite. Soon her pupils contracted and her breathing became regular. Her father went to her and, taking her little hand, sat beside her.


  “Daddy,” she said, and smiled.


  “Hi, kitten.”


  “I need to check on another patient,” Vinh said, and left.


  “Thank you, Doctor.”


  The radiologist came in, holding a stuffed animal—a blue bear wearing a T-shirt with the words I can’t bear it when you’re sick.


  “Hey, bro,” Perry said. “I’m so sorry—”


  “Forget it.” The radiologist gently placed the bear in the girl’s arms. She hugged it sleepily. Then he left.


  As the rest of us went out of the room, Perry grabbed Vincent’s sleeve. “I need my gun.”


  Vincent looked at the dying girl, then at Fyffe. I could see in his eyes that he was hesitating, not sure whether this guy was going to lose it again and start shooting up the place. After another moment, he handed the gun to Perry.


  The man held the weapon without looking at it. “I never grew up around guns,” he said. “Guess it’s time to learn how to use one.”


  “The safety’s on,” Vincent said. Then we left.


  The two soldiers went in search of food and water, and Holly stayed with me at the nurses’ station. She seemed nervous around me, so I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. Then I stroked her hair. That seemed to make her feel better.


  “How did you find me?” I said.


  “Springer.”


  “What? But he was killed. I saw it.”


  “You saw him get shot. Fortunately the bullet didn’t sever the artery. He lay there completely still till those nailheads left. Then he went back to the vehicle and returned to base.”


  “But how did he know where they’d taken me?”


  “Before they left, one of them took piles of empty Lucky Moon beer bottles out of their vehicle and threw them into the dumpster.”


  “How were you able to get inside?”


  “Everybody in there was drunk. When we got there, we found a horde milling around outside. One of the nailheads came out, and we made sure he never made it back in. Then we left the door open and pulled his body back inside to attract the draggers. While the nailheads were dealing with them, we entered through another door.”


  “Thanks for saving me. How did you make it back?”


  “Tell you later. Dave, what are we going to do about Griffin?”


  “As soon as we get back to Arkon, we’ll figure something out.”


  “But we don’t even know where he’s taken her.”


  “We’ll find her, I promise.”


  I was leaning in to kiss her when a gunshot rang out from the direction of the hospital room where Perry and the girl were. We ran to the room to see if we could help Perry, but another shot stopped us.


  As we rushed in, we found Perry sprawled across the girl’s body, protecting her. The back of his head was blown out, bits of brain, bone and blood slithering down the white plastic curtain.


  He was still holding his daughter’s hand.
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  Griffin had been missing a week. During those last days when I was a prisoner Warnick and Estrada located more Black Dragon soldiers holed up in other buildings around Tres Marias. Though still in pain, Warnick remained in charge, with Estrada as second in command.


  We didn’t know why reinforcements hadn’t been sent in. All communication with the higher command had been severed, and Internet service was nonexistent. Though I felt better about Estrada, I still didn’t know where her loyalty lay. Warnick assured me that she was back on the reservation. What concerned me most was that she was a follower. At present, she was happy to follow Warnick.


  When I looked in the mirror, I hardly recognized myself. Though the beard hid most of the cuts and bruises, what I saw in my eyes was something older, a weariness belonging to someone else.


  Holly looked amazing, lean and ripped. And though she’d always been responsible, there was a new maturity about her that made me believe she could lead her own troops into the Valley of Death. And they would gladly follow.


  The Arkon building was secure, and with Holly’s help I made a good recovery. The other survivors were doing better too. They’d been eating and putting on weight, and their spirits were up. The soldiers trained them not only to survive but to fight.


  I checked on Nina Zimmer and her daughter, Evan. Both were doing well. Warnick’s men had brought her more baby formula, bottled water and diapers.


  Warnick kept the troops focused and motivated. Though finding Griffin was a top priority, he decided that Tres Marias wouldn’t be safe till we located Ormand and took him out by any means necessary. But we didn’t know where he was, and his men at the brewery refused to tell us.


  After the fighting, the soldiers gathered the nailhead survivors in the room in which I had been imprisoned, intending to interrogate them. What they didn’t know—and what I never guessed the whole time I was in there—was that weapons had been hidden inside. At the sound of gunfire, the soldiers burst through, only to find the prisoners dead from gunshot wounds. They entered as the last one put a handgun in his mouth and fired.


  Warnick felt they’d significantly weakened Ormand’s organization and it was time to finish what they started. Daily patrols went in search of the command center. As time went on, they met less and less resistance. Soon there was no sign of the Red Militia in the streets.


  Sometimes I heard skirmishes outside, setting me on edge. Mostly it was dragger hordes. Because I was not permitted to help till my leg was better, I waited for Holly to replay what happened. “We took out a nest of draggers.” “A couple of nailheads tried to break in and we had to kill them.” I didn’t like that she’d volunteered to help defend our base, but there was no denying she was good.


  “I fired a grenade launcher today,” she said.


  “Wish I could’ve been there.” If I sounded hurt, I meant it that way.


  “You need to rest, honey.” I couldn’t remember the last time she called me that.


  “You never told me how you made it here,” I said.


  She told me everything. Holly and Griffin hid out with Greta in a small apartment above a neighborhood grocery store in the middle of town. They were close to the daily nailhead patrols, yet no one knew they were there. One time Greta heard something and barked. They thought they’d had it, but no one had heard. Draggers tried to break in from time to time, but all the doors and windows had been fortified by the previous occupant.


  During that time they had everything they needed—food, water and medicine. Holly eventually found a cell phone and charger and transferred her SIM card to it. When she received my text containing the address of our base, she and Griffin planned how to make their way there. But by then I had been captured.


  Several times they were almost discovered. Before reaching the base, a firefight broke out with a group of nailheads. Warnick’s men were out patrolling the area. They killed off the nailheads and rescued the two women and, of course, Greta.
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  Vinh had shown me how to do my own physical therapy for my leg. The exercises were painful, but I wanted so much to get back to the fight, I did them every day. One day as I stretched, Holly came into the office we had converted to sleeping quarters. She was excited.


  “We think we know where Griffin is,” she said.


  “Where?”


  “The high school.”


  “But there’s no one in that place except draggers.”


  “That’s what we thought. Some of the men were out patrolling this morning, and they found a nailhead in an alley. He’d been bitten, and I guess his friends left him there to die.”


  “They didn’t shoot him?”


  “He didn’t even have a weapon. When the soldiers found him, he was nearly gone. He told them that Ormand was at the high school. They were protecting civilians. The men asked about Griffin, and he said that she was alive.”


  I was happy to learn about Griffin, but I was worried too. Ormand’s whole approach had been cold and calculating. He wanted to win, and he was willing to sacrifice anything—and anyone. I asked Warnick to call a meeting.


  Holly and I met with Warnick and Estrada in a conference room.


  “Ormand’s not protecting those civilians,” I said. “He’s using them as human shields.”


  “How do you know?” Estrada said.


  “Because it’s all he’s got left.” Then to Warnick, “Look, his plan all along was to show that while some of you guys freaked out—”


  “Dave,” Holly said.


  “I’m sorry,” I said to Estrada, “but you know what I’m saying.”


  “It’s okay,” she said. “I get it.”


  “He wanted to show that, in all this craziness, he and his group were the sane ones, the ones who cared. And the deaths of some soldiers were necessary to save Tres Marias.”


  “Right,” Warnick said. “That means he’s keeping the civilians—and Griffin—very close. If we attack and some are killed, he can say it was our fault, not his.”


  “I don’t understand,” Holly said. “So we don’t attack?”


  “Do we know how many men are defending the high school?” Warnick said.


  “I’m guessing not more than a hundred,” Estrada said. “We’ve pretty much decimated them.”


  “They haven’t patrolled in a long time,” Warnick said. “I think they already know we’re coming.”


  “So what do we do?” I said.


  “We don’t keep them waiting. How’s your leg?”
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  We had no choice but to use force. We knew that Ormand would never come out into the open. We also knew that Griffin and the other civilians were as good as dead if we waited. Their only chance was for us to storm the place.


  Though my leg hurt, I made sure everyone knew I was ready to be a part of this. The plan was to leave a small group of soldiers at Arkon while we deployed everyone else to the high school. We had more weapons and vehicles and would make an impressive showing—impressive enough that many of the nailheads might choose to surrender rather than to fight.


  Though Holly wanted to go, both Warnick and Estrada forbade it. She had become a valuable asset to Black Dragon, and they didn’t want to lose her. To soothe Holly’s ego, Warnick put her in charge of the troops in the building. She would see to it that the civilians were protected—especially Nina and her baby. And she wouldn’t be alone. Many of them were strong enough to help defend the building.
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  Since my rescue, Holly had given me strong signals she wanted to be alone with me. On the afternoon before we were to deploy, she sent Greta out, closed the door to our room and drew the shades. I could think of a more romantic setting than an insurance office, but we were so hot for each other, it didn’t matter. We almost got away with it, but Greta began whining and scratching at the door. And she wouldn’t stop.


  “Greta!” Holly said.


  The dog persisted. Groaning, Holly let her in. Once she was satisfied that we were both safe, she curled up in a corner and closed her eyes. The passion sidetracked for a moment, Holly and I held each other.


  “What am I going to do with you?” she said, stroking my hair and beard.


  “Stay with me.”


  “I think that’s doable.”


  I tried kissing her, but she pressed her fingers to my lips.


  “Do you ever think about her?”


  “I think about everything I lost. Especially your love.”


  “You have it,” she said, and kissed me deeply. “Always.”
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  Morning came too soon. Holly and I had slept in each other’s arms. It wasn’t light yet when Estrada rapped on the door.


  “Let’s move out, Pulaski.”


  “Be right there,” I said.


  As I sat up, Holly tried pulling me back to her, and I took her hands in mine.


  “I’ll be back soon,” I said.


  “Are you taking Greta?” she said.


  “She’s needed here.”


  The dog whined softly and licked my hand. I didn’t want to prolong this, so I helped Holly to her feet, hugged her deeply and kissed her.


  “I want to show you something,” I said.


  I pulled open my shirt, revealing the gold crucifix she’d given me in Mt. Shasta. She smiled as she adjusted the gold chain around my neck.


  “You’re a pretty awesome guy,” she said.


  “Yeah?”


  “Come back to me, okay?”


  When I opened the door, Estrada and Warnick were waiting.
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  It was still dark when we moved out. There were 150 of us. We split up into four convoys, each of which came at the high school from a different direction. I rode with Warnick, Estrada and Springer, who wore a bandage around his neck.


  “I never told you how glad I was you made it back,” I said to him.


  “Appreciate it, man.”


  “Things better with Holly?” Warnick said.


  “Oh yeah.”


  We met no resistance as we neared the high school. The sun was coming up, and we saw the deserted parking lot. A few draggers wandered from one end to the other, searching for live food. We wondered where all the nailheads’ vehicles had gone and decided that they had hidden them so as not to attract attention.


  Warnick used binoculars to check out the second-story windows. At first there was no one. Then the shooting began, and it was on.


  My orders were to stay close to Warnick and Springer no matter what. We didn’t know if Griffin was on the second floor and couldn’t chance launching grenades, so instead we used riot guns to shoot tear-gas canisters in to clear the floor, hoping that whoever was up there would come out and surrender. More soldiers poured into the parking lot to clear out the draggers.


  As we moved in, the shooting intensified. We still didn’t know how many nailheads we were fighting, but those who were there were heavily armed. Warnick kept screaming orders, but I couldn’t hear him, so I stayed close.


  We made our way to the gymnasium, thinking there might be civilians inside. Someone forced open the heavy, metal double doors. It was dark inside, and the stench was revolting. A sea of dark shapes floated towards us. For a second I thought we’d saved these people.


  Then I saw them.


  The gym was filled with draggers, as Landry predicted. Amid death shrieks and demons running towards us, we laid into them with automatic fire from our AR-15s. They went down, but more kept coming. Then other soldiers appeared with grenade launchers and fired into the gym. Explosions went off everywhere, blowing draggers into pieces. Finally, we were able to shut the doors again and secure them with chains. Desperate grey hands reached through the opening as we backed away.


  “These men can finish securing the area,” Warnick said to Springer and me. “Let’s find Griffin.”


  Soldiers had breached all the buildings and brought out nailheads who appeared weak and defeated. A few young women came out with them, lifting their arms with joy at seeing the soldiers. One held the hand of a boy who looked to be around six. Griffin was not among them.


  I was surprised that it took less than an hour to secure the high school. These people were hungry, sick and scared. They wanted it to be over.


  Our platoon searched every building, every maintenance shed, hoping to find Griffin, Travis or Ormand. As we made our way outside, a woman cried out. Warnick signaled for Springer and me to proceed while he jogged off in the opposite direction.


  As we rounded a corner, we saw Travis dragging Griffin by the hair towards the auto shop. When she fell to the ground he kicked her repeatedly, but she wouldn’t get up. Springer and I moved out into the open, training our weapons on him.


  “Travis!” I said.


  Griffin looked back. “Dave!”


  Travis stopped and faced us, pointing his rifle at the girl’s head. “How many times we gotta go through this?”


  A rapid stuttering of gunfire tore through the air, and Travis’s diseased forearm blew apart, the skeletal hand still gripping the rifle. Wailing, he fell to his knees as Griffin scrambled away and ran to me.


  Warnick walked up behind Travis, training his AR-15 on the nailhead. “Where’s Ormand, Travis?”


  Travis snorted, clutching what was left of his arm. “What? You gonna kill me? I’m already dead.”


  “Let’s get him out of here,” Warnick said.


  Griffin grabbed my handgun, marched up to her stepfather and pointed it at his face. When Warnick tried to intervene, she turned the gun on him, her eyes hot with anger and hatred.


  “Don’t do this,” Warnick said as Griffin took aim at Travis’s head.


  “Griffin,” Travis said. Though there was terror in his eyes, he tried to smile. “You can’t shoot your daddy.”


  “Shut up, Travis. You’re not my family.” Then, with perfect calm, she squeezed the trigger.


  His face opened up like a blood flower, and he fell onto his side. Dropping the gun, she kicked the lifeless body hard till I came up and touched her shoulder.


  “It’s okay, he’s dead.”


  She wept in my arms.


  Unable to locate Ormand, we proceeded to the football field, where the soldiers held all the prisoners. We counted eighty men, a dozen women and the boy. This couldn’t be all that was left of the Red Militia.


  Warnick, his AR-15 slung over his shoulder, paced back and forth in front of the prisoners. “Where’s Ormand Ferry?” They averted their eyes. “It’s over,” he said. “We want to help you. You need to tell us where he is.”


  Estrada walked up to the woman holding the boy. “Do you know where he is?”


  She shook her head. Another man stood. As our soldiers trained their weapons on him, he addressed Warnick in a voice devoid of emotion.


  “He left us here to die,” he said. “Only Travis knew where he was headed.”


  “Are we supposed to believe that?” Estrada said to Warnick. She walked to the man and pointed her handgun at his temple. He didn’t flinch. “Tell me where he is.”


  “He doesn’t know,” the woman said. “Nobody here knows.”


  “Estrada, stand down,” Warnick said.


  Frustrated, she put down her gun and stepped back.


  “We’re evacuating you from this place,” Warnick said. “You’ll have access to food and medicine. But you will remain under arrest.” Then to Estrada, “Prepare to move out.”


  The soldiers got the prisoners to their feet. Some were in bad shape and needed assistance. Griffin and I took charge of the woman and her boy, who looked past me and screamed.


  I wheeled around and found draggers—hundreds of them—heading towards us. Someone had opened the gym doors. Among them were the recently dead soldiers who had come with us.


  Warnick ordered our troops to spread out and kill as many as possible. We shot many of them, but others made it onto the field and attacked the prisoners, who were too weak to fight them off. I ordered Griffin and the other woman to hide behind us, but it was no use. We had to move fast or risk getting bit.


  In a few minutes, we were overrun and had to get out. I lifted the boy in my arms and told Griffin and the woman to follow me to the exits. I didn’t see where Warnick and Springer were. As we made it to the gate, I turned to find Estrada being pulled down by several of the hungry creatures as she tried to protect the other women. She screamed and fired uselessly into the sky. Then they tore out her throat and fed on her.


  I found our Humvee and got the woman and boy inside. I wanted to go back to help Warnick, but the woman pleaded with me not to leave. I heard shooting in the distance and screams as more prisoners and soldiers were eviscerated. I looked at the woman and boy and saw terror in their eyes.


  I was back where I’d started—a twentysomething coward who didn’t help as others were dying. And I didn’t like it.


  “What’s your name?” I said.


  “Nanette. This is Jonathan.”


  “Listen to me, Nanette. I need to get back.”


  “No!”


  “You’ll be fine here.”


  “No, please.”


  I turned to Griffin. “Stay here. Take this gun and lock all the doors after I leave.”


  “No, I want to go with you.”


  “Griffin, you need to protect them. That’s your job now.”


  I went around to the back of the Humvee and got my axe. Then I stood next to the door and signaled for Griffin to lock the doors. Reluctantly she did so and stared at me, gripping the AR-15 tightly in her hands. I knew she’d be okay, and I left.


  I didn’t know at that moment whether I would live or die. But, like Warnick, I had faith. Faith in myself and faith in God that somehow I would get out of this thing and return to Holly. Her face was all I saw as I tore into the shrieking pit of vipers attacking our men.


  Ignoring the pain in my leg, I focused on swinging the axe. With each swing, I took off a head or an arm. As I did so, other soldiers followed behind me and finished off the injured draggers with kill shots to the head. I no longer thought about being bit. I went where I was needed, separating arms from torsos and splitting skulls.


  I don’t know how long we were at it—it seemed like hours. My back and arms ached, and I felt I didn’t have the strength to lift the axe again. As the soldiers and I cleared a path to escape, I found Warnick and Springer, out of ammo and skewering draggers in the head with their bayonets.


  “Going old school?” I said.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Warnick said.


  We had enough time to make it to the gate before the draggers recovered and chased us. All the prisoners were dead, including the other women. From what I could tell, we had lost over half our men. The rest of us made it back to the Humvees.


  When Warnick, Springer and I reached ours, we found a heavily armed soldier dragging Griffin, Nanette and Jonathan—all screaming—from the vehicle. As Griffin emerged, he tore the weapon from her hands.


  “Hey,” Warnick said as we approached.


  The soldier turned and fired on us, sending us scattering among the vehicles, while Griffin, Nanette and Jonathan lay cringing on the ground. I glanced at my shoulder and saw I was bleeding. As an intense wave of pain and nausea overcame me, I heard the sound of the Humvee starting.


  I scanned the area. Warnick and Springer were both crouched behind the vehicle across from me. Warnick held up three fingers. Then two. Then one.


  The three of us stood in unison, opening fire on the Humvee as it lurched forward. Windshield glass exploded as the vehicle sped past. It lost control and crashed into a maintenance shed. As we moved towards the Humvee, the soldier emerged, his face and upper body bloody.


  It was Ormand Ferry.


  He staggered towards the gymnasium, firing at us randomly. Using the other buildings as cover, we followed as he emptied his AR-15, then switched to a handgun.


  At the entrance to the gym, he stood erect and faced us, his shirt drenched in blood.


  “No way out, Ormand,” Warnick said.


  “There’s always a way out.” Then, his eyes never leaving ours, he raised the handgun and jammed the barrel under his chin.


  Before he could pull the trigger, draggers emerged from the gym and took him down. We watched as they grabbed his arms and legs and, finally, head. Shrieks of ululating panic echoed as they carried him back into the darkness of the gym.
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  Though I’d lost a lot of blood that day, my wound wasn’t life threatening, and I recovered. Over the next few weeks, we continued to rid the town of draggers. Though we knew there were many still left in the forests, we felt good that at least part of Tres Marias was secure.


  Holly, Griffin and I were inseparable. We were a family. We even had a family dog. Never mind that she was trained to kill.


  We—Warnick, Springer, Holly, Griffin and I—stood on the roof looking down at the empty streets that surrounded our building. Though things were better, we knew in our hearts that the nightmare was far from over.


  Warnick was a rock. He told us we’d have to continue fighting for who knew how long. Sorties to find food, water and medicine would have to be made. We would surely lose more soldiers along the way. But—and this was what Warnick believed—we would make it. His courage gave us hope.


  Someone in the building had found a way to play music. I heard “I’ll Stand by You” by the Pretenders echoing up the stairwell. It sounded right.


  In the distance, I saw what I thought was Jim’s dog, Perro. Huge and bloody, he stared at me, challenging me to continue on and discover the truth about what had gone wrong in Tres Marias. Holly saw him too and took my hand.


  I didn’t know what was in store for us as I looked at the distant flames of burning buildings and heard the death shrieks of draggers newly turned. But I felt I had my family beside me.


  The faces of those we lost along the way paraded before me like prisoners in a death camp. I missed them terribly. But we had to keep moving forward. None of us knew when the end would come—or how. And though we knew what it was like to see Death coming, we didn’t know what it would be like to be dead yet not dead. However, we were strong and of a single mind. We lived and died for one another, no matter what.


  We were one.
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  “Guys, you have got to see this.”


  Springer explained as we rode the elevator to the top floor, where there was an executive conference room. We’d never used this room, assuming it was identical to the one downstairs. Then Springer discovered that it was equipped with a video-conferencing system and went in search of someone who knew how to get it working.


  “Are you ready?” he said, posing dramatically outside the walnut double doors.


  “Springer, enough,” Warnick said.


  Undeterred, Springer flung the doors open. When we walked in, we saw her face looking down at us from the giant flat-screen monitor.


  Evie Champagne.


  She stood before the camera, shaken. Next to her was her cameraman, Jeff. Both looked thin and sickly, but they were alive.


  At the conference table, an IT guy who worked for Arkon fiddled with the tablet computer that controlled the system. Typical IT—he didn’t look happy.


  “How were you able to reach them?” I said.


  “They’re over in our satellite office across town,” the IT guy said. “I tried everything in the address book and this one lit up. They must’ve been working on it from their side.”


  “Where’s the sound?” Griffin said.


  “We can’t get it to work,” Springer said. The IT guy appeared to chafe at the word we.


  After several more frustrating minutes, Holly found some blank copier paper and a dry-erase marker, which she handed to Warnick. In large letters he wrote WHERE ARE YOU? and held the paper up to the camera.


  Jeff moved out of frame and returned with a pad of flip-chart paper. On it he had scribbled the address of the satellite office.


  We told them where we were. Then we asked IS ANYONE ELSE WITH YOU?


  NO. EVERYONE IS DEAD.


  Warnick looked at us, then wrote ARE YOU SAFE?


  NO. NOT SAFE. DON’T HAVE MUCH MORE TIME. NEED TO GET OUT.


  “We have to help them,” Holly said.


  Warnick nodded and continued. CAN YOU WAIT TILL WE CAN GET TO YOU?


  DON’T KNOW. THEY’RE EVERYWHERE.


  Warnick wrote WE HAVE WEAPONS AND FOOD. TELL US WHERE TO MEET YOU.


  Evie said something to Jeff and started to write. Then she and the cameraman stared off camera like they heard something. When Evie looked at us again, there was pure terror in her eyes.


  We watched helplessly as she and the cameraman moved in and out of frame gathering up supplies. Before abandoning the room, Evie scribbled something on the back of the flip chart paper and held it up.


  I recognized the words. ROBBIN-SEAR INDUSTRIES, OLD ORCHARD ROAD.


  These were the same words written on the side of the van Bob Creasy was driving when he picked me up after my car accident. Was this where they were headed?


  Her hand shaking, Evie wrote something else. The words chilled me to my soul.


  WE KNOW WHAT HAPPENED.


  Then they were gone.
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  A Simple Ask


  Thank you for reading my novel. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it. Now that you’ve finished it, I have an ask.


  Will you take a few minutes to write an online review?
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  Honest reviews are crucial for a writer. They connect us with our readers and provide important insights into how we are progressing in our craft. And don’t worry if you didn’t like the book. I’d still like to hear from you. Really.


  Thank you again, dear reader.
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  I dedicated this novel to George A. Romero and John A. Russo because, like a lot of kids, I grew up with Night of the Living Dead. Their screenplay has everything I have ever wanted in a zombie movie, although these things were never referred to as zombies—they were ghouls. And like that iconic film, I wanted my story to start small. It gave me a chance to delve into the characters rather than relying on spectacle.


  Richard Matheson’s seminal work I Am Legend was also a strong influence. If you haven’t read it, I urge you to do so soon. The antagonists are not zombies but vampires. Nevertheless, the idea of a man struggling to survive alone in a world gone insane is powerful. The book is beautifully written and is as much a pleasure to read today as it was when it was first published in the 1950s.


  
     
  


  The Playlist


  Okay, now for some fun! Here is a playlist of songs relating to this novel. The ones marked with an asterisk are mentioned in the book. The rest are thematic to the story. I hope you find them entertaining.


  
    
        1. “Someone Like You” by ADELE *
    


    
        2. “Helter Skelter” by The Beatles *
    


    
        3. “Beyond the Sea” by Bobby Darrin *
    


    
        4. “Catch the Wind” by Donovan *
    


    
        5. “Island in the Sun” by Weezer *
    


    
        6. “Smells Like Teen Spirit” by Nirvana *
    


    
        7. “Loser” by Beck *
    


    
        8. “Fight for Your Right” by The Beastie Boys *
    


    
        9. “Good Riddance” by Green Day *
    


    
      10. “Enter Sandman” by Metallica *
    


    
      11. “I Will Always Love You” by Whitney Houston *
    


    
      12. “I’ll Stand by You” by The Pretenders *
    


    
      13. “Zombie” by The Cranberries
    

  


  
     
  


  About the Author


  [image: Steven Ramirez]


  You can connect with Steven on


  
    Twitter:

    twitter.com/byStevenRamirez

    Facebook:

    www.facebook.com/StevenRamirezWriter

    Goodreads:

    www.goodreads.com/StevenRamirez

    Google+:

    plus.google.com/+StevenRamirezWriter

    Amazon Author Page:

    amazon.com/author/stevenramirez
  


  Steven’s website and blog can be found at stevenramirez.com.


  Steven uses Authorgraph to connect personally with readers. Request an Authorgraph to receive a personalized inscription that you can view in your favorite reading apps and devices.


  Want to know about new releases from Steven Ramirez? Sign up for his newsletter at stevenramirez.com/newsletter. You won’t receive spam, only information about new releases and reissues.


  Steven Ramirez began writing seriously as a sophomore in high school, concentrating on that time-honored vehicle of teen outrage and simmering hormones—poetry. Each week, he created these verses and “borrowed” the school’s copier equipment, which allowed him to distribute his work to the unsuspecting world. He still owes the high school twenty-eight bucks for supplies, so please don’t tell anyone.


  In college, he dabbled in short stories and filmmaking, all to avoid working on his actual major—music. After a trip to the UK and Spain, where he learned that Californians really do have an accent, he returned to the states and graduated with a BA in music, which helped him land a job answering phones.


  Eventually, Steven began writing screenplays, mostly because everyone else in LA is writing a screenplay. It’s the law—look it up. If you are not at least “working” on a screenplay, they banish you to South Orange County, where you can take up surfing. Come to think of it, they might have rewritten that law, but you wouldn’t know it visiting Starbucks. What set him apart, though, is that for a while he had an agent. He still didn’t sell anything, though. Agents are like lawyers. Unless there are crisp, new thousand dollar bills nailed to your forehead, they tend not to return your calls.


  Then came a fateful meeting with the Davids—David Rimawi and David Latt of The Asylum, the prolific studio responsible for ‘Sharknado.’ These fine gentlemen read Steven’s work and decided to take a chance. The result was the horror-thriller film ‘Killers.’ It was funny, bloody and action-filled, and featured a young Paul Logan, who has gone on to enjoy a nice movie career while Steven became old, embittered and … wait, that’s somebody else’s life.


  Tired of hawking screenplays, Steven returned to short stories. Though over the years he had written several novels—none of which were published—he decided to try again and in 2013 published Tell Me When I’m Dead, a zombie thriller. In 2014, he followed up with the sequel, Dead Is All You Get, and is hard at work on the last book of THE DEAD SERIES trilogy.


  In addition to writing, Steven is a pretend musician, having written songs and played in bands since high school. He started on the accordion long before it was popular, then graduated to the piano. Thankfully, he decided to give up music and focus on writing.


  Steven lives in Los Angeles with his lovely, long-suffering wife and two beautiful daughters. He has a highly distracted Shi Tzu who insists bananas are a major food group. He enjoys Mike and Ikes with his Iced Caffè Americano, doesn’t sleep on planes and wishes Europe were closer.
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